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Foreword

This book you are holding offers a vibrant vision and a detailed plan for uniting yourself with femalekind in revolutionary coalitions such as those characterized by the least known of the great apes, the bonobos. The promise of bonobos, with whom we share 98.7 percent of our DNA, is to end male sexual violence. Professor Rosenfeld understands that all women experience male-perpetuated sexual violence in our distinct locations of oppressions uniquely and imagines, powerfully and convincingly, that we women can’t ignore each other’s suffering anymore. Instead, we may learn from our closest living relatives, the bonobos, to form sustainable female-to-female alliances that not only disrupt individual acts of male aggression but render obsolete oppressive patriarchal systems.

The Bonobo Sisterhood offers a jaw-dropping social and legal investigation into the catalysts and custodians of sexual violence, anchored in and informed by Professor Rosenfeld’s decades of searing work on the subject. Hers has been both expert and painful work, a public service she has fought to sustain amidst the most twisted and sordid moments of patriarchal oppression. Bolstered by her knowledge that the sexual violence–free bonobos exist and have something to offer us, Professor Rosenfeld has created an arguable and achievable vision for a world in which women are finally liberated from the violence of men.

What could that vision be?

Bonobo society is egalitarian. All females live free from sexual coercion and harassment by all males. Period.

Sit with that.

How, evolutionarily speaking, did a little-heralded species arrive at this radically different outcome, when, for example, 100 percent of female chimpanzees, their closest primate relatives, are severely beaten and sexually coerced? We humans are, too, very close cousins of bonobos (closer than gorillas), and yet, like chimpanzees, we suffer from male aggression and patriarchy.

What have bonobos done to arrive at their singular, male violence–free model? The more important question is, might it be possible for us to look to them for traces of, or even guidance on, how to ameliorate human violence? This exciting book offers a resounding “Yes!”

Without being irresponsible or fanciful with the science, or wishfully extrapolating and overlaying bonobo society onto Homo sapiens, we can nonetheless take fact and inspiration from decades of fieldwork by evolutionary biologists, primatologists, and anthropologists who follow and study wild bonobos in the Democratic Republic of Congo, the only place in the world bonobos exist.

Strong female coalitions undergird bonobos’ stable, peaceful societies. Dig this: female bonobos coalesce without kinship ties. They come together, help each other, share food, groom, cooperate, protect each other, (1) whether or not they are related, (2) whether or not they even know each other, and (3) whether or not they even like each other (as observable and measured by time spent playing, hanging out, grooming, and sharing valuable resources).

Additionally, when a female reaches reproductive age and is ready to migrate out of her natal group to a new community, she forms an alliance with an older female to help her integrate into her new home. Males gain their status in their communities through the presence of a dominant mother, who helps ensure his reproductive success. In short, females are essential to stable flourishing, fundamentally expressed through coalitions between other females.

Perhaps we women can do what they do. We can build coalitions and issue a bonobo call for each other. Whether or not we are related, know each other, or particularly like each other.

Wow.

I have seized the bonobo call for myself. I originally met bonobos in 2008 during my first trip to the Congo doing sexual and gender-based violence work through a grassroots public health focus. Encountering the trauma caused by the extensive violence against women and children during that first stay in the Congo nearly shattered my soul. Bonobos at the Lola ya Bonobo reserve near Kinshasa loved me back to life. Shortly after, I met my partner, who runs one of only three bonobo research camps in the world. With him, I began spending time in the rain forest to follow the bonobos in their Congolese rain forest basin habitat.

Being with bonobos in the wild has been the honor of a lifetime. I am moved to the depths of my soul when I sit on the fecund earth under the trees in which they have built their night nests and watch as they first begin to stir while the equatorial sun rises. I watch while that first lazy arm dangles out of the nest, or a baby peeks over, or a hungry juvenile slowly brachiates toward its first piece of fruit of the morning. It often makes me weep. When they come down from their nests, we follow them throughout the day, observing their behaviors, feeding, grooming, copulating, sharing, playing, laughing, antics, and highjinks. And notably, wonderfully, we observe a complete lack of sexual coercion, no beating of females, no violence of any kind, no infanticide, no homicide, no harm. We watch as females express choice as to when to copulate and with whom. I have personally witnessed, over and over again, what seems like thoughtful consideration by a female as she is approached and solicited by a male, and how she decides whether or not she wants to take him up on the offer of sex. If she agrees, she chooses the place, somewhere along a high tree branch or perhaps over yonder on a grooming log. When she does not reciprocate interest, he simply wanders off and leaves her be. What we could learn from this! In the rare instances where a male does aggress, the reaction from the nearby females is extraordinary: they stunningly rush together, shriek and bellow, gesture and posture intimidatingly, flinging their arms about and jumping wildly, while all other males scatter hither and yon. They let their brother suffer the terrifying consequences of his misguided social behavior as the females shake him down. The other males do not interfere, but rather observe from a safe distance in fear of the females’ coalition.

So herein, open your heart and mind to a fiercely intelligent analysis of patriarchy and sexual violence, and to the exhilarating introduction of our dear closest relatives, the bonobos. They can teach us egalitarianism, the effective social power of female alliances and coalitions, and the benefits and joys of living free from sexual coercion and violence. May it be so with us.

Ashley Judd

Kokolopori Bonobo Research Reserve

Democratic Republic of Congo




Introduction

Bonobos are living proof that patriarchy is not inevitable.

Our most closely related evolutionary cousins, the bonobos, are peaceful, loving, food sharing, freely sexual, and xenophilic, meaning they love strangers, they do not fear them. Why? Because in their female-led social order, they have nothing to fear.

Here’s how it works: If a female bonobo is aggressed upon, she lets out a special cry, and other females—whether they know her, like her, or are related to her—rush immediately to her defense from wherever they are. They form coalitions instantaneously with remarkable speed. Together they fend off the aggressive male, biting his ear or toe, and send him into isolation. When he returns, in a few days or later, they all reconcile, and he does not aggress again. And here is the most significant takeaway: evolutionarily, bonobos have eliminated male sexual coercion.

This model of collective self-defense changes everything.

I first learned about bonobos from Richard Wrangham, a Harvard University anthropologist, when we were on a panel together in 2004. He explained that primates use male sexual coercion to control females as reproductive resources. For example, male chimpanzees batter fertile females; male orangutans force copulation with lone females; male silverback gorillas commit infanticide, abduct the infant’s mother, impregnate her, and add her to their harem. We humans hear about this violence and consider how brutal nature is, but we don’t question its logic because it fits with our expectation of male behavior. We think of male violence as our legacy, our evolutionary destiny. Bonobos invite us to think again. It might be that bonobos prevented patriarchy from ever taking hold. They might represent a “pre-patriarchal” social order that stopped violence from becoming the organizing principle of society. And it produced instead a harmonious, peaceful, cooperative, and joyful community. This book contends that such a society is not only possible, it is proven by the existence of the bonobos. Bonobos look very similar to chimpanzees, so much so that they were not recognized as a separate species until 1929. They are found only in the Democratic Republic of the Congo and are less studied and less well known than chimpanzees. Nevertheless, the fascinating and developing body of work being done around bonobos reveals possibilities for peaceful coexistence between males and females that we might never have thought possible.

To say I was riveted while learning about our bonobo cousins would be a wild understatement. At that point in my career, I had spent more than a decade as an activist legal scholar and lawyer searching for ways to end male sexual violence. I had tried to do this through asking audacious questions to expose the underlying inequalities of our legal system and social order: “Why Doesn’t He Leave?,” for example, became the title of my master’s thesis at Harvard Law School challenging the deeply flawed societal expectation that sending women to battered women’s shelters is an acceptable approach to domestic violence. But my new insights into bonobos opened a whole new world of possibilities to eliminate male sexual coercion and with it the underpinnings that cause, support, and perpetuate patriarchal violence.

Patriarchal violence is the term I use to describe the amount and type of male coercion necessary to preserve a male-dominated social order.

Richard and I were mutually compelled by our respective fields, so we created and cotaught a course on theories of sexual coercion to more fully explore the potential of bonobos to inform human law and society. Teaching this class with Richard gave me the opportunity to test the hypotheses about the power and potential of female alliances to change the world. The book you are now reading is the result of that inquiry.

That the idea of female alliance was born of a collaboration with a male colleague is not ironic—though at first glance it might appear to be. Female alliances don’t exclude males; quite the opposite. And we will see more of how and why in the coming pages, where I invite everyone to join in new coalitionary forces to thwart, once and for all, the power of violence to shape the world. I call these alliances the Bonobo Sisterhood. This sisterhood excludes no one, and all are welcome as long as they abide by the Bonobo Principle. It is a two-part principle, and if you agree with it, you are part of the Bonobo Sisterhood.

The first part: No one has the right to pimp my sister. With pimp I include any form of patriarchal violence from gaslighting to economic, emotional, physical, sexual, and psychological abuse.

The second part: Everyone is my sister.

For now, though, we have to start where we are, in a world saturated with patriarchal violence.

Every day in the United States, three to four women are killed by their estranged husbands or boyfriends. Black women are at a 40 percent higher risk of being killed. LGBTQ people experience intimate partner violence at rates comparable to and even higher than their heterosexual counterparts.

The National Network to End Domestic Violence (NNEDV) conducts a day-long survey once a year to offer a snapshot of domestic violence in the United States. Here’s the snapshot from a single day in 2019: Because of domestic abuse and the threat of domestic homicide, almost 43,000 women and children were refugees from their own homes. They were running for their lives, forced to seek emergency shelter, forced to go into hiding. They were escaping from domestic terrorists who had been holding them hostage with threats and violence. That same day, more than 11,000 requests for shelter services went unmet, and 7,732 of those were for domestic terrorism refugees. Perhaps if we recognized them as refugees, we could see domestic violence as a crisis.

This violence is the backdrop of our everyday lives. Part of why we view patriarchal violence as inevitable is that until now we have not had a proven way to eliminate it. We’re taught to rely on laws or law enforcement to protect us. But the moment we delegate our safety to someone else, we give up our power to them. Bonobos show us that uniting with other females and allies, coming physically to one another’s defense in numbers, will shut down aggression. We have a way out.

The anthropologist Amy Parish, a leading expert in bonobo studies, has said, “Bonobo females live the goals of the human feminist movement: behave with unrelated females as if they are your sisters.”

And everyone is your sister.

This approach excludes no one. It includes everyone.

The Bonobo Sisterhood is the missing piece that changes everything. And it’s possible that in a butterfly politics sense, Ashley Judd is the bridge that connects it all. When she courageously came forward publicly against Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein, she reignited the #MeToo movement. Women from all over the world came forth with their own experiences, showing the extent of the problem, and uniting survivors around the world. The Women’s Marches, the largest in history, showed our willingness to protest this untenable situation. What was lacking was a solution, and that’s what this book proposes: a collective self-defense to protect ourselves and our sisters. This would be unlike anything that has been tried or conceived of to date, at least on a large scale. And it is something we can begin to create tomorrow.

The book is divided into three parts: the Problem, the Pivot, and the Promise. The first part presents the pervasive problem of patriarchal violence, identifying how it flows as an undercurrent in our everyday lives. Informed by decades of legal experience and teaching at Harvard Law School, I share my perspectives on why we take for granted or view as inevitable the level of male sexual violence in our society and world. Women think and are taught that law will come to their aid if they are harmed. But as Thelma famously said in Thelma and Louise, “The law is some tricky stuff!” When it comes to protecting women from sexual violence, the law slips and slides and ultimately elides the problem, giving whatever justification it can while being careful not to admit misogyny. Women and girls are taught that men will protect them from violence; but this, too, is often misguided.

What will finally enable us to take an unvarnished look at the role of sexual violence in establishing and maintaining gender-based hierarchies is knowing that for the first time, we have a way forward. The bonobos light the way out of this well-worn patriarchal path. We take heed from the way they operate socially.

If one of us is at risk, then we are all at risk. So we work together to eliminate the risk as if it is happening to each of us personally. The pivot is learning that you are worth defending; and that you have the power and right to defend yourself. Self-defense changes everything. It is the turning point that corrects the delegation of our protection to men. Instead, we learn to protect ourselves, and this in turn ignites our ability to defend our sisters.

From the pivot of learning we have selves worth defending, we move to the promise. The promise of the Bonobo Sisterhood is that we can start enacting the principles now. And that we have all the tools we need. Building the Bonobo Sisterhood is as easy as standing next to a stranger you think might be in trouble because someone is harassing her on the subway car. Building the Bonobo Sisterhood means looking around at your chosen sisters and exploring how together you can forge new bonds inspired by the energy of knowing that we can transform our circumstances by creating our own collective self-defense. We will do this by reframing the question of equality to ask not how women are equal to men, where men are the standard of comparison, but we ask how do we promote equality among and between women? And what happens when we identify and choose to share our resources and protection with other women and girls?

The energy of the Bonobo Sisterhood is palpable, tangible. I had the wonderful opportunity of giving a keynote speech at the Omega Institute for Holistic Studies in upstate New York. The night before my talk, my Bonobo Sisters and I went out to an Italian restaurant. The women knew one another only through me and had only just met the day before. You would never know that from the intense, ecstatic, joyous, hilarious bonobo bonding that took place at that dinner. We were all supercharged by the excitement of having a new theory of life; a new way to confront the status quo and make it so much better.

Everything I learn about bonobos gives me hope, as humans with the capacity for sophisticated language, morality, law, and the ability to articulate rights backed by a collective self-defense.

We can choose to be bonobo. We choose love over fear; abundance over scarcity; peace over war; sexual choice and freedom over coercion.

As we embark on this journey, please know that I am coming from a place of inclusion, love, and respect. The frame of patriarchal violence is premised on male supremacy over females. All our gender relationships take place against this background; and all will change when that changes. The Bonobo Sisterhood gives us the framework for comprehensive gender inclusion. And our new lens on equality among women allows us to transcend racial, ethnic, class, geographic, and other divisions. Through this change in focus, we consciously choose to be bonobo; to share in our abundance in creating a new social order.

I offer you this book with the hope that the bonobos light up your inner power to change the world.

Welcome to the Bonobo Sisterhood. Let’s begin.




Part One


The Problem





Chapter 1

Answer the Call

In the Wamba forest in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, a group of female bonobos curled up into the branches of nearby trees to take a postbreakfast nap. However, the male bonobos around them had different plans, swinging and howling in excitement as they observed one particular female who was in estrus. In the blink of an eye, three high-ranking females swung down from the treetops toward the aggressing males, pursuing and biting them until the four ran off.


WHAT JUST HAPPENED?


“What just happened?” I asked, appalled, as I turned to the prosecutor. We were being shuffled aside to make room for the next litigants. It was July 1994, the humidity clinging to us in the barely air-conditioned courtroom at 13th and Michigan in Chicago. This morning call was exclusively for domestic violence cases; the courtroom was packed, standing room only. The prosecutor shrugged as he moved us along. This judge did not care about these cases, he explained; the judge wasn’t running for reelection.

I was then the acting chief of the Women’s Advocacy Division of the Illinois Attorney General’s Office. Donna, a petite woman in her midtwenties, had called the office the day before asking for help with her order of protection hearing. I explained that we were a policy-making office that did not get involved directly in cases, but after hearing the terror in her voice, I agreed to meet her in court, not as her lawyer but as a legal advocate. In criminal court, the prosecutor represents the state and would act as her lawyer. I therefore had no formal role; I was there to provide whatever support I could through my presence.

Donna’s fear was palpable and justified. Two weeks earlier, she had obtained an emergency order of protection against her ex-boyfriend Rick. Such an order is available ex parte, which means it can be obtained without the defendant appearing in court. The defendant is then served a summons to appear in court within ten to fourteen days for a full hearing.

After Rick was served with the summons, he was furious. He instigated a car chase, eventually cutting Donna off and blocking her in. When he approached her car carrying a lug wrench, she rolled down her car window, fearful of his shattering the glass. He threatened to “rip her guts out,” reached in, and ripped her T-shirt, at which point Donna’s father, a much smaller man, jumped out of the passenger seat and tried to restrain him.

Rick, about six feet tall and weighing around three hundred pounds, turned his wrath on Donna’s father, beating him so severely that he needed to go to the hospital. That was the story she told me over the phone, pleading for any help I could offer.

I met Donna outside a packed courtroom. Every day the United States’ domestic violence courts, which are dedicated to such cases, are filled with women like Donna, women in an abject state of terror. Every day, judges hear case after case concerning men, almost all of them like Rick, threatening violence to women they view as “theirs.” It is so common, so ubiquitous, so woven into our everyday existence that nearly all of us accept these assembly-line courtrooms, society’s tepid response to domestic violence, as natural and sufficient. As just life.

We have lost the sense of urgency presented by this form of domestic terrorism; our lack of a feeling of immediacy belies the potentially lethal danger created by men seeking to control women. The existence and absolute necessity of special courts dedicated to domestic violence blinds us to the fact that we should not need any such courts. Their existence, with the long queues of terrified women, testifies to a system that routinely fails to provide a comprehensive safety net for endangered women by holding the abusers accountable.

That day, however, standing as an advocate for Donna, I had the visceral realization that changed my life. Donna was not merely a faceless statistic of the many endangered women. She was a five-foot, two-inch–tall mother. She was the terrified ex-girlfriend of a repeat abuser. And Rick, whom she pointed out for me, was no faceless threat; his intimidatingly large frame was encased in a gray suit.

The case was called, and we all stood up and approached the judge’s bench. Rick asked for a thirty-day continuance to find a lawyer. The judge agreed, banged his gavel, and called for the next case. The prosecutor did not intercede to tell the judge that Rick had already violated the emergency order of protection and that Donna was in potentially lethal danger. I was incensed.

From the court, Donna and I went to talk to the court’s advocate for domestic violence cases. Seated on bare wooden chairs in the advocate’s dilapidated cubicle, the three of us discussed a safety plan. Donna’s eyes filled with tears as she explained that Rick had already broken into her apartment, so she did not feel safe there. She did not want to stay at her father’s house and further endanger him. So she had been sleeping in her car for the past four days.

We all agreed that she needed to find a battered women’s shelter. The court advocate picked up the phone to start calling around the Chicago area. With luck, she said, one would have an available bed.

Luck? At this moment, a proverbial brick fell on my head. The profound injustice of the situation occurred to me with blinding clarity. I represented the chief legal officer for the state of Illinois, and this was the best that I could do for this citizen? The system had just allowed a dangerous criminal to roam the streets freely while I was hoping to put this woman into hiding. How in the world did we get to this place? How was I complicit? What could possibly be done?

I now have answers. But at that moment, what I knew was that the United States has built and staffed specialized courtrooms filled with terrorized and terrified women desperately pleading for protection from their intimate partners. And rather than provide them with any meaningful help, our system is set up to make it their own responsibility to keep themselves safe.

The courts cannot keep up with the demand. Overstretched prosecutors cannot keep up with the demand. The insufficient number of beds in women’s shelters cannot keep up with the demand. Where are women to turn when their lives and the lives of their children are at risk?

On a typical day in the United States, domestic violence hotlines receive around 20,000 calls for help. More than half of the 76,525 victims served in one day in September 2020 were women and children fleeing their homes from domestic violence, forced to seek shelter elsewhere. On top of that, 11,047 requests for services were unmet. Fifty-seven percent of those unmet pleas were for shelter. These numbers are staggering.

Even if you are not being terrorized by an abusive partner, you are aware at some level that many of your sisters are. It is a force that shapes women’s collective consciousness, keeping us in a state of fear of and subordination to male violence. At some level of awareness, most of us accept an existence that floats between “There but for the grace of God go I” and “Nothing more can be done about it.”

We are told, both implicitly and explicitly, that we have to accept this state of affairs. We are lulled into complacency by the sense that the problem is too big and too entrenched to address. This is the way things have been, how they have always been, how they must be. Just look at history, law, and biology, we are told. Shrug and make room for the next litigants.

But we also know that this is unacceptable. We must take a hard look at how living under a constant cloud of patriarchal violence affects women’s lives every day. And we must commit to steadfastly refusing to continue accepting it. Along with that refusal, we need to have the confidence of knowing that there is a new, different, proven way forward.


WOMEN NEED AN ARMY


Robin, of average height, weight, and appearance for a recently terrorized thirtysomething-year-old, sat silently in the passenger seat of my mom’s car. It is December 2019, and I was a generation older than I was when I worked for the Illinois Attorney General’s Office. In the privacy of the car I asked how she was doing. She lowered her head and started sobbing. A minute, two went by. Then she said, “I am a quiet person, and it’s hard for me to say.” She raised her eyes then. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you did for me. You literally changed my life.”

We were in the parking lot outside the Lake County Courthouse in Waukegan, Illinois. It was a steel gray, cloudy day. We had spent the morning in court, but now that ordeal was over and she let out a sigh of relief with her whole being. She was experiencing a moment of reprieve. I shared her sense of relief.

It was pure coincidence that I was in town and able to show up for the court hearing. The day before, as I had been boarding my flight from Boston to Chicago to visit my mother, I had received an email from my colleague Michael Bischof. Mike was forwarding a message he had received through the Cindy L. Bischof Memorial Foundation. He had created the foundation, dedicated to helping victims of domestic violence, in honor of his sister, a successful commercial real estate broker who at forty-three had been murdered by her ex-partner. The message was from a close friend of Robin’s. It was pleading for help. It said, in all caps, “I AM TERRIFIED HE IS GOING TO KILL HER IF HE GETS OUT.”

I heard this as a bonobo call for help, and when I landed in Chicago I immediately reached for my phone. The facts were these. The defendant, John, had been in custody for several days after breaking into Robin’s house by disabling her security code. He had also called in a bomb threat to her high school reunion. He had done that while watching her from the parking lot and sending her messages proving that he could see her from where he was. He had sent Robin and others close to her incessant messages from unknown numbers expressing his sexual longing, lewd to angry, for her. It was a pattern of stalking, cyberstalking, and gaslighting, the term for a deliberate effort to make another person think he or she is the one who is disturbed and unstable. Simply, John engaged in a campaign of harassment to keep Robin in a constant state of fear.

I connected with Robin later that night. We’d never met, and she knew nothing about how Mike had received her friend’s pleading email or how it had ended up reaching me earlier that day. After introductions, I told her I would be in the court for next morning’s hearing. What I didn’t try to explain was that I had received the bonobo call just as I happened to be going to Chicago, and I had taken it as a sign that I needed to show up in person.

Robin had not intended to appear in court, as she was too frightened to see John, especially if he was to be released. But when I told her we could meet up first and that she would not have to face him in the courtroom, she agreed.

Then I got to work. I took all the information I had and wrote a letter to the Lake County state’s attorney, whose office would be prosecuting the case. In it, I did an informal danger assessment that detailed the threats that John had made against Robin and the laws he had broken. I emphasized that her case had come to my attention through the Cindy L. Bischof Memorial Foundation, a name that carries weight in Illinois. Cindy Bischof’s ex-boyfriend, who had several orders of protection against him that he violated many times over, shot her in the head as she left work on a Friday afternoon. Immediately after her death, Michael Bischof and I collaborated on the Cindy Bischof Act to provide GPS monitoring for high-risk domestic violence offenders. This is a simple and effective way to enforce the terms of an order of protection that can save the lives of endangered women. It was one of the legal policy proposals I made in the wake of working on Donna’s case, and now over half of the states have laws authorizing such monitoring in domestic violence cases.

Armed with the letter, I arrived at the courtroom early. I asked the bailiff to let the state’s attorney know that I would like to meet before the hearing. The bailiff promised he would but warned that it would be a while.

I used the free time to good advantage. Down the hall from the courtroom was a windowless office for the domestic violence advocacy program. It was staffed by three overworked women. Awaiting my turn, I asked one of them if a danger assessment of any kind had been done on Robin’s case. She looked at me blankly and said no, she didn’t think so. She added that she didn’t know what a danger assessment was. Neither did her two coworkers.

I channeled my frustration into a patient explanation. A danger assessment is a questionnaire victims fill out so the court can better assess the level of danger her abuser poses. For example, if he has threatened to kill her, if he has a gun, and/or if she thinks he could kill her, she would be at high risk, and her case would be handled accordingly.

I knew that to level my frustration at those three women crammed into a small office and tasked with helping to address as systemic a problem as domestic violence would be the worst kind of counterproductive action. They were there to help, but they had not been given even the most basic information or training to be able to advise victims effectively. It wasn’t their fault that the system is set up to do so little.

The assistant state’s attorney finally came out to meet me. He was a short white man in his early thirties, dark hair, round glasses on a round face. His name was Eric. He was carrying a pile of case files in manila folders. I introduced myself and told him that the case against the defendant, John, was very serious. I ticked off the violations John had already been charged with and suggested several more that were being investigated by two different police departments. Robin was in potentially lethal danger, which was not reflected in the very low bond amount that, if John posted it, would enable him to leave the courtroom that day with no restrictions.

Eric evidenced little to no familiarity with the specifics of Robin’s case. What he did know was that the case had not been flagged in any way that would have indicated John’s potential lethality. Again, I suppressed my frustration, now tinged with fury.

In all likelihood Eric, given his caseload, had only minutes to review Robin’s case before the hearing. The same was most likely true for all the cases he had in his files. But in Robin’s case a series of almost accidental connections had caused me to hear her call for help just when I was able to provide it. I handed Eric the letter describing the seriousness of the threat John posed to Robin. Flustered, he excused himself, saying he would be back shortly. When he returned, he informed Robin and me that his boss would be handling the case.

The chief of the Felony Division then stepped in to prosecute the case. He was an older man, evidently more experienced. I had a sidebar with him in the courtroom, explaining further the contents of my letter and my assessment. He read parts of the letter to the judge and presented a list of violations charged and potential ones that had yet to be charged. The defendant’s bail was increased from $2,500 to $250,000. The judge also ordered that John be held in custody and ordered that a full psychiatric evaluation be done to assess John’s dangerousness. He stressed that John’s release should not endanger Robin or people close to her.

This is what answering the bonobo call in a country filled with terrified women begging courts for protection from men can look like. And we know this to a certainty: right now it is woefully insufficient.

Sadly, I do not know what happened to Donna. We lost touch after I moved out east, though before I left I connected her with every available resource I could think of. I do, however, know what happened to Robin.

Months after she and I met in that courthouse, Robin wrote to me, “I wanted to reach out and give you an update. I would first like to say that I think of you often. You changed my life. I cannot thank you enough. I will never forget your words as we left the court room, ‘Women need an army.’ You, without a doubt, were my army. You have forever changed how I think and support someone.”

Because we live in a patriarchy, we think in terms of an army. Fine. That’s mostly apt. More apt, though, is the fact that we need an army of bonobos or, better yet, a Bonobo Sisterhood.

We must think in terms of sisters coming to a threatened woman’s aid. The bonobos offer us a model for how to do that. If you feel you are threatened, you give the equivalent of the bonobo call, and an army of supporters comes to your aid. Just the presence of them will likely be enough to send the message that you are not as vulnerable as your oppressor counted on your being. You’re not easy to defeat; you’re not an easy target to be hit or kicked or rendered a “battered woman.” I want us to be stronger. Together we will be.

I want you never to be struck, but if you are, I want you to know that the violation will call forth the wrath of an army of bonobos. We are coming to stand with you. We will protect you. And in turn, you, too, will answer the call. And the world’s Johns and Ricks will be on notice.

To be stronger together, we have to confront the problem. We have to understand that the problem isn’t Robin’s or Donna’s, it isn’t that of an individual woman in individually bad circumstances. Nor is it the problem of Illinois or of any other single state or nation. Yes, John and Rick are part of the problem, but they are only a part of it. It is the world of John and Rick that is at the heart of the problem. In recognizing that truth, we recognize something fundamental: that this is our problem, a problem for an army of women to solve.


THE EVERYDAY UNDERCURRENTS OF SEXUAL VIOLENCE


The reality of how sexual violence runs as an undercurrent to our daily lives unfolded for me one semester at the beginning of my Gender Violence, Law and Social Justice course at Harvard Law School. One particularly memorable year, a student shared a narrative about the intergenerational transfer of toleration of intimate partner violence in her family. Once she came forward, she created a space for others to join. It had a contagious effect, similar to that of the #MeToo movement but on the much smaller scale of our classroom. The power of truth telling is transformative. It enables people to release shame that is not theirs to carry. Individual narratives inspire others to share, and before long there are stacks and stacks of stories, all bearing remarkable similarities.

The various narratives by the students included shocking amounts of intimate partner and family violence. The most extreme was a student realizing that her father’s suicide that had resulted in the deaths of her mother and a sister was actually a murder-suicide. He had killed himself through carbon monoxide poisoning in his car in the garage, knowing that the fumes would enter the house as well. Another wrote of her ex-partner standing on her neck while holding their infant and laughing, saying, “Look what I can do to your mother!” Another involved abuse in a same-sex relationship; yet another dealt with a father who was in prison for failing to pay child support.

That was in just one class, one year. The sharing of narratives created the kind of consciousness-raising space where revolutions are born.

We were in the hallowed halls of Harvard Law School with its students who, just by entering them, announce that they are at the top of their game, having succeeded in getting this far this early in life. For those who are prone to imagining that sexual abuse, sexual harassment, and domestic violence are the problems of others, know that the women who reach HLS will prove you wrong. They are talented, engaged, fired up, and eager to explore the fields of knowledge and professional opportunity open to them. They are also, as are all women, survivors of patriarchy.

When asked if they personally know someone who has been abused by an intimate partner, every single student in my class raises a hand. We shouldn’t be surprised, yet we are surprised when we must confront the extent, the normalcy of the problem. And in a perverse kind of equality, it happens to all of us. No one is immune.

Most of the students who enroll in my course are women. In the first week, I generally have a healthy handful of men, but they fall off by the end of the add/drop period. Many gender-nonconforming folks take the class as well, knowing it will be a safe space. All of the students who stick it out discover that my classroom is a place where they can make sense of their individual experiences in an indisputably patriarchal society.

In this patriarchy, no one is immune to its effects, although it is important to keep in mind the wide range of them as we move through the pages of this book. While I present some of the most horrific and extreme cases, please know that the vast majority of relationships are not violent. Healthy interpersonal relationships abound; we have more capacity than ever to negotiate openly our gender roles. Yet we must take an unvarnished look at the problem to confront its reality and scale in order to honestly address it. Knowing that we have new solutions at hand enables us to do this without despair.

The vast majority of sexual violence goes unremarked upon until it turns into a lawsuit or a murder. And when stories of sexual violence reach the media, they are treated it as something remarkable, sensational, conveyed with an air of shock and resignation. The murder is reported; the underlying, escalating violence seldom is. But domestic violence homicide is so predictable as to be preventable. It is by far the most predictable type of homicide there is. We know who the intended victim is. We know that the motive is to control her and prevent her from leaving. We know that just after leaving an abuser is the most dangerous time for a woman and her children and that her partner’s abuse will become more frantic, more violent, more desperate. We know this well enough by now to expect it.

When we read a headline, “Woman Killed, Husband Sought,” we turn the page. But stop for a moment and think: Why is the husband or boyfriend always the first suspect when a woman is killed? Why isn’t he the last person we would think capable of such an atrocity?

It’s because we have become resigned to it. It just happens. Sometimes news articles list a local or national hotline for people to call. But never does an article call for intervention and action at the first signs of abuse. The rare tracking down of foreign terrorists gets top-of-fold, page A1 coverage; the ubiquitous terroristic reign of men against women barely makes the paper.

It does not need to be this way. There should, in fact, be a law. In the nineteenth century, the philosophers John Stuart Mill and Harriet Taylor Mill thought that a crime committed against someone in a position of trust or dependence should be treated as all the more egregious. We have come to assume the opposite. A husband assaults and murders a wife. A boyfriend assaults, rapes, and murders a girlfriend. Turn the page.

In part, we are numb to intimate partner homicide. We never hear about the abuse until it escalates into a homicide, so we think there is nothing we can do about it. If a woman’s husband or boyfriend did it, that was between them. The violence is contained
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