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INTRODUCTION

SCARED AND POWERFUL

On a dusty mat in a high school gym or in a cramped classroom with desks shoved into a corner, I teach teenage girls to resist sexual coercion. The class is called self-defense, so some of them come in expecting to learn how to fight off a creepy stranger with kicks and punches from an action movie. Instead, we’re teaching them to resist a guy they know and like. My co-instructor will portray that guy, the one at the party who invited her to go somewhere quiet. To listen to music, he said. All night he made her feel special, getting her drinks, ignoring other girls’ flirtations. But when they get to the upstairs bedroom, all he wants is sex. He’s charming the first time she refuses. Telling her she’s beautiful, and it’s not a big deal, and she doesn’t have to worry because he’s more experienced than other guys she’s dated. When she refuses again, he yells. She shouldn’t have come upstairs if she was going to be a tease. He could hook up with any girl at this party, and why did she waste his time. She gets up to leave. He blocks the door.

There’s a sprawling debate about situations like this one, and most of the sides people take have nothing to offer her in this moment. For many, the problem is him. He should have been raised to respect her and taught how to get consent. If that fails, a group of well-trained bystanders should rush into the bedroom to stop him. For others, she should have known better. The problem is her poor choices. Or the problem is sexual liberation—if there were tighter rules about young men and women being alone together (and a complete erasure of same-sex intimacy and gender fluidity), she wouldn’t be facing the prospect of sexual assault.

I believe we need a deep and specific investigation of where he learned that it was okay for his sexual desires to eclipse her limits, an investigation that would guide us toward the kind of change that will forever eliminate situations like this one. But that’s a long-term endeavor with no guarantee of universal success. Meanwhile, a girl is stuck in a bedroom with a guy who doesn’t care that she refused sex, and that guy is blocking the door.

We teach her to stand up, move away from him, put her hands in front of her chest, and yell, “Let me leave!” He might move aside, probably calling her a bitch as he does. In that case, she learns to get out fast. Other times he grabs her wrist. We teach her to break the grip, using her whole-body weight against his hand. To strike the head or groin if he doesn’t relent. A person who tries to assault her may be larger and have more muscle, but everyone’s body has weak points: eyes, head, groin. I’m not training Ultimate Fighting Champions. The goal is to cause enough pain to end the threat, and the surest way to do that is to strike the vulnerable parts of his body.

My co-instructor wears fifty pounds of protective gear, which makes it possible for our students to practice defending themselves by striking as hard as they can. With this level of realism, most people feel scared or angry or immobile in all the ways they would if the situation were real. And because of that, they learn to access their power in the midst of all those feelings.

Some sexual violence can be stopped by ordinary strength. Researchers who analyze the National Crime Victimization Survey, which reaches 150,000 US households per year, consistently find that women who physically or verbally fight back are less likely to experience rape. Most—but not all—of these kinds of studies also show that fighting back does not increase a person’s chances of serious injury.1

I don’t want to put the burden of stopping rape on teenage girls. But options don’t have to be burdens. We can give people the skills to protect their bodies without making them responsible for someone else’s decision to harm them. And we can do this without diminishing the experiences of survivors for whom fighting back was not an option. My friend and colleague Martha Thompson made the analogy of a hypothetical city in which large numbers of people are drowning. Of course, she says, there should be government-funded lifeguards, and of course, city leaders should work to determine why so many people are falling into the water. “I do not want to eliminate these structural supports for minimizing drowning,” she explains, “but I want to add the possibility that people have opportunities to learn how to swim.”2

With something like drowning, it’s easy to accept that working to change the conditions that cause the problem and giving people the skills to save themselves are two necessary parts of the same solution. Each of these efforts would be less effective without the other. But gender-based violence is different.

Gender-based violence is defined by UNICEF as “physical, sexual, mental or economic harm inflicted on a person because of socially ascribed power imbalances between males and females.”3 It includes sexual assault, sexual harassment, street harassment, intimate partner violence, stalking, trafficking, and identity-based hate violence. People of all genders can experience gender-based violence. When it’s directed at men, it usually targets them for being too feminine or not masculine enough. When it’s directed at nonbinary or gender nonconforming people, it targets them for not conforming to the gender they were assigned at birth.

One of the reasons gender-based violence remains prevalent is that it’s woven so tightly into the fabric of our lives that people often experience it as normal or inevitable. Most of this violence is enacted in one of two contexts: close relationships or economic relationships. Close relationships include partners, family members, friends, and acquaintances. Economic relationships include those in the workplace as well as the institutions that prepare us for work, like school or college. Experiencing gender-based violence disrupts our ability to trust, or it disrupts our ability to support ourselves. It persists because laws are inadequate or inconsistently applied, institutions dismiss the problem to avoid accountability, cultural norms about this violence are inconsistent, and some people are capable of abusing. Gender-based violence is a social and political problem, but it’s often enacted in the most intimate spheres of our lives. To stop this violence, we need strategies that are just as intimate.

Still, working to prevent gender-based violence by building individual skills requires discernment. Victim blame is rampant. Survivors get messages, blatant or subtle, that if they hadn’t gone to that party, worn that skirt, taken that drink. There are two opposing philosophies of how to make people safer, one exacerbates victim blame and the other challenges it. I call them safety through compliance and safety through resistance.

Safety through compliance puts the burden on women and others who are targeted for gender-based violence. We are assaulted, they say, because we make bad choices. The way to avoid being a victim is to be smarter. But being smarter has nothing to do with reasoning or thinking. The way to be smarter is by following. Safety through compliance gives us life-limiting rules we’re supposed to follow if we want to avoid being attacked: Don’t undress in front of your bedroom window. Always take the elevator (criminals hide in stairwells). Don’t shop alone. These rules are usually made by men who don’t provide any good reasons for why we should follow them.

Most women I know have encountered this kind of directive: an unnuanced claim that our daily routines are dangerous. To stay safe we should forego errands and pleasures, we should treat our friends and spouses like chaperones whose job it is to protect us from being in public alone. There is no evidence that constricting our lives in any of these ways makes us safer. Also, these directives are irrelevant to most gender-based violence. Not walking alone at night won’t save you from your boss’s sexual harassment. Avoiding stairwells does nothing to help the girl in my class get out of that bedroom. Compliance-based safety advice targets women, even when it is presented as gender-neutral. A Google search for “women how to be safe” turns up billions of results, most of them lists of activities we should avoid or do only in groups. But when you search “men how to be safe” most of the top results are articles about what men can do to avoid making women uncomfortable. Only a few articles help men avoid being victims, and almost all of those were published outside the United States.

It’s an insidious way to control us. Rather than telling women to retreat from public life, advice like this scares us into diminishing ourselves. It also mis-calibrates our fear. If we listen to it, we feel unsafe in parking lots or stairwells, rather than paying attention to the people who are more likely to harm us—bosses, acquaintances, intimates, religious leaders.

At its core, safety through compliance diverts us from connecting our personal safety with social inequality. It’s compelling because the risk of random violence by strangers is greater than zero and the fear many women feel walking alone after dark is real. Decades of research, reviewed by sociologist Fiona Vera-Gray, shows that women are more afraid of crime than men are.4

Safety through compliance can make us feel like we’re taking control of our lives. But by harping on the small percentage of assaults perpetrated by people we don’t know in places we routinely visit, it protects us from hard questions: I’m falling in love, but can I trust someone who mocks me every time I tell him what my limits are? I love my local church, but leaders in our denomination covered up clergy sexual abuse. Is it safe to stay? Is it ethical?

Safety through resistance gives people who are targeted for gender-based violence the skills to protect themselves without blaming them for being attacked. Its advocates understand violence as a political and social problem, not as the fault of those who are assaulted. We protect ourselves by challenging restrictive rules, not following them.

Resistance-based self-defense training emerged from social justice movements, most visibly feminist and Black liberation. Sometimes called empowerment self-defense, this approach to personal safety emphasizes choice and agency. Women and nonbinary people make ourselves safer by resisting the conditions of inequity that often show up in our personal lives as coercion and control from people we know, like, and love. Most gender-based violence starts with demands for compliance: an abusive partner who doesn’t want you to see your friends, a boss who promises a promotion if you stay late and if you don’t complain when he tells sexist jokes (he’s just being funny and you should learn to lighten up).

Self-defense skills are taught to individual people because other systems and structures, like laws and community interventions, are not enough to stop assaults in the moment. Safety through resistance gives people practical skills to minimize harm against themselves. But more than that, it helps them experience the power of their bodies and voices. It puts the people who are most likely to experience harassment, abuse, and violence at the center of efforts to stop it.

Safety through resistance presents a range of self-protection strategies and invites people to choose the ones that work for them. The range includes the usual kicks and strikes that people picture when they think of self-defense but also verbal skills and options for physical escape that don’t involve hurting the other person. If we’re threatened by people we love, or people who have power over us at work, physically striking them might not be viable. Safety through resistance presents options that range from politely refusing unwanted attention to yelling a firm “No!”

Even though most gender-based violence is caused by people we know, safety through resistance recognizes that too many women are diminished by deep, gut-level fear. It surfaces in dark parking lots or empty stairwells or anywhere else we’ve been told we shouldn’t be alone. It’s so entrenched in our psyches that no logical argument can dislodge it. Self-defense training gives us an equally visceral experience of our power. When we walk past a group of drunk men or down a poorly lit street, we can imagine protecting our bodies with a kick or strike. This response to a situation we might otherwise experience as threatening keeps us from being diminished by fear. As a result, we may be less likely to avoid places we need or want to go.

Safety through resistance helps us ask hard questions: How did we learn to disregard our intuition? Why are our working conditions so precarious that we feel we have to endure sexual harassment to earn money? Who told us our bodies were weak or that fighting back was not possible, and who benefits from our lack of confidence in our strength?

There are two ways that safety through resistance is grounded in evidence. First, it focuses on the types of violence that are statistically common. In most groups of teenage girls that means sexual assault by a friend or intimate; Indigenous women are taught skills to resist abduction (in response to the crisis of missing and murdered Indigenous women) while mostly white groups are taught that abduction is rare compared to abuse from people they know. Second, self-defense programs that are explicit in their social and political analysis of violence have been shown by research to be effective. Research on empowerment self-defense programs in Canada, the US, and Kenya has shown that they reduce sexual assault by 50 to 65 percent.5
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I come from a family of silences, though we don’t fit the profile of people who suppress the truth. We are loud laughter and generous hearts. Holidays with thirty people around a table, ten conversations at once.

But that much joy crowds everything else out. I was in my late twenties before anyone else acknowledged that my father was abusive. There were so many other ways the adults described him—troubled, eccentric, complicated. We had a privileged family’s access to doctors who provided a constant stream of diagnoses to explain his hostility. My mother was relentless in her efforts to create a happy family. She built us a world of dance recitals and theater. She swallowed all the hard truths, enduring my father’s cruelty alone. There are a hundred ways my life is better for having been protected from the whole story of my family, but the silences left me conflicted about whether I could trust myself. Instead of developing awareness or discernment, I stayed numb.

I didn’t feel like I belonged anywhere until I started working at a domestic violence crisis center. In a cramped office near the back door of a YWCA building in Poughkeepsie, New York, I found home. I shared desks and sometimes chairs with other women who talked about rape and abuse like it was any other topic. No averted eyes or changed subjects like I got from my parents when I talked about my work. I became a court advocate, helping survivors get orders of protection. I made sure they were never alone during the hours-long wait to see a judge. I kept up a steady stream of conversation about the fruit bowl paintings on the waiting room walls or the weather or the view of the Mid-Hudson Bridge from the fourth-floor window.

I spent my young adulthood immersed in other women’s emergencies because stories of abuse that had details and incidents kept something alive in me. When I couldn’t articulate the violations I’d experienced, domestic violence crisis work gave me the next best thing: an intimate connection to abuse that didn’t require me to reveal—or even understand—anything about myself. When I was in court, my life made sense. Most other times it didn’t. I was nineteen the first time I helped a survivor get an order of protection against an abusive partner. Ten years later, the survivor who needed my help was my mother.

But the more emergencies I absorbed, the more disembodied I became. I sometimes sat in my car in the courthouse parking lot and slapped my forearms just so I could feel something.

I believed in the law. I had this idea that something important would change if abuse was decisively punished. I wanted judges to tell abusers how wrong they were, and for survivors to feel whole because a man in a position of power said that their partner was wrong. But the “abuse prevention orders” that the court clerks produced almost never lived up to their name.

I wish I could say I made a principled decision to leave the court system. But I left because I could no longer force myself to drive to that building and sit through those hearings. Absorbing other survivors’ crises without attending to my own trauma became untenable. I realized if I couldn’t heal or empower myself, I would never be useful to anyone else. I needed to feel powerful, capable of stopping a person who might try to hurt me. I needed to know I could do something about my father’s too-tight hugs and grabs and yelling. So I began learning self-defense.

I learned the beauty of being scared and powerful at the same time. I found the strength in my hips, the power of my arms and legs, the precision of my fingertips. I learned that I didn’t need any special athletic talent—only training—to resist sexual violence.
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I am in a rape scenario, lying down on the mat, crying. The instructor, playing the role of an attacker, pins my arms. I have learned not to fight arms with arms; this is not a contest. Instead, I take the tension out of my arms. I know my hips and lower body will throw him off if he gets on top of me, and if he doesn’t, there is a limit to how much he can hurt me with so much of his body occupied restraining my arms. The minute he moves, I move. He has to let go of my arms to proceed, and when he does, I will find a vulnerable part of his body to strike.

Before learning self-defense, there were beliefs I’d espoused: It’s OK to say no when you don’t want sex. Everyone’s body deserves respect. And there’s a way I didn’t fully own what I was saying until I had the visceral experience of protecting my body.

The next time my father tried to pull me into an unchosen hug, I put my hands in front of my body and said “No.” I didn’t consciously decide to do this. Self-defense changed an unconscious part of me—I could protect the integrity of my body even when I didn’t have the presence of mind to make a decision.

My tiny moment of resistance helped me understand the role self-defense plays in preventing gender-based violence. Often when people experience or witness acts of abuse, we freeze. This response is a biological reality. The research of neuroscientist Amy Arnsten6 and others shows that when humans are overwhelmed by stress, the part of our brains that are responsible for reasoning and decision-making are the most compromised. When humans are under stress, we default to our habits. Self-defense training can make resisting a habit. If more people have the tools to keep from being immobilized by our physiological fear responses, then a critical mass of us would be available to challenge a teacher who makes too many comments about a teenager’s developing body or to interrupt a person who is dragging a passed-out woman into an upstairs bedroom.

Even with pandemic-related increases, violent crime has declined substantially in the last four decades, but not all declines are equal. A middle-class white college student is much less likely to be mugged by a stranger in New York City than she was decades ago, but she’s just as likely to be sexually assaulted on campus by someone she knows. According to the National Crime Victimization Survey, the sharpest decreases over the past thirty years are in crimes committed by strangers against people with the highest incomes.7

There are countless ways compliance and resistance, confidence and fear play out in people’s lives. There are times we make deliberate choices about our safety and times we don’t feel like we can. There are times, too, when the line between agency and coercion is blurrier than it should be. My own experiences of safety through resistance have forever changed me, but no single person’s experience can be the whole story. Especially a person like me, who is shaped by race and class privilege. So to get a more complete picture, I interviewed close to one hundred people about their experiences of fear and power or their professional expertise about gender-based violence and ways to prevent it. Some of them chose to be identified by their full names, others by just their first name. Still others chose to use pseudonyms for their first name, their last name, or both to protect their privacy.

Every time we alter our lives to avoid violence, we are making a political statement, whether we intend to or not. Crossing the street to avoid a homeless person says one thing. Not leaving your kid alone with a parish priest in the wake of a clergy sexual abuse crisis says another. There are two kinds of safety choices: those that disrupt power structures and those that leave them unquestioned. Safety decisions that challenge power inequities require more fortitude, but they also lead to real change.
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CHAPTER 1

MONUMENTAL, UNSATISFYING VICTORIES

Roxanne’s ex was having a good day. The two of them were standing together in the courthouse parking lot when I arrived for the hearing, laughing at each other’s jokes. Roxanne’s jaw was tight, and her smile looked forced, but there was an ease and familiarity to their conversation. All I knew about this guy was what Roxanne had told me—the times he’d tried to strangle her, the hateful words, the threats. So I found it disconcerting to see him hold up his end of a normal conversation.

That day was the disposition hearing, where Roxanne’s ex would respond to the allegations and the judge would decide if the temporary order of protection became permanent. Usually this hearing was when a temporary order’s teeth were pulled. While a temporary order said “no contact or communication,” the permanent order was full of exceptions—except when he picks up the kids, except when his boss tells him to go to the store where she works, except his back is hurting from sleeping on his mother’s couch so he needs to move back home. Judges often see the men who appear before them as fathers who deserve access to their children, not as manipulative people who are looking for covert ways to harass their partner and take advantage of loopholes in the order. Most of our efforts to oppose the exceptions failed.

I’ll do whatever you want, Roxanne’s ex told her. Let’s get this over with. I took that as my cue. I was a court advocate, barely twenty, with aspirations of law school. I had a backpack full of pens and a legal pad, and I’d read the order of protection statute more thoroughly than any of my homework assignments. I suggested terms of the permanent order, and for each one, he said, “Sure, whatever she wants.” We got him to agree to stay away from her 12-step meetings and to pick up the kids at his mother’s so he’d never have to be at her house. When we got into the courtroom, he kept his word, and with everyone in agreement, the judge had no reason not to sign off.

I left court that day feeling like I had made the system work. But when Roxanne came to the YWCA for support group the next week, she looked like a crumpled piece of paper. Her ex had found ways to circumvent even the most specific provisions of the order, and he was still harassing her.

I was heartbroken. I expected so much of the courts. I believed, or I wanted to believe, that the heartbreak of domestic violence could be repaired by strongly worded orders of protection. I wasn’t experienced enough to separate my disappointment over the failure of my perfectly crafted order from Roxanne’s much more urgent fear and distress. My more skilled coworkers listened and empathized. They invited other women in support group to share how they’d coped with their exes pushing against the boundaries of orders of protection. That didn’t feel like enough to me, so I soothed myself with a fantasy: I would become a lawyer, and when I did, I’d have the power to fix the system for Roxanne and everyone else.

In a way, Roxanne even having an order of protection was progress. A woman asking a court to tell her children’s father to stop abusing her was unthinkable for most people in her grandmother’s generation. Twenty years before that hearing, there were no rape crisis centers or domestic violence shelters in the United States. The prevailing belief in many communities was that what happened in the home was nobody else’s business, or worse, that any woman whose husband hit her must have done something to deserve it. The court system getting involved in assaults by intimate partners is a form of social change, defined by sociologists as changes in human interactions, relationships, and social expectations that transform culture and institutions. Social change is accomplished by coordinated efforts to change laws, people’s minds, and social norms, which are unwritten rules governing which behaviors are appropriate.

There is no questioning the magnitude of social change on the issue of gender-based violence. Marital rape was legal in my lifetime. When Anita Hill testified before the Senate Judiciary Committee in 1991, it was only five years after the US Supreme Court ruled that sexual harassment violated the Civil Rights Act of 1964. A 2017 Gallup poll found that 69 percent of Americans view sexual harassment as a major problem, up from 50 percent in 1998.1 Another Gallup poll, from 2013, found that an overwhelming majority of Americans, 82 percent, believe there should be government-funded rape crisis centers.2 A 2022 Pew Research Center poll found that the number of people who support the #MeToo movement is more than twice the number of those who oppose it.3

University of North Carolina political scientists Sarah McAdon and Frank Baumgartner identified promising changes in news media coverage of campus sexual assault. They reviewed articles published in three major outlets, the Washington Post, the New York Times, and USA Today, between 1980 and 2014. Not only did they find an increase in the number of related articles published—from a few dozen in the 1980s and ’90s to over four hundred in 2014—they also saw substantive changes in the way sexual violence was framed. In the 1980s and ’90s, most articles focused on a single rapist, who was presented as a deviant or an aberration. In contrast, more recent coverage focused on the magnitude of the problem, the experiences of survivors, and institutions’ responsibility to prevent sexual assault. Research on media coverage of other social issues, like poverty and the death penalty, shows that news stories that focus on the magnitude of the problem are more likely to sway public opinion than stories about a single person or incident.4

Still, there’s a complicated relationship between changes in people’s beliefs (or the version of beliefs they share with public opinion researchers) and the actual prevalence of gender-based violence. Psychologist Mary Koss found that decades of raising awareness of campus sexual violence have not made women safer. Her 2015 study showed that rates of campus sexual assault were higher than they had been in 1985.5 At the same time, most federal data sources show sharp declines in violent crime since the 1990s. According to the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), a nationally representative study of 220,000 people in 150,000 households conducted by the US Department of Justice every year, aggravated assault fell 83 percent from 1993 to 2021. Simple assaults, which don’t involve weapons or cause serious injury, were down almost 80 percent.6 But violence linked to social and political inequity is not declining as consistently as other types of crime. Even before the Covid pandemic sparked increases in anti-Asian hate violence, the US Department of Justice found no significant decrease in race-based violence between 2005 and 2019.7 Rapes and sexual assaults reported to the NCVS have declined since the 1990s, though not as steadily or consistently as other crimes. For example, rapes and sexual assaults reported to the NCVS more than doubled between 2017 and 2018, the first year of the #MeToo movement. That same year there were no stark increases in reports of other violent crimes.8

Framing gender-based violence as a crime may not be the best way to capture how prevalent it is. Mary Koss is recognized as the first researcher to uncover the high rates of sexual violence perpetrated by familiar people. She coined the term “acquaintance rape” in the 1980s, when the prevailing belief both inside and outside of academia was that most rapes were committed by strangers. After reviewing some ridiculous research proposals from her male colleagues (one of which had women enter a lab wearing bras of different sizes and then asked male study subjects to rate how “rape-able” they were), Koss saw the need to ask students directly about their experiences of sexual violence.9

Koss developed a questionnaire called the Sexual Experiences Survey, which asks participants about behaviors that meet legal definitions of rape or sexual assault but don’t use those labels. One question asks if they’ve had an unwanted sexual encounter because the other person was “using force, for example holding me down with their body weight, pinning my arms or having a weapon.” Koss also developed a survey to assess perpetration, with questions like “Have you engaged in sex play (fondling, kissing, or petting, but not intercourse) when she didn’t want to because you overwhelmed her with continual arguments and pressure?” (She is working with a team to make the survey more gender-inclusive.) By asking students about behaviors rather than using politically and psychologically charged words like “sexual assault” and “rape,” Koss was able to capture the magnitude of the problem. She also captured the disconnect between the behaviors that constitute rape and sexual assault and the labels. In her initial research, only 43 percent of women who responded yes, they had been forced to have intercourse against their will also responded yes to the question that asked if they’d been raped. Mary Koss also found differences in responses based on women’s relationships to the person who had raped them: 55 percent of women who had been forced to have sex against their will by strangers considered the experience to be rape compared to only 23 percent of women who had been forced by acquaintances.10 In Koss’s 1985 study, 27 percent of women reported experiencing sexual assault or rape while 7.7 percent of men reported perpetrating sexual assault or rape. When Koss repeated the study in 2015, 33.4 percent of women reported experiencing rape or attempted rape and 12.7 percent of men reported perpetration.11 A larger study conducted in 2019 by the Association of American Universities found that 23 percent of women experienced some form of sexual assault during college.12 A wide range of researchers continue to use Koss’s Sexual Experiences Survey. Even those who don’t use the Sexual Experiences Survey have followed Koss’s lead, asking about behaviors rather than labels that are associated with crime.

The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) is the only federal agency that measures the magnitude of gender-based violence by asking about behaviors. Kathleen Basile, deputy associate director for science in the CDC’s Division of Violence Prevention, leads the National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence Survey (NISVS). This survey focuses solely on sexual violence, intimate partner violence, and stalking and asks questions about the impact of this violence on people’s health. NISVS was first conducted in 2010, and it is not released annually like the National Crime Victimization Survey. Public health research is under-resourced compared to crime research. The most recent NISVS, conducted in 2016 and 2017, included just over 27,500 people. Earlier surveys reached between 10,000 and 16,000 people, a fraction of the 220,000 the Department of Justice surveys every year about crime.

According to the 2016–17 survey, 26.8 percent of women and 3.8 percent of men experienced attempted or completed rape in their lifetime and 47.6 percent of women and 23 percent of men have experienced other types of unwanted sexual contact. About 8 percent of women reported rape or unwanted sexual contact in the preceding year.13 Basile says she hopes that over time the NISVS will be able to measure changes in gender-based violence from year to year. The survey has changed significantly each time it was conducted, so year-to-year comparisons are not yet meaningful. She also notes that the CDC attempted to measure perpetration in the first survey, but they stopped because almost nobody was willing to acknowledge that they’d abused. NISVS is administered over the phone, and Basile believes that may help explain the low rates of disclosure.

Research suggests that the way a survey is set up impacts how many people are willing to acknowledge that they forced or coerced someone to have sex. Psychologist RaeAnn Anderson led a systematic review of research on sexual assault perpetration by college men between 2000 and 2017 that looked at seventy-eight studies involving a total of over 25,000 participants. Results were inconsistent, due to how researchers defined perpetration. Also, in studies where participants could answer anonymously, more men reported that they had sexually assaulted than in studies that involved face-to-face interviews. Though estimates varied widely, this review found that an average of 29 percent of college men had perpetrated some form of sexual assault.14

We are in a historical moment with unique challenges. The invisibility of sexual assault by familiar people is in the past. But in its place is a disconnect between what people know they’re supposed to do and what they do when not enough people are paying attention.

In 2018, Harvey Weinstein was charged with rape and Bill Cosby was convicted of sexual assault. A New York Times analysis identified 201 powerful men brought down by the #MeToo movement.15 With all the news stories about reckoning and accountability, a person might have thought that every major institution had serious plans to root out abusive behavior, if for no other reason than to avoid damning publicity. But Sarah Cardozo Duncan knew better.

A social worker turned career counselor, Sarah noticed a disturbing situation. Women PhD students and postdoctoral fellows in the sciences were experiencing harassment and abuse, and university administrators were doing nothing to help them. Women in the early stages of their careers are navigating a specific power inequity. They work in labs often run by a single scientist, usually a tenured male professor who brings the university millions of dollars in grants. This person has control over whether they graduate, whether their research is published, and whether they get the recommendations they need to get a job. For those who are in the United States on work or student visas, getting fired could even mean having to leave the country. If you’re abused in another kind of job, Sarah tells me, you can leave. “But unless you get your PhD,” she explains, “you’re kind of screwed.”

Sarah tells me about a woman whose advisor tried to keep her from graduating because he said he was in love with her. This woman showed university administrators explicit emails he’d sent her, but they did nothing, and he delayed her graduation. Another woman was told tight budgets meant she would have to share a hotel room with her male boss at a conference. Another was fired from her lab for reporting financial impropriety. Women at multiple institutions were given racist nicknames by their coworkers. “The Saudi was called the terrorist in her lab, the Mexican the maid, the Brazilian the nanny,” says Sarah.

Sarah’s hair and lipstick are bright red. Her face is framed by thick black glasses. She talks about women in science with passion and urgency, using careful and emphatic hand gestures. They go to sleep thinking about science, they wake up thinking about science. It’s been that way since someone gave them their first microscope when they were six. The thought of women being forced to give up their purpose in life to escape bullying and harassment fills Sarah with pain and anger. But if you ask her about Title IX offices, you’ll get a rant. Her gestures grow larger and more emphatic as she tells me about egregious conduct that university administrators ignored. Then she gets quiet. Title IX doesn’t work, she says. Human resources doesn’t work. Trying to pretend it does just causes women more hurt. Sarah knew she had to do something that didn’t involve official channels. So in 2018—when some powerful men were facing consequences for sexual harassment and abuse, but most still weren’t—she founded Friends of Sarah.

Friends of Sarah is a support system that helps women scientists get out of toxic labs. Sarah Cardozo Duncan brought together twelve of her friends, women scientists who are tenured professors or corporate executives in the STEM field. They mentor younger women, helping them find a way out of their situations and into a different lab, a biotech company, or a government agency. Anything but out of science.

Before the Covid pandemic, Friends of Sarah met in a first-floor conference room of an institute I’ve agreed not to name. Sarah kept the lights dim, she tells me. Harsh fluorescents wouldn’t have worked. She got the institute’s permission to let women attend the meeting without giving their names at the front desk, to make it safer for those worried about anonymity. It was a relief for some to know they were not alone and it wasn’t their fault. Sarah acknowledges the power of empathy and connection, but that isn’t enough for her. Friends of Sarah couldn’t just be a support group. “So I called ten men,” she tells me. “And I said, If I send these women to you, I don’t want you coaching them. I want you to evaluate their science. And I want you to refer them to your male friends that have jobs.”

During Covid, Friends of Sarah went virtual. With only a modest internet presence and a little bit of outreach, their distribution list grew to three hundred people. Most, but not all, were women. Now, Friends of Sarah reaches women all over the world, some of whom get up in the middle of the night to log on. They’ve added the option of meeting one-on-one with a mentor for those who don’t want to share their situation with a group.

Joanne Kamens, a biologist and DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) consultant, is one of the mentors. She hasn’t given up on changing the system, but she doesn’t see it as a viable option for most of the women she helps. “I don’t advise them to make a report,” she tells me, especially if it’s only one student blowing the whistle on a lauded scientist. “Even if someone can put a dent in the system, their chance of thriving after trying to use official channels is very low,” she says. “We just want to get these women into a better situation where they find joy in their science again, and they have a potential for a career going forward, hopefully with their doctorate intact.”

A big part of the problem, Joanne tells me, is that in academia, powerful professors don’t have any real accountability. Their boss is a dean, another professor who, more often than not, isn’t trained to investigate harassment. Some deans hold their positions for a few years, begrudgingly taking their turn doing administrative work. “I have not heard a single case where someone has gone to a superior, even a dean that’s sympathetic, where anything has been done,” Joanne says.

Most of the people I interview have complicated answers when I ask for solutions to the problem of gender-based violence, but for Sarah Cardozo Duncan, it’s simple: tell the funders. Tenured professors who are much less professionally vulnerable should report abusive behavior to the government agency that is funding the abusive professor’s research, like the National Institutes of Health (NIH) or the National Science Foundation (NSF). In July 2022, Congress strengthened federal agencies’ authority to remove abusive scientists from government-funded research. A representative from the NIH confirmed to me that they accept anonymous reports and that they have the authority to investigate claims of harassment and discrimination that are filed anonymously. The representative said in an email that if the results of their investigation warranted it, “NIH can take several actions that could include or result in a change in senior personnel, or remedies for noncompliance, such as suspension or termination of the grant award.”16

But Sarah Cardozo Duncan isn’t hopeful. She tells me about a conversation she had at a cocktail party with a woman scientist, a tenured professor. “And she said, ‘Well, Sarah, we shouldn’t be arguing about this. We should find solution.’” But when Sarah proposed the solution of telling the funders, she tells me, the woman abruptly ended the conversation.

Friends of Sarah is not the Hollywood movie version of justice. But it works. And it’s better than sacrificing women scientists to feed our need to believe in a specific narrative of social change. In a way, Sarah’s strategy reflects the progress that has and has not been made in the last four decades. A lot of people know what they are supposed to say about gender-based violence. Rape is wrong. Nobody deserves to be abused. Law & Order: SVU is in its millionth season and one study of first-year college students found that those who watched it were less likely to believe in rape myths and more likely to say they would respect their partners’ sexual boundaries than students who watched other crime dramas.17

Women’s bathrooms in hospitals and bars have fliers in the stalls with facts about abuse and information about how to get help. The number of rich and powerful men who face consequences for sexually abusing is greater than zero. Still, according to the CDC, the majority of US women have experienced some form of unwanted sexual contact in their lifetimes, and three-quarters of women who have experienced intimate partner violence were twenty-five or younger when they were first abused.

Sometimes the act of resisting violence does more to keep us safe than depending on the institutions that are supposed to protect us. Esther Lee was on a New York City subway in October 2021 when the man sitting next to her tried to give her a fist bump. When she refused, he yelled at her. He called her a “carrier” and commanded that she suck his dick. Esther is Korean American. She recognized “carrier” as a racist slur blaming Chinese people (or all Asian people) for Covid. He tried to get close to her, maybe to grab her.

Because of a self-defense class she’d taken at work, Esther says, she felt calm. She got up and moved away. She put her hands in front of her body. “Don’t come any closer,” she told him. She pulled out her phone, hit record, and for fifty-seven seconds, captured him threatening and swearing, grabbing his crotch, yelling the word “carrier” at her. You see her hand in the frame, firm and still, communicating “Stop.” “Do you see what he’s doing?” she asks the other subway riders, most of whom look away or at their phones. He spits at her. The other riders don’t react.

It took a few hours for Esther Lee to realize she’d been the victim of a hate crime. In the moment, her actions felt automatic. She compares her self-defense class to fire drills many of us learned in school—you practice what to do in an emergency enough times that when the emergency happens, you just do what you’ve learned, without thinking about it. She’d practiced protecting herself from verbal harassment and physical assault in the relative safety of a classroom, so when she faced that threat on the subway, she immediately understood what was happening. “It created a much greater sense of clarity in the moment,” she tells me. That understanding gave her a sense of power. “Where the aggressor feels that they have the upper hand,” she explains, “you also have the upper hand.” Esther believes that her decisive response prevented the man from physically assaulting her.

When the train stopped at Forty-Second Street, Esther Lee moved to a different car. At Fifty-Ninth Street, she got off the subway, somehow remembering the police station there. Her legs shook as she climbed the stairs and walked into the precinct.

From the moment Esther began interacting with the police, she experienced what she describes as “poor bedside manner.” The lieutenant asked questions that were as intrusive as they were irrelevant: Where do you work? Where do you live? Do you have a husband?

Then, for months, she heard nothing. So she called the NYPD Hate Crime Task Force
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