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Introduction

Jane K. Stoever

The “Politicization of Safety” has multiple meanings and dimensions. 
This book calls for debate and consideration of some unquestioned and 
generally bipartisan assumptions, particularly about carceral responses 
to domestic violence, while maintaining the fundamental right of 
all people to be free from violence. Some contributors to this volume 
examine politics in the more traditional partisan sense, using legislative 
battles to illuminate growing divisions while surfacing values motivat-
ing different policies. Others examine politics and tensions within the 
anti- domestic violence movement and evaluate this movement’s position 
in relation to other social issues and progressive concerns. The femi-
nist movement has championed unity and equality, but has also been 
marked by tensions and fractures, and differing perspectives and alli-
ances naturally influence policies and practices. The politics of advocacy 
and narratives surrounding victims/survivors are also implicated, and the 
book challenges readers to question assumptions, expand perspectives, 
and consider larger justice issues.

Domestic violence is an issue commonly assumed to be bipartisan and 
nonpolitical, with politicians of any party seeking headlines saying they 
are working against domestic abuse. Yet racial and gender politics, the 
move toward criminalization, reproductive justice concerns, immigra-
tion policies, gun control debates, and other factors and political interests 
increasingly shape responses to domestic violence.

Across party lines, we should agree to work for societal change and 
healing to prevent and remedy intimate partner violence and sexual vio-
lence. In our exploration of the politicization of safety, we may deter-
mine that some issues simply should not be up for debate; opposition 
seems irrational and contrary to our country’s safety, justice, and auton-
omy principles. For example, research shows that firearms in the hands 
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of domestic abusers increase the likelihood of homicide fivefold. Further 
congressional hearings are not needed, nor should positions about do-
mestic abusers’ access to firearms be divided along political lines. Yet as 
more and more public massacres occur by armed gunmen, almost all 
of whom have histories of perpetrating domestic violence, the National 
Rifle Association calls for more guns in the hands of more Americans, 
while advocates for gun safety and against family violence see the shoot-
ings as evidence of firearm danger and problems with ease of access to 
rapid- fire, high- lethality weapons. Both sides of the gun control debate 
become further entrenched and our country fails to make meaningful 
progress regarding these preventable deaths.

At the same time, as several authors in this volume point out, some 
governmental responses to domestic and sexual violence should be po-
liticized and debated in ways foreign to the dominant political discourse 
in the United States. For decades, criminalization and use of law enforce-
ment was the default response to social problems across party lines. But 
intersectional scholarship and grassroots activism have begun to trouble 
this unquestioned consensus, showing that automatic recourse to law 
enforcement can be ineffective, traumatic, autonomy- denying, and even 
dangerous, particularly for people of color and those without secure legal 
immigration status.

Upon analysis, we see that safety is a political issue, particularly for 
women and people of color. The question this book poses is: What 
should the terrain of debate be?

The legislative battle regarding the most recent reauthorization of the 
Violence Against Women Act (VAWA) provides a prime example of the 
politicization of safety. First passed in 1994, this landmark federal leg-
islation recognized the scourge of domestic violence; created new legal 
remedies, including immigration remedies for qualifying abuse sur-
vivors; and authorized multiple grant- funding programs. After several 
bipartisan reauthorizations that expanded immigration remedies and 
created additional legal protections, VAWA became a source of conten-
tion between political parties. During 2012 and 2013, VAWA expired for 
over 500 days due to U.S. Senate and House differences over whether 
VAWA would include the protection of Native American abuse survi-
vors; require college campuses to develop responses to sexual assault; and 
prohibit discrimination against lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender 
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domestic violence survivors. These protections should not serve as hot- 
button flashpoints, but rather should be accepted as basic, necessary, and 
long overdue in today’s world. VAWA again faces reauthorization and 
expiration in 2018, and the topic of the politicization of safety is more 
relevant than ever. This is particularly so given the Trump administra-
tion’s multiple anti- immigrant executive orders, rollbacks of protections 
for transgender individuals, and the decision to overturn asylum protec-
tions for domestic violence victims.

Another example of the politicization of safety concerns teen dating 
violence education. Teen dating abuse rates are alarmingly high, with one 
in three teenage girls experiencing physical violence in a dating relation-
ship. This abuse has significant physical, psychological, and sexual health 
effects on teen victims and causes severe educational and social harm. 
While the World Health Organization recommends that youth begin 
receiving education on healthy relationships and teen dating violence 
prevention and intervention by age eleven, endeavors to introduce the 
topic in high school curricula have been met with political resistance. For 
example, in California from 1996 to 2011, of the ten bills regarding teen 
dating violence that were introduced, only one bill passed. The bill that 
became law permits teen victims of dating violence to seek civil restrain-
ing orders without requiring parental consent; the nine bills that failed all 
pertained to school- based education.

Engaging in power mapping and seeing hierarchies and axes of 
power, we can consider who holds the power to make decisions that 
affect the most intimate aspects of individuals’ lives and what they hold 
most dear. When President George W. Bush’s military policies were 
questioned, he famously dismissed his critics by declaring himself “the 
decider.” Is the current decider of national policy the National Rifle As-
sociation, which spent over $30 million to ensure that President Trump 
was elected? Is it President Trump or Vice President Pence, whose trou-
bling histories of misogyny, homophobia, xenophobia, and religious 
prejudice alarm many anti- domestic violence advocates? Is it a major-
ity white male Congress? Is the ultimate decider the Supreme Court? 
What will the composition of the Supreme Court be in the years and 
decades ahead? It matters, and this book is an attempt to disturb the 
edges of this map, to illustrate the terms of the debate over safety from 
violence.
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This volume was written during the early months of the Trump era. 
Survivor- centered domestic violence protections and interventions are 
understood to be under siege in the Trump White House and with Re-
publican control of the House and Senate. The election cycle featured 
a video of Trump boasting in vulgar language about sexually assault-
ing women and the revelation that over twenty gender- discrimination 
lawsuits have been filed against him. Many other women came forward 
detailing how he sexually assaulted and harassed them, and reports 
spanning multiple decades accumulated, documenting instances of 
Trump using his power, wealth, and celebrity status to control, degrade, 
and take advantage of women, publicly and privately, all while repeat-
edly proclaiming, “Nobody respects women more than I do.” One of the 
Trump transition team’s first acts was to order the State Department to 
submit details of programs and jobs that “promote gender equality, such 
as ending gender- based violence.”1 This act immediately sparked fears 
of a “witch hunt” and belief that the Trump administration would purge 
these programs and positions. Indeed, President Trump’s first proposed 
budget eliminated all twenty- five grant programs totaling $480 million 
currently funded by the Violence Against Women Act. Individuals will 
differ on funding priorities and ways to prevent and intervene in gender- 
based violence, but defunding domestic violence services and denying 
the reality of the problem endangers lives.

While many anti- domestic violence advocates breathed sighs of relief 
when the budget did not actually cut VAWA funding, Trump’s policies 
and budget exacerbate poverty, prejudice, mass incarceration, and other 
harms, while limiting access to rights. The movement against gender- 
based violence must align and partner with other movements to fight 
these structural conditions that create, reinforce, and entrench intimate 
partner violence, rather than being complacent.

President Trump, who has the most white- male- heavy cabinet of any 
president in three decades, took multiple other actions during his first 
month in office that were an assault on women’s rights and advances 
toward gender equality. In his first week, Trump signed the Global 
Gag Rule, which ends U.S. foreign aid to organizations that mention 
the word “abortion” or advise women about where they can obtain safe, 
legal procedures. This law will almost certainly limit access to family 
planning methods and HIV treatment, and will increase occurrences of 
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unsafe, sometimes deadly procedures. Tom Price, Trump’s choice to lead 
the Department of Health and Human Services, which oversees Med-
icaid and Medicare, believes maternity leave should be optional. And, 
although most Syrian refugees are women and children, the president 
signed the refugee ban under the pretense that Syrian refugees may be 
male ISIS terrorists in disguise. The Trump- Pence White House went 
on to rescind the Affordable Care Act’s requirement that employers pro-
vide contraception coverage, support proposals to defund Planned Par-
enthood, and roll back Barack Obama’s efforts to close the gender pay 
gap. The direction the administration is headed is far from advancing 
gender equality and achieving the right to live free of gender violence 
and sexual violence. Survivors’ needs and proven approaches to abuse 
prevention should prevail rather than politics and party affiliations, but 
the Trump administration’s actions show the vulnerability of protections 
from abuse.

While the leaders of our branches of government wield significant 
power, government actors at the local level also hugely impact the com-
position of and interventions in households. Consider the Child Pro-
tective Services worker who mistakes poverty for neglect and removes 
children from a loving, non- violent parent; the ICE agent who arrests a 
domestic violence victim inside a courthouse after her restraining order 
hearing; the public benefits case worker who fails to offer the Family 
Violence Option and instead automatically initiates a child support case 
against an abusive non- custodial parent; or the police officer who makes 
a dual arrest of a gay couple after receiving a call for help from abuse. 
We can examine both the laws on the books and forces that motivate 
them, and how in everyday life, government actors carry out mandates, 
exercise discretion, and employ state interventions that are helpful or 
harmful regarding family violence.

The development of current domestic violence responses has a com-
plex history, and the way forward will certainly be politically fraught. 
Feminist movements of the 1970s that were largely led by white, middle- 
class women who were able to prioritize one basis of oppression— 
gender— largely ignored multiple oppressions of racism, homophobia, 
poverty, religious bias, immigration status, and other axes of oppression 
and prejudice. Commentators have noted the gap between mainstream 
feminists and the daily realities of most women in America, with main-
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stream or elite feminism doing little to address the struggles of poor, 
rural, or undocumented women. Today’s mediagenic feminist priorities 
too often prioritize middle- class women’s concerns, such as workplace 
harassment, pop culture representation, campus rape, and glass ceilings 
in professional advancement, with women striving to make individual 
gains in male- dominated fields. These absolutely are topics of concern to 
problematize and address, but should not overshadow the ongoing rac-
ism, sexism, and violence experienced by masses of Americans. Urgent 
need for intersectionality in gender- based violence responses remains.

We must remember that the Violence Against Women Act was origi-
nally part of the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 
1994, in a series of “tough on crime” laws that focused on criminal jus-
tice interventions. VAWA’s goal of making law enforcement the primary 
tool to stop domestic violence has been heavily criticized, as we recog-
nize that family violence is not merely a legal problem that can be cor-
rected through arrest and prosecution. While cultural changes in law 
enforcement, which previously ignored or condoned domestic violence, 
were necessary, the mandatory arrest and prosecution policies encour-
aged by VAWA discount the complexity of relationship violence and can 
be critiqued for essentializing, endangering, and denying the autonomy 
of abuse survivors. Too often, mandatory arrest policies have increased 
state control over marginalized abuse survivors and disregarded the 
many survivors who want the abuse to cease, but do not desire a perma-
nent separation from or criminal justice involvement for their partners. 
Economic empowerment and housing availability are proven pathways 
out of domestic violence and are responsive to survivors’ needs in com-
parison to unwanted criminal justice involvement, which has received a 
disproportionate bulk of funding.

And we create new opportunities to further feminism and foster 
change. On January 21, 2017, President Trump’s first day in office, the 
“Women’s March,” the largest single- day protest in U.S. history, occurred 
at over 400 sites across the nation to send a bold message to the new 
administration that women’s rights are human rights. Worldwide, par-
ticipation was estimated at five million.

Later in 2017, further uprising occurred through social media with 
the #MeToo campaign echoing many threads of the 1960s and 70s 
consciousness- raising circles. The hashtag #MeToo was first started a 
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decade prior by African American activist Tarana Burke as a grass-
roots movement to aid sexual assault survivors in underserved com-
munities. Based out of Harlem, she identified the lack of resources 
and services in her community, and she began a movement of African 
American women talking to each other and sharing their stories. On 
October 15, 2017, actor Alyssa Milano popularized this movement with 
her tweet:

Me too.
If all the women who have been sexually harassed or assaulted wrote 

“Me too” as a status, we might give people a sense of the magnitude of 
the problem.

Please copy/paste.

Within the first 24 hours of this posting, there were more than twelve 
million “me too” Facebook posts, comments, and reactions from 4.7 
million people, and nearly half of Facebook users in the United States 
were friends with someone who had posted “me too.” Real solidarity 
comes from hearing the voices and stories of friends, co- workers, and 
loved ones that can’t be denied; sharing in what we have endured and 
overcome; and rethinking our societal norms.

We continue to see the expansive reach of the #MeToo campaign on-
line and offline. As the #MeToo movement draws on longstanding femi-
nist movement practices and seeks to create sustained social change, 
it also displays some of the same privileging, silencing, and infighting. 
The movement and news reporting initially focused on Hollywood, poli-
ticians, and those in the public eye, with multiple complaints against 
Harvey Weinstein, Matt Lauer, Charlie Rose, Al Franken, Kevin Spacey, 
Louis CK, Mario Batali, and dozens of other high- profile individuals, 
leading to their firing or resignation. While less glamorous workplaces 
and professions were omitted from the early headlines, feminist discus-
sions have since given voice to farmworkers, hotel staff, and other vul-
nerable individuals in settings with stark power differentials, and news 
of Dr. Larry Nassar’s sexual abuse of gymnasts revealed vast institutional 
failures. Time magazine named “The Silence Breakers” its Person of 
the Year for 2017, recognizing the actors and artists that launched the 
#MeToo movement and including fieldworkers, hospital and hotel staff, 
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dishwashers, professors, and journalists among those who created and 
propelled this movement. Now, the movement must grapple with back-
lash. The tensions discussed in this book are relevant to the #MeToo 
movement’s challenges and future, including questions of accountability, 
reckoning, redemption, healing, and forgiveness.

This book aims to encourage critical thinking and generate politi-
cal discourse and scholarly debate on state interventions in or failures 
to intervene in family violence, and is relevant to the ongoing work of 
policymakers, advocates, attorneys, scholars, and individuals who seek 
to advance gender equality and responses to family violence. Themes 
that pervade the sections include how government- based funding has 
prioritized criminalization and criminal justice responses; how domi-
nant narratives about victims privilege certain individuals and make it 
more difficult for others to gain access to meaningful interventions; and 
how gendered, hetero- normative, hierarchical state responses to fam-
ily violence have hindered the development of more survivor- centered, 
community- based solutions and often have the effect of replacing the 
abuser’s control with state control.

In “The Politics of Safety and Justice,” we begin with a critical his-
torical perspective on domestic violence responses. Mimi Kim addresses 
tensions in the field between criminalization and anti- criminalization 
advocates, and significantly places this debate within the larger anti- 
incarceration movement. She describes how the anti- carceral turn that 
is now redefining the mainstream movement is the result of two decades 
of resistance and counter- hegemonic movement- building led primarily 
by women, gender- nonconforming, and trans people of color. Deborah 
Weissman offers a case study that explores a situation in which domestic 
violence advocates were positioned in opposition to other progressive 
concerns, including immigration, labor, and environmental justice. Par-
ticularly in today’s political environment, with progressives sometimes 
divided against each other and anti- domestic violence advocacy often 
isolated from other progressive causes, Weissman’s work provokes a crit-
ical and pressing discussion. Elizabeth MacDowell reflects on the early 
battered women’s movement’s multidimensional empowerment ideals, 
which are often absent from current self- help approaches, and discusses 
the need to increase access to justice and promote options and empow-
erment as the movement further develops.
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Central to this project, we grapple with issues of intersectionality, 
both in terms of the multiple areas of intersectionality and oppression 
experienced by survivors and the operation of intersecting child welfare 
and civil and criminal justice systems. The section “Multiple Systems, 
Standards, and Dilemmas” looks across the separate legal systems per-
taining to youth and adults as well as the parties’ legal statuses to expand 
existing legal constructs, and imagines new frameworks.

Alisa Bierria and Colby Lenz, building from the discussion in Part I of 
the carceral move in domestic violence response, reflect on the criminal-
ization of abuse survivors. They specifically critique “failure to protect” 
laws and name the spatial continuity of violence these prosecutions cre-
ate, and propose alternative theorization and defense strategies. Cynthia 
Godsoe’s chapter argues that the underlying mens rea of the parental 
discipline privilege exception to assault both perpetuates family violence 
and warps the criminal law’s standard approach to punishment, which 
ordinarily matches culpability with control, and she advocates for the 
privilege’s abolition. Pairing these chapters provokes questions about 
the role of the state and appropriateness of governmental intervention. 
Amy Magnus considers youth and families involved in multiple court 
systems, and critically assesses alternative and specialized justice initia-
tives, their historical roots, and the potential collateral consequences of 
specializing justice for crossover youth and families, particularly in light 
of the punitive and adversarial models from which they derive.

The section “Intersectional Needs for Safety and Justice” explores 
several particular survivor populations and furthers the examination of 
policy responses. Donna Coker discusses using restorative justice mod-
els to respond to campus sexual assault. Regarding evidence- based pro-
posals, she considers the politics of advocacy against victim- blaming, 
which has resulted in some advocates’ opposition to reducing access to 
alcohol on campus as a means of reducing sexual assault on campus. 
A less crime-  or blame- focused treatment of violence against women 
might instead allow a more proactive or preventive approach (i.e., alco-
hol reduction). Natalie Nanasi focuses on the double- edged U visa pro-
gram for immigrant victims, which is contingent upon compulsory and 
continuing cooperation with law enforcement. Such requirements pres-
ent particular difficulty to immigrant survivors, who are uniquely often 
unable, fearful, or disinclined to engage with the state. These chapters 
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shed light on systemic and implicit values driving the different policies 
and question the necessity or efficacy of the values and policies.

The section “Militarization, Firearms, and the Family” considers bar-
riers to intervening in police- perpetrated family violence and the highly 
politicized nature of addressing firearms and the family. Leigh Good-
mark’s work on police perpetrators of intimate partner violence raises 
profound questions about reliance on a criminal legal system that con-
tains a disproportionate number of batterers. I discuss the overt poli-
tics surrounding gun control and family abuse, along with the gendered 
 nature of domestic violence, firearm possession, and gun safety advo-
cacy, while also urging policy reforms to protect abuse survivors from 
gun violence. Mary Fan’s chapter discusses the correlation between mass 
shooters and perpetrators of domestic violence. By linking family vio-
lence to public (“random”) violence, she strengthens the call for taking 
family violence as seriously as we take community violence.

In the final section, “Moving Forward with a Critical Lens,” Jamie 
Abrams explores how the traditional focus on internalities is too nar-
row, frees the state from responsibility for preventing violence, and fails 
to identify external systemic contributors to risk. Courtney Cross in-
vites a public health- type “harm reduction” approach to judicial con-
sideration of victims’ choices. Carrie Bettinger- Lopez utilizes a human 
rights framework to recommend the development of a National Plan of 
Action regarding violence against women and gender- based violence. 
These authors also consider the political resistance to implementing re-
forms, whether from legislative, criminal-  and civil- justice systems, or 
movement- based perspectives.

The authors include a vibrant range of thought-  and movement- 
leaders and emerging powerful voices from across the nation. They have 
experience working on behalf of abuse survivors, seeing the law in ac-
tion, and participating in reform efforts, all while conducting research 
and writing scholarship, which makes them uniquely qualified to criti-
cally explore the politics and future of domestic violence responses.

What is the future of feminism and the movements against gender- 
based violence, family violence, and domestic violence? The theme, the 
politicization of safety, invites us to question assumptions about how 
society and the legal system do and should respond to intimate partner 
violence, and to challenge the domestic violence field to move beyond 
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old paradigms and contend with larger justice issues. We certainly need 
nuanced responses that are sensitive to the needs and desires of various 
communities and individuals. We need to avoid government interven-
tions that are too aggressive and that cause more harm than good. We 
also need to avoid a failure of moral imagination that accepts family 
violence and gender subordination as inevitable. I hope we will be both 
idealistic and pragmatic as we imagine what these movements are and 
what they can do.

Notes
 1 Mark Landler, Transition Team’s Questions on Gender Equality Raises Concerns at 

State Dept., N.Y. Times (Dec. 23, 2016), at A18.




