
[image: Cover: Calling In: How to Start Making Change with Those You’d Rather Cancel, by Loretta J. Ross.]



[image: Calling In: How to Start Making Change with Those You’d Rather Cancel, by Loretta J. Ross. Simon & Schuster. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]




PROLOGUE


In the course of history, there comes a time when humanity is called to shift to a new level of consciousness. To reach a higher moral ground. A time when we have to shed our fear and give hope to each other.

—Wangari Maathai, Nobel lecture, 2014



I’m a reformed call out queen. I’ve furiously called out enemies. I’ve righteously called out friends. I’ve gleefully called out strangers. I even once called out President Barack Obama, although that’s a story for another time. My ego sure gets the appeal of putting people on blast. But I also realized a long time ago that running my mouth never did seem to accomplish what I wanted it to.

I have been a human rights activist since the early 1970s. I’ve been the voice who picks up the phone to help rape victims in the most humiliating times of their lives—times they’d rather forget. I’ve been an opposition researcher, attending Klan rallies and working to deprogram white supremacists who’ve spent their lives devoted to hate. I’ve been a bridge between warring factions of feminists and progressives, finding new conversations that can unite us, pursuing common goals instead of prying us apart.

In the past five decades, I’ve learned a lot about what works to create change. And I’ve learned a lot about what doesn’t—often, the hard way. I’ve been proud to watch the human rights values I’ve espoused take hold in our culture, turning ideas that once seemed radical into mainstream beliefs. I’ve been proud to watch movements like Black Lives Matter, Reproductive Justice, and #MeToo spread far and wide, and to witness how new generations have joined the fight for justice, demanding action on global warming, insisting that health care and affordable housing are human rights, and asserting that a college education should not be a ticket to lifelong debt.

Those most likely to have their human rights violated are typically the ones who believe the most in the promise of human rights, while our critics and skeptics tend to be those whose human rights are most protected by the status quo. Opponents mockingly call us SJWs—social justice warriors—but we’re really human rights activists with a forward-facing global vision for the twenty-first century. Opponents fear us because their idealized society is fixated on centuries past when violence against political opponents was normal and when we stayed in our place. If another world is possible, then another America is necessary. I’m so inspired by how many people are doing the work to bring it about.

But, in the past decade, I’ve also seen a spike of infighting, cruelty, and call outs among could-be allies. This has always been a danger among radical movements: it’s what hamstrung the groups I worked with in DC in the 1970s when I started my journey as a social justice activist. I now often talk to people who are clear-eyed and adamant about their values and yet who feel unbearably drained by the toxic atmosphere in which they’re working. Or I speak with well-meaning people who want to help but are afraid to lend their efforts—because they don’t know the right language or where to begin without being reamed out.

This isn’t how it should be—nor how it has to be.

The terms “cancel culture” and “call out culture” have become a political Rorschach test. Since Trump’s first run for president, the Right has bemoaned cancel culture, even as they seek to ban more books, more history, more art, and more ways of living than anyone on the Left. They don’t want to teach an honest history of America because they want to repeat the sins of the past. They carp about wokeness, pronouns, and feminism, while they lack any discernible agenda for addressing the country’s problems. Stroking the outrage culture is their priority. And call outs are an easy target for their rage.

Progressives, meanwhile, have responded reactively, defending call outs as mere “consequences” or “accountability” measures for bad actors. Sometimes this is true. But cancel culture can also be weaponized, by the Right or the Left. Offenses—someone’s not woke enough, someone’s not patriotic enough—can get treated as five-alarm fires, until we’ve reached a point where it becomes difficult to critique cancel culture without risking being canceled ourselves.

I know the allure of calling people out all too well. I’ve scorched others with righteous anger, and I’ve been burned by my ego. I have to trap words in my brain before they come out of my mouth a dozen times a day. Because I know it’s better if I do. I’ve seen families torn apart over political differences because they don’t know how to love each other despite their disagreements. I’ve been part of movements that have disintegrated due to their inability to distinguish between allies and enemies. I’ve seen how a moment of opportunity can slip away while we’re caught up in morality plays or power fights.

And I see the warning signs right now, for progressives and our country as a whole. Bitter partisanship has caused many of us to hate fellow Americans. It’s made people afraid to build community. It’s divided families. Almost everyone is anxious for fear of saying the wrong thing. People are distancing themselves and suffering emotionally. Powerless to do anything about geopolitical conflicts, we turn on family and friends.

Anyone who thinks this is okay doesn’t care about our country and doesn’t care about honesty, integrity, or mercy. These are, perhaps, old-fashioned terms, but they matter to me and they should matter to all of us. I have no interest in respectability politics—no interest in being polite and uncontroversial in the hope of gaining others’ approval. But I am interested in living out my values.

I get why it can be easy to forget all this. We are sensitive to our despair and the despair of others. We are all struggling to make sense of everything that is going on. We refuse to accept the status quo that judges us because of our skin color, sexual orientation, gender identity, class, citizenship, abilities, political affiliation, or any other infuriating, irrelevant reason. We witness our loved ones pulling in a different direction in ways that often don’t make sense to us. We yearn to be part of something bigger than ourselves, something that gives our life meaning. But it is not enough to be correct; we must take correct action.

People opposed to human rights—opposed to ending poverty, addressing racism, or accepting women’s rights to control their bodies—think they’re fighting the human rights movement, but I believe they’re wrong. They’re fighting truth, history, and evidence. Most importantly, they’re fighting time. These existential forces are beyond their power to command. With truth, history, evidence, and time on our side, we hold the winning hand despite our fears of powerlessness and failure. Our opponents are simply pimples on the ass of time. But my biggest fear is that despite our winning hand, we’ll be defeated—at least in our lifetimes—because we can’t stop calling one another out.

I’ve learned that there is a better way. We can skip the viral shaming and reputational warfare. We can skip the ideological litmus tests that don’t help to build a diverse coalition. Whether persuading another individual or launching an entire cultural movement, real change requires bringing people in. Even people you expected not to need or not to be able to reach.

This is why I’ve come to embrace Calling In.

Calling in considers whether we can connect with others before we start shouting them down. It allows us to reach other people as people, to breathe a little easier, and, ultimately, to get things done. Calling in builds bridges instead of burning them down so that we might walk together along the path toward collective liberation.

The difference is tactical—and so I’ll suggest new words, methods, and attitudes throughout this book—but it’s also philosophical. Calling in can help us model the world we want to achieve at the end of our efforts: a world with more joy and forgiveness and less shame and cruelty, a world where people don’t need to feel afraid and can feel empowered to pursue the common good, even if we make mistakes along the way. We can avoid the shame of not being enough, or not knowing enough.

For more than forty years now, I’ve oriented my philosophy for enacting change and building movements around calling in. In the first four chapters of this book, I’ll explore the theory behind this approach and show you how it gets results. I’ll also diagnose where call out culture came from, why it’s become a cultural monster—especially on social media—and why no one seems to be able to talk about it without losing their head. Then, in the last four chapters, I’ll show you the techniques you’ll need to put the principles of calling in into action.

Most of us respond emotionally to call outs without recognizing their patterns and intentions. We need to think more systematically. We need to create strategies for engaging with disagreements, so we’re prepared in advance. I’ve created what I call the “5Cs”—a spectrum of accountability measures to help us figure out how to respond depending on the situation, whether by calling out (yes, I think call outs do have their uses, as I’ll discuss in chapter 2), canceling, calling in, calling on (asking people to do better, but without investing your time and energy in helping them to change), or calling it off. When it’s not possible to call in people with love and respect, we can choose another option that better suits where we are emotionally at the time. There’s no shame in deciding to call it off. As I’ll discuss in chapters 5 and 7, I think it’s essential to recognize when saying nothing is the healthiest tactic for you in the moment.

We can recognize the patterns of call outs and understand our options for deploying these techniques, and we’ll realize we’re more knowledgeable about how to have challenging conversations than we think. Together, over time, we can transform our culture that excludes and impugns people into a culture that invites people in.

I’m not alone in thinking this. In this book, I’ve combined stories and lessons from my life as an activist with the wisdom of many younger thinkers, including Ngọc Loan Trần (who coined the term “Calling In”), Mariame Kaba, Kelly Hayes, and especially adrienne maree brown, who constantly awes me with her grace and brilliance. I also reference our iconic guiding lights like Audre Lorde, James Baldwin, and Martin Luther King Jr. I’ve woven in insights from experts in psychology, philosophy, history, and other disciplines that probe how people experience and respond to criticism. I’ve also included perspectives from analysts on the right and center of US politics, and from many people who exist somewhere in between the labels we use. Of course, I don’t agree with everything someone who I cite has ever said, but I find that to be an unnecessarily high bar; my life has taught me many lessons from the most unlikely people when I dared to listen.

I believe the practical advice in these pages is essential for anyone who wants to be part of a vibrant human rights movement. But it’s important for less politically active people too. These are techniques that any leader or activist, any friend or partner, any family member or acquaintance can learn to practice to be kinder to one another.

I’m so excited to share them with you. But first, let me show you how I got here—how calling in entered my life.




1. HOW I LEARNED TO CALL IN


I know the world is bruised and bleeding, and though it is important not to ignore its pain, it is also critical to refuse to succumb to its malevolence.

—Toni Morrison



When the iron gate slammed shut behind me, I shuffled forward and held out my arms. The two male prison guards reached out and touched too much, fondling me as they searched for contraband. They seemed to relish it. I tried to block them out, to retreat into a little corner in my mind. I didn’t even want to breathe until it was over.

A gruff voice, a buzz, then another set of bars swung open, and I stepped through. When the last gate clanged, I was surrounded by stark concrete walls.

I was locked in now, about to encounter a man who was someone’s nightmare. Who might yet be mine?

Lorton Reformatory housed the men who’d been convicted of the worst crimes in the nation’s capital. It was 1979 and I was twenty-six. I was the newly minted director of the Washington, DC Rape Crisis Center, and I had driven an hour to the notorious Northern Virginia prison on an unusual mission. I had come to talk to a man who was serving a life sentence for raping and murdering a woman. I had come to talk to him about why not to rape. One-on-one, face-to-face.

On the way in, the prison had looked like an idyllic college campus—vibrant green quads, trim brick buildings, perfect archways, and curved walkways—until you saw the watchtower, armed with guards and rifles, and barbed wire. Until you’d felt the guards’ touch. Until you heard the clang.

But now—What the f*!# am I doing here? I felt scared and unprepared. I had no particular qualifications for this visit, and I could no longer tell you what I’d been thinking when I’d agreed to it.

The man I’d arranged to see was named William Fuller. He had written to the Center months earlier, asking for help. I can still remember the crux of his letter, more than forty years later: “Outside I raped women; inside I rape men. I’d like not to be a rapist anymore.” He was serving a life sentence for raping and murdering a Black schoolteacher named Ethel Dorsey. He had been incarcerated for fifteen years by that time.

Fuller’s letter sparked passionate disagreement at the Center. Our organization had been around since 1972, when it launched as the first rape crisis center in the country. But it still ran understaffed on a threadbare budget. Most of us were offended by the letter. We didn’t have enough resources to help victims. How dare a rapist seek help from us? Some employees thought the letter was a setup; maybe Fuller was trying to manipulate us into becoming mules to smuggle contraband. Others thought it might be a ploy to drum up illicit conjugal visits. Or perhaps it was a long play, to get the Center to support a parole application.

My first response was outright anger, followed closely by disgust. I wanted to send this man my own outraged letter, calling him out for even thinking we would talk to him. Once I’d read his note, I didn’t want to touch it, as if the paper itself was contaminated.

Yet I couldn’t put the letter out of my mind. And, tellingly, I hadn’t thrown it into the trash. The letter sat on my desk for months, lurking beneath other paperwork but never forgotten. It was like a loose tooth I couldn’t stop wiggling.

Eventually, my curiosity won. Over the objections of some of the other staffers, I wrote back, offering a counseling session. We had never worked with perpetrators before, only rape victims. We offered all manner of support, and it was important work, but something was frustrating me. Our work wasn’t stopping any rapists from raping. And I wanted to understand the mind of a rapist, a man from my Black community who chose to brutalize women like me.

It was only as I stood frozen—in that cramped, drab hallway in Lorton Reformatory—that I realized how poorly this could go. I had no plan, no script. And I had no special qualifications, except for one thing: I was a survivor of sexual assault. Those scars were still bleeding all over my life.

What in the world could a rape survivor say to a convicted rapist? What would I say, when I walked through the door at the end of the hall and faced him?



Most rape victims don’t intentionally resummon their worst memories each day as part of their work. I loved my job at the Rape Crisis Center, but it was a constant reminder of what I’d been through. And, if I’m honest, I had not healed from the pain.

When I was fourteen and entering the tenth grade in the tumultuous summer of 1968, I was molested by a twenty-seven-year-old married cousin, Melvin. Instead of babysitting me while I stayed with our great-aunt, he plied me with alcohol to manipulate my consent to sex. I had never drunk alcohol before, and I felt like he was treating me like a grown woman. I now know this is how many sexual predators groom young girls. What’s worse, Melvin apparently thought what he was doing was okay because I’d told him the secret that I was most ashamed of: that I technically wasn’t a virgin, that I’d already been raped.

Three years earlier, at age eleven, I’d been kidnapped from a Girl Scout outing at an amusement park. I had wandered away from the troop after chasing a place in line for a coveted ride. As I roamed around the edges of the park seeking my mom and the other girls, a uniformed young GI from the local army base offered to help. My father was a retired army veteran, having served in three wars. I’d been surrounded by GIs all my life and thought I could trust him. Instead, he drove me into the nearby woods and raped me, repeatedly punching me in the face because I wouldn’t stop screaming. I retreated into my mind; I didn’t know what was happening. Strangely, the kidnapper asked where I lived after the assault, and returned me to my neighborhood. He could have left my bloody body in the woods, but perversely, he acted as if we’d simply been on a date, kissing me goodbye when he dropped me off.

The only person at home was my older sister, Carol. Upon seeing my battered face and bloody white jeans, Carol helped me wash up and put me to bed. Since she was nine years older than me, I’m sure she knew what happened, even if I couldn’t tell her. I didn’t have the words. I don’t know what she told Mom, but I know that Mom never asked why I didn’t come home with the other girls. This was when I learned that we were a family who kept our secrets deeply buried. I didn’t tell my parents because I was afraid I’d be in trouble. At the time, I thought the rape was my punishment from God for getting into a car with a stranger.

They say a parent is only as happy as their least happy child. I was Mom’s unhappy child after that. Three summers later, she sent me to stay with my great-aunt, perhaps to get some space in our tumultuous relationship. Or maybe to get a break from my brooding unhappiness that we couldn’t talk about. The silence of misery wore us down. That’s how Melvin found me—lonely and miserable.

After I told my cousin Melvin he’d gotten me pregnant, he accused me of trying to entrap him and break up his marriage. I was fourteen. I had hoped he would have a magical solution for me, a way to end the pregnancy, although my knowledge of abortion was nonexistent. I just needed his help. But he fled, afraid of what my father might do. He hastily joined the merchant marines and left the country, abandoning me, his wife, and his three children.

I feared my parents would blame me because I blamed myself, so I hid the pregnancy as long as I could. I went to bed every night praying it was a nightmare that would be over when I woke. When I finally disclosed the pregnancy in my fifth month, my horrified parents sent me to a secret home for unwed mothers. They believed that abortion was not an accessible or safe option for me in 1968, and it was a widespread practice back then to hide teen pregnancies if families could afford to send their daughters away. I could pretend to have been on an extended vacation like the rest of the twenty girls sequestered at the Salvation Army compound near Trinity University in San Antonio. My parents and I planned to give the child up for adoption. I didn’t want to become a mother through incest. I’d received early entry and a potential scholarship to Radcliffe College as a National Merit qualifying scholar. I was determined to go to college and not let my rapist’s dirty fingerprints determine my destiny.

I was the only Black girl at the compound hidden behind tall, barbed wire fences. The authorities forbade visits from loved ones, so each day was desperately lonely. There was no teenage chatter or gossip. We didn’t share how we became pregnant or talk about how our bodies were rapidly changing. We were trapped in a bubble of denial. We lived like we were in a religious order under vows of penitent silence. We slept in a large, sterile dormitory room with no privacy and no visits from doctors, beyond the initial examinations to estimate our expected due dates.

No one told us anything about what to expect or tried to alleviate our anxieties. We endured endless early-morning prayers and cleaning chores. But mostly, we waited to birth these inconvenient “things.” We were promised we could be good kids again if we just followed orders.

On April 9, 1969, my son was born at 4:00 a.m., after eighteen tortuous hours of labor that I didn’t understand. I remember screaming at each contraction until the delivery doctor demanded I be anesthetized. I was fully unconscious when the baby was born. I later learned this is called a “twilight” birth, a practice now frowned upon.

The next day, the staff at the hospital broke the rules by bringing my son first to me instead of directly to the adoption agency. When they placed him in my arms, all I could say through the after-birth pain was “He’s got my face, he’s got my face, he’s got my face!”

I impulsively axed the adoption plans. My emotions were overwhelming. Mom had refused to come to the hospital during the eighteen-hour delivery, but she rushed there to try to convince me to follow through with the adoption. I’ve spent years wondering if my refusal was due more to motherly love or adolescent rebellion. My parents hadn’t pressured me to consent to the adoption; we all agreed it was the best choice given my future plans. I still don’t know why I immediately bonded with that child of incest. All I knew was that we belonged together.

Because I had not thought beyond the pregnancy, I hadn’t selected a name for my son’s birth certificate. I chose the middle names of two of my five brothers, and I brought Howard Michael Ross home to the bedroom I shared with my severely disabled sister, Toni. Toni, who was only thirteen months younger than me, was bedridden from polio, spinal meningitis, epilepsy, muscular dystrophy, and what was then called “mental retardation.” Apparently, she had no immune system when she was born and started contracting all these diseases when she was six months old. She couldn’t walk without her braces or feed herself without choking. I was glad not to be still sharing a bed with her because of her permanent incontinence. Having a child meant a separate twin bed, with my baby sleeping with me because the room was too small for a crib too.

By keeping my son, I became a teen mother, a statistic, predicted for failure in a judgmental society that always seemed to blame the girls, never our abusers. My rebellious decision also tethered me to my rapist cousin forever, although I never saw him again.

Of course, everything changed when I tried to return to normal life. I felt radioactive. Instead of walking down hallways swirling with rumors that I’d been pregnant, I went back to school parenting an actual child. I had been one of three Black honors students in a predominantly white high school. I’d gotten straight A’s and was in the science club. But when I first tried to return to school, the administrators rejected me, only relenting when my parents threatened to sue for discrimination. Next, the white guidance counselor who had recommended me for early admission to Radcliffe retracted her recommendation, which canceled my scholarship. Luckily, I was able to draw other offers. When I graduated at sixteen, I accepted a scholarship from Howard University, which brought me to DC in 1970.

My parents initially agreed to raise my son while I went off to college, but after my sophomore year, my mother sued for custody. She seemed furious with me in those years, to a degree that I wouldn’t be able to comprehend until later. Mom had already raised eight kids, and my son involuntarily extended her parenting just when she thought she was finally finished. I rushed home to collect Howard and then headed back to school, trying to split classes with full-time work while raising my son. My grades suffered, and I lost my scholarship. After my junior year, I couldn’t keep the work/life balance necessary to earn a chemistry degree, nor could I afford tuition any longer, so I dropped out. I got a low-paying job at a research laboratory sterilizing glassware and then doubled my salary by falling back on the typing skills I’d learned in middle school, becoming a secretary at a public-interest research firm. I later accepted a job at the National Football League Players Association as their first Black employee.

Two years later, when my apartment building received a ninety-day eviction notice, I stumbled into local political organizing through the tenants’ rights movement. And this introduced me to an organizer and former Black Panther Party member named Nkenge Touré. She was the director of the DC Rape Crisis Center, and she invited me to become a volunteer.



Working at the Rape Crisis Center helped save my life and heal my soul. When I joined, I was suicidal, fearful of men yet in a relationship with one, and trying to hold on to my sanity by channeling my rage into political work. I wanted to help other victims, but I was still in total chaos. I hadn’t sought therapy yet for my unhealed trauma, so I was self-medicating through drug abuse, hoping no one would peep behind the façade and discover how much of a fraud I felt inside.

At the Center, I started as a volunteer for the 333-RAPE hotline, which meant staying in the office all night to answer the phone. We would receive calls from women who’d been assaulted and try to be there for them emotionally—giving them a shoulder to cry on—and practically, explaining how to hold on to evidence or press charges. We worked in the basement of All Souls Church on Sixteenth Street and generally did nighttime shifts in pairs as a security measure, so no one exited the building alone. It was easy to grow close with the other volunteers and employees. Over time, we conducted informal consciousness-raising sessions, where we spoke with one another about what we had been through. We all had experiences we wish we could forget.

Our counseling services were peer-based and feminist. We were trained in hotline protocols, but there were no certifications and no trigger warnings. We were survivors swapping stories, talking about how we were coping, and building theory from our practices. I learned an entire vocabulary for what happened to victims: childhood sexual abuse, incest, stalking, street harassment, battering, rape culture. The most healing conversations were always spontaneous. Someone might be triggered by a hotline call, and their rush of emotional outpouring would infuse us all, leading even the most reticent to share details of their assaults. We stoked each other’s outrage while offering what meager comfort we could.

The Center was one of several anti-rape organizations to pioneer the concept of a “safe space” by creating a setting for victims to recount their experiences in which they would never be questioned or disbelieved. We were determined to challenge the institutionalized skepticism for victims’ stories displayed by the police, medical personnel, politicians, the media, and society. We were establishing a basic premise: that women deserved not to be raped, full stop. It was a radically transformative concept at a time when victim-blaming was the norm. After encountering endless questions about what rape victims wore, drank, or said, we were determined to center the blame on the men who committed the assaults. Women deserved lives free of sexual violence, we believed, not because women were men’s mothers, daughters, wives, and sisters, but because they were individuals with the same universal human rights to bodily safety and freedom that men expected to enjoy.

Now, in retrospect, I realize that this victim-centering also led to overpromising. We did not yet understand that while each survivor has a truth based on their experiences, this trauma-informed perspective may be one of several coexisting truths, all based on different interpretations of the facts of the event. Over the decades, as victim-centering spread into the broader culture, it became heresy to many to ask for due process or to ever question survivor accounts. We had overcorrected. In our call out culture today, the concept of a safe space has been distorted to prohibit anything that might evoke feelings of discomfort, as if all pain—by definition—is a violation.

Many of these conversations with other volunteers were painfully uncomfortable because I could never anticipate how a word, a smell, or a vision would retrigger my trauma. And yet the more I shared my stories, the less they frightened me. As I healed, I became less afraid of my emotions.

It was in these sessions that I found the words to attach to my experiences. I was finally able to talk about my rapes beyond what I’d hesitantly revealed to my boyfriend. Many people don’t realize that an extended childhood is a privilege denied to many childhood sexual abuse survivors. I shared how it felt to be violently jerked out of innocence. The abrupt transition from child to survivor that happens in seconds takes a lifetime to process.

Only through telling my stories could I finally understand that I was not at fault in the encounters that had rerouted my life. Only through sharing could I understand that my conservative, religious family had hoped that keeping me ignorant would mean keeping me safe, although my mother surely knew better. Decades later, she would confide in me that she too had been a victim of incest—in the 1930s, from age eight to sixteen—by her uncle who lived in the large farmhouse shared by our extended family. She’d turned down a local college scholarship to escape into marriage, which had also completely reconfigured her life. She hadn’t known how to share this information with me when I was going through my incoherent feelings of shame and self-blame.

I had to work hard to make sure that my rage didn’t damage me or those around me, particularly my son, Howard. By the time I took over as executive director of the Rape Crisis Center in 1979 after Nkenge Touré stepped down, he was old enough to ask tough questions. How could I explain to my beloved child that his father is a pedophile I hope he never meets? I wrestled with my conscience every day as he grew taller and began to resemble his father. I knew he deserved unconditional love from his mother; being born was not his fault nor was my decision to keep him. But by the time I received Fuller’s letter, I was exhausted from trying to keep my rage at my absent rapist in check.

Fuller’s letter sparked a furious debate about whether we were going to respond to his request for help. We were a staff of predominantly Black women. We weren’t surprised that rapes occurred in prisons because we already knew that sexual assaults were more about domination and power than sexual pleasure. But what could an organization dedicated to helping rape victims do for a rapist?

After months of indecision, I finally decided to go to the prison because Fuller offered me hope. But it wasn’t just that. I wanted to find answers to why I was hurting so bad. Hurt people do hurt people, and I was no different. Even my approach to Fuller was jumbled with anger, pain, and yearning. I wanted to make him deal with my pain; part of me wanted to lay into him, to punish him, because my rapists had never been punished. But I also wanted to see if I could change him, to make it impossible for him to hurt anyone else again. He mentioned in his letter that he was still raping men. Could he be convinced to stop?

No one else from the Center wanted to go, so I was alone in seeking answers to questions I didn’t fully know I had. I went to witness his abject remorse. I wanted to compel him to admit that however horrible things were in prison, his situation was all his fault. I wanted to feel power—the brave survivor confronting the murderous rapist who deserved everything he got. In my false bravado, I didn’t foresee the possibility that this encounter would challenge and change me as well.



When I went through that final locked door in Lorton and entered the prison meeting room, six men awaited me. I’d been expecting one man, Fuller, and even he I didn’t know how to picture. I was taken aback. It wasn’t just how many there were; it was how big they were. I didn’t anticipate that they would be so physically intimidating, like buffed-up MMA fighters. Only years later did I realize that I was meeting the prison’s predators: the men who bulked their bodies up to avoid becoming prey.

They were sitting in a circle, calmly dressed in civilian clothes instead of prison jumpsuits. I didn’t know what to say beyond “Hi.” I felt supremely out of place. But one man spoke up and took the lead. He was William Fuller, he said, and he introduced the man sitting next to him as Larry Cannon. The pair had started the group that was now sitting before me, which they called Prisoners Against Rape.

Fuller didn’t seem alarmed at my wide-eyed confusion. He just kept talking, introducing me to the group and its mission. He spoke about “rape culture” and how they wanted to change how they viewed women. I’d heard the term “rape culture” before, but never from the mouths of Black men and never from men convicted of sexual assault. I began to realize that they had been changing themselves long before they reached out to the Center. I exhaled for what felt like the first time since I’d entered the prison.

At first, they only shared their experiences in broad terms like “I mistreated women” or “I was convicted of raping women.” I didn’t question their vagueness. After all, people rarely perceive themselves as villains in their own stories, and abusers frequently minimize what they’ve done. Besides, I didn’t want the graphic details.

After those who wanted to speak had introduced themselves, Fuller asked if I was willing to help them learn about things like feminism, Black history, and violence against women. I think I’d already decided to work with them. However, I felt it was important to spell out my nonnegotiable rules. I told them that I would not be writing letters to parole boards on their behalf. I would not be the slightest bit patient with any romantic overtures. And I would not be bringing in anything from outside—no drugs or clothes or cigarettes. Only books.

They all nodded in agreement. I couldn’t detect any disappointment in their faces, but perhaps they were good at hiding their reactions. And so, I began teaching Black feminist theory to rapists, my first calling in project. I instinctively approached their wrongdoing with accountability and education, hoping that they could change if given a chance. I didn’t have a name for it then; I just knew I had to try to make a difference.

In the early sessions, I tried to hide my fear. I didn’t precisely feel unsafe, because there were alert prison guards just outside the door. But I did not want to appear hypervigilant as a result of my PTSD, constantly expecting to be raped again. I took comfort in knowing these men were never getting out; they were serving life sentences. I tried to remember that I could come and go, while they could not. But I also didn’t feel relaxed.

At the Center, we often began with our truths. So, in that first session, after setting my guidelines, I fell back on the only real thing I could be sure of: my own story. That’s what we did at the Crisis Center: telling our stories, hoping to be believed, hoping we could change how women were treated. I shared the story of the incest that led to my pregnancy; how angry I was about what happened to me; how I’d had to overcome my anger and fear to meet with them. I quipped that working at the Center meant that we risked getting a skewed perception of men. Even though I was fortunate to have five brothers and a great father, and I knew all men weren’t monsters, I’d still heard so many horror stories over the hotline. Yet there I was.

I’m not sure whether my story opened the floodgates, the way hotline calls had for us volunteers. Or maybe they wanted to assure me of my safety. But, slowly, several of the men started resharing their own stories, going deeper. One said he’d been raped as a child and wanted to hurt people like he’d been hurt. One admitted he’d not only raped a woman but also sodomized her with a broom handle, killing her. That’s the story that shook me to my core; I still shake today from that dreadful image.

Finally, one of the men said he raped other men who were incarcerated with him. After that confession, the room went silent. As I looked around the room, I suspected all of them had done the same, or been victims themselves. Lorton warehoused teen boys as well as adult men, and the stronger preyed on the weaker. Since all of them had entered Lorton as teenagers, they continued the cycle until they chose not to.

That’s when I felt their desperation. I didn’t question why hearing the sordid details of the violence they’d inflicted somehow made me feel safer. Go figure. I can only surmise they admitted their crimes to build trust. No one was forcing them to be there. They came because they wanted to change, and I felt that. They ached to reclaim their humanity. Incarcerated people are rarely listened to. Society does not want to hear what happened to them, only what they’ve done to others. Prisoners Against Rape was their way of lifting their voices as victimized violators, to bring attention to their pain as well as their crimes.

So began my weekly journeys to Lorton, a tradition that lasted three transformative years. I looked forward to Fridays as the capstone of my week. Working with the prisoners in what became an informal book club provided an intellectually stimulating break from the stress of maintaining a barely viable nonprofit organization. I felt I spent too much time seeking grants and donations, managing staff and budgets, negotiating with police and hospitals about how victims were treated, and representing the organization to politicians, donors, and the media. As the executive director, I was removed from the more fulfilling day-to-day counseling services. Going to Lorton began to recharge my enthusiasm for the work and reinforced my optimism that we could make a difference—that we could prevent sexual assaults.

Sometimes others from the Center joined me on visits, like Nkenge Touré or Yulanda Ward. They admitted that they didn’t go on that first trip because they wanted to see if I came out safe. When I told them what happened, they shared my fascination with this informal experiment: Could we convince men not to rape? We had no special training or insight, but we and the prisoners bonded as fellow survivors. We witnessed their pain as well as their joy. They had grown from boys to men in prison, and now they were adults experiencing
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