


Four years ago, a pregnant woman and already mother of two fled the marital home she shared 

with her second husband as she had been physically abused multiple times by him. Being preg-

nant did not ward off the violent attacks of her husband, the father of her unborn child. Six weeks 

prior to her scheduled delivery date, she gave birth to a daughter who would remain in NICU 

for weeks following her birth. Nine days post-partum, the now mother of three was once again 

attacked and threatened and has been in a battle for the right to live her life freely ever since.

She is Marissa Alexander.

In August 2010, just nine days after giving birth, Marissa briefly left her daughter’s side to return 

to her marital home to retrieve necessary documents at a time she knew her estranged husband 

wouldn’t be home. While there, he did return home along with two of his children from another 

relationship and began invading her privacy by going through her phone. In a jealous rage, he 

confronted her while she was in the restroom, assaulted her, shoved her, strangled her, threat-

ened her and held her against her will preventing her from fleeing. Once she was able to leave, 

she headed to the garage where her car was parked but left behind her keys and phone.

Upon realizing she’d left her keys behind, she attempted to open the garage door but could not.

Trapped, she retrieved her gun for which she had a permit and re-entered the home with her 

gun down at her side for the sole purpose of obtaining her phone and keys and leaving through 

another exit.

Upon hearing her reenter the home, her estranged husband entered the kitchen. He became 

further enraged upon seeing the weapon at her side, lunged at her while yelling, “Bitch, I will 

kill you.” It was at the moment of him lunging at her that Marissa raised her arm with weapon in 

hand to fire one shot in an upwards direction that neither hit him nor anyone else. Marissa was 

charged with three counts of aggravated assault with a deadly weapon, each of which carries a 

mandatory minimum sentence of 20 years.

Marissa went from asserting her right to live by defending herself against her husband to assert-

ing her right to live by defending herself in a fight against a system that seeks to imprison her for 

60 years for interrupting the violence inflicted upon her.

Marissa Alexander is just one of thousands of women who are incarcerated for warding off 

abusive partners as violence inflicted against women and girls puts them at greater risk for incar-

ceration because their survival strategies are often deemed criminal.

Domestic violence is just one precipice from which mothers, specifically those of color, fall into 

the criminal punishment system

Ayanna Banks Harris, CAFMA co-organizer

These poems were curated by Mariame Kaba, co-organizer of the Chicago Alliance to 

Free Marissa Alexander (CAFMA).  Mariame is the editor of the anthology titled No 

Selves to Defend: A Legacy of Criminalizing Women of Color for Self-Defense.  The anthology 

was created to raise funds for Marissa Alexander’s legal defense and to raise awareness about 

the historical context of her case. The anthology is sold out.  Some of these poems appeared in 

the book. You can find information about the “No Selves to Defend” exhibition at:  

HTTP://NOSELVES2DEFEND.TUMBLR.COM/.

This zine shares poetry written from the early 1970s to the present about violence against 

women as well as women’s resistance to that violence.  Some of the poems will be familiar and 

others less so. All proceeds from the sale of this publication will be donated to Marissa’s legal 

defense fund.

The Chicago Alliance to Free Marissa Alexander would like to thank all of our 

members for their hard work and dedication to supporting Marissa. We are grateful to all of 

the supporters who continue to donate their money and time.

UNTIL MARISSA IS FREE!

For more information about Marissa and her case,  

visit Free Marissa NOW:  

FREEMARISSANOW.ORG

For more information about the Chicago Alliance  

to Free Marissa Alexander, visit our site:  

CHICAGOFREEMARISSA.WORDPRESS.COM  

and check out our Tumblr:  

CHICAGOFORMARISSA.TUMBLR.COM/ 

You can also contribute to Marissa’s legal defense by purchasing items  

from our Free Marissa online store:  

ZIBBET.COM/FREEMARISSAALEXANDER

designed by christina gleason, cgleason.org
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She was arrested.

Black women are not allowed to protect their children. 
Black women are never allowed to protect themselves. 
Black women are not allowed to say No.

If a Black woman is fired upon it is target practice. 
If a Black woman fires a gun it is judicial helter skelter.

After 12 minutes of deliberation she is given 20 years, 
by a peerless jury, in great civic rush to put away a Black woman 
refusing to disappear into the lie of a plea.

The husband admitted  
he was the aggressor, admitted  
he threatened her life.

The weather in Florida is funny. 
So much heat, so much sea change, so much retirement, 
urchin, starfish, anemone, jellyfish laws duck & float.

Marissa Alexander has been granted a new trial. 
She waits for her new day in court under house arrest.

This time she could go free. 
This time she could get 60 years instead of 20.

For defending her life, her life that no one else historically has ever  
stepped up to protect, for sending her ruby red flaming pink flamingo flare

into the salty air, her Black woman mama bear warning, that she was alive, 
that she would not go missing, her human refusal, to not be

another Black woman legally & immorally abducted from her life.

64,000 Black women are currently missing in America

Marissa Alexander fired her gun as warning.

There is a tradition of Black women gone missing.  
Black women disappeared. Poof. Sky clouds of Black women  
obliterated, erased, whole geographies of Black women 
floated off cliffs, mountains of daughters marched off  
into somewhere other, into the pink flamingo ether of night.

Engine still running in the car. Back door flung open. Purse  
jacked and peppermints strewn on the kitchen floor, in the  
stairwell. A co-ed screams into flax and rope. Black women 
snatched, disappeared, and no alarms set off, no search  
teams in tow, no news conference at 11 or 6 or ever.

There is another tradition of Black women 
fighting for their lives.

Marissa Alexander, Black woman, mother of 3, 
with an MBA, with a PhD in surviving domestic violence, 
a woman of faith, who had already been in the hospital, 
for other beatings her husband had given her, 
who decided to take her gun and do the most non-violent thing, 
9 days after delivering her premature child, 
as her husband went into one of his usual rages, 
while fleeing for her life, she fired once into the 
garage wall, a warning, a No!

a single shot, 
a ruby red flare sent up into the night sky, 
a signal she would not go quietly into that growing number,

I have children to raise 
a life to not be missing from.



for the so many women who are incarcerated for fighting back  
     to protect their lives and  
their children’s lives 
we have to ask 
where we were 
when whatever happened, 
happened 
that they had to make that choice 
we have to ask that question because that’s not the question they are asking 
in a court of law 
they’ll ask where was she 
they’ll ask if she was a good girl (otherwise) 
how long she took it for 
they’ll ask whether it was bad enough 
get out a ruler and measure the inches she was to the edge of the cliff 
they’ll look over at the rocks and dust kicked over the edge in the struggle  
     and consider 
how far down it is 
she probably would have survived, they might say 
she could have taken it a little longer

and maybe they’ll keep her in a cage 
which is where they keep fierce life-loving freedom-fighting women 
in worlds where they don’t  think 
we should all get 
to be safe and free

*  This (fi
ctional) poem is in

spired by my frie
nd who is c

urrently  

    in
carcerated in Chicago. I w

rote it o
n the morning of her first d

ay of tri
al.



There is nothing like that first kick 
The first fight 
A mama knows 
She will do anything for her children

A good mama will defend, 
Kick back, 
Protect by any means necessary. 
There is a line we know 
A ‘linea nigra’ 
We all get it in the center of our skin 
As we swell up 
A universal sign 
No matter what color or race we are 
We are literally changed and defined   
    by our children 
At our core 
Don’t mess with mama 
Don’t cross our lines

I have not even given birth 
Yet this I know for sure 
I am a strong believer in nonviolence but 
I will kill to protect my child 
Not even his father has the right  
    to our bodies

 
 

 
 

 
This is more than cultural 
It is physical 
Chemical 
Biological 
My body is built to protect—my baby      
    and me 
Coats of mucus 
Skin 
Fat

Fierceness built up over ten months to  
    love this little being 
Let anyone dare come near us 
Violate our bodies in any way 
The self-protection instinct kicks in  
    with a vengeance

Marissa, I am sorry for what that  
    bastard did to you 
He may have been your husband but 
he is an asshole 
    Sometimes we may love 
Get fucked over 
By fucked up 
Hurt people who continue 
The cycle of hurt 
Your husband hurt 
So he hurt you 
While pregnant 
This is unacceptable 
Inexcusable.

Marissa, you had every right to  
    shoot back 
Shoot and be heard, be seen,  
    be recognized– 
Shoot and stand ground 
It is the definition of self-defense. 
Saying NO in body and in action 
No more 
Not with my baby 
Not with my body 
Not today

Pregnancy is one of the most difficult  
    and vulnerable times in our lives, 
When we are still forming 
New bodies 
New ideas 
New worlds 
It is when we live in the service of 
another being trapped inside of us 
We are a mix of hormones and pain

There is no greater evil than 
Inflicting more pain on those most  
    defenseless 
A child so small 
A woman so scared & sacred 
As to let her womb be home to  
    another

 
 

 
It is wrong to hurt a body still in the  
    process of becoming 
And yet it continued far too long, 
Long after you issued a warning, 
Got police protection from him, 
He still tried one more time 
With the wrong woman

A warning shot is 
The epitome of 
Self-protection, 
Family-protection, 
Sanity in an insane world 
My mama and I would have done the  
    same.

This is what I/ we stand for 
Our ground 
As women 
As mamas 
As humans protecting 
Defending ourselves against more  
    abuse

Enough is enough and no means no 
Some people do not listen to the 
voice  
    alone 
Sometimes it takes the trigger 
To deliver the message loud and clear– 
We will not be fucked with again!



It’s more than survival  
of course, than  
occupational hazard.  
Ironic syllables dance  
in your name. Newer  
songs are being chorded  
in our blood, the choices freely  
chosen, touches given, not  
endured, richly terrible with  
intimations. Choice  
is an art, no  
careless option.  
The widow speaks of God,  
clothes flutter in light. Was she, once,  
you, in that cell  
once, afraid, she  
who was you, for  
what might prove fatal?  
Which  
did?  
The judgments of desire  
are more than  
occupational  
hazards.  
Out side, the glass  
widens, cracks  
in rectangles: shifting,  

Joan, as  
the new Evidence  
shifts into verdicts  
written into our  
blood cells, on the walls of our deepest  
selves,  
respecting integrity of purpose.  
The glass is breaking,  
crisp, into  
shadows, into shadows, the  
sounds are singing,  
Joan, shadows of the  
outside, meant to be  
deep  
witnesses.

Source: Callaloo, No. 1 (Dec., 1976), p. 24

1. One night in a prison cell   
A black woman used an ice pick to kill  
A jailer who tried to rape her  
Tried to rape her. 

Joan Little met her fate.  
She was charged by the racist state  
With murder, the first degree murder of Clarence  
Alligood. 

CHORUS 1  
No one has the right  
To rape and terrorize  
Black women, any women, black women, (repeat) 

2. The prosecutor tried hard to put white male  
prison guards  
Above the law, outside the law  
Above the law.  
A former member of the Klan, he works with  
Police and businessman  
maintaining order, and power  
The ruler’s law. 

CHORUS 2  
Joan, by defending her dignity  
Helps us put an end to white and  
male supremacy, (repeat) 

3. They hid from the grand jury  
That she fought violently before she  
struck him down, struck him down  
Struck him down.  
Not just courtroom legality, it was the  
Power of the people that freed  
Joan Little, Joan Little  
Joan Little.



I want this poem to run like drano down his throat. 
I want this poem to be salt on a snail. 
I want it to be like an acid bath, lukewarm 
and ready in a shallow tub.

I want this and not only in his dreams, though there  
first, there too.

I was a woman and I was unsafe in my mother’s, 
unsafe from my husband, unsafe 
in my mother’s house.

I am a woman choking on the stitches of a sewn-up scar. 
Ear to ear.

I want this poem to be a lethal curse. 
A flower blooming its thirsty petals inside the enemy’s  
breathing, protected throat.

I had not heard of Inez Garcia. 
I had not heard of Yvonne Wanrow. 
I had not heard of Joan Little. I was a woman, 
gentle, and I did not live 
to hear my own name.

I want this poem to be a basket of razorblades. 
A permanent trap in each woman’s cunt. A trap 
that only desire or trust, desire 
and trust, would remove.

I wish every woman a venomous bite. 
A boa-constrictor’s reflex. 
A mother-bear’s murderous will. I was a woman, 
gentle, and I did not live 
to hear of my sisters.

I want this poem to be a scorpion 
poised in my husband’s throat, thriving 
on fear like a mean god.

The scorpion won’t let him swallow. 
He has to hold back his cough. 
He has to spit his saliva. 
He feels the desert breeding in his lungs 
its rising sand-drifts of fear.

Because my daughter is still young, young 
I want this poem to be a weapon. 
Because my sisters are many and still young 
I want this poem to be a weapon.

Because none of them, none are safe 
from the enemy in each other’s house, I want 
this poem to be a weapon.

I was a woman, gentle, and I did not live.

I call this poem to be a weapon. 
I give this poem authority to kill.

In March 1977 Imogene Knode was shot in the neck by her husband, in the living 
room of her mother’s home where she had been living since her separation. He was 
free on $500 bail for having slit her throat. They had been married 7 years and had a 
daughter. Two weeks prior to her death, Imogene Knode wrote a letter to the editor, 
pleading for protection. “He has beat me, cut me, broke in my mother’s house… 
among other things I cannot mention. The police say they can’t do anything to him. 
Someone, please, tell me what to do.” She was 25 years old.



You remember your astrologist saying, 
“Geminis survive.” 
He needs your key to get out. 
You refuse to walk him to the door.

You would have preferred 
a mad rapist yelling “honky bitch” 
to this calm, collected man 
who says he’s from Bed-Stuy 
and apologizes 
for having done this to you. 
He takes your TV and a suitcase 
of summer clothes. 
When the door clicks, 
you call your boyfriend on the phone.

Precinct cops spread black dust 
they tell you how to clean. 
The detective from the Sex Crimes Unit 
takes the description. 
A month later he calls you at midnight 
on Saturday night saying a lab report 
confirms sperm stains on your underpants. 
A few days later, you ask him 
not to call you at home anymore. 
A sergeant leaves his name for you at work. 
He wants to talk about the case 
for a course he’s taking. 
The detective says you can 
file a complaint with the 
Review Board about the sergeant.

At the end of the month, 
they drop the case. 
You think you see the rapist on the subway. 
Day after day, down at the station, 
you wait in the dark mezzanine.

You don’t go back to your place 
for three days— the sperm 
stains on the velvet sofa 
soak in; black smudges around 
the light switches stick 
to grease and sweat, incomplete 
whorls, no fingerprints.

You flip through pictures 
at the precinct. 
You look for someone who followed you 
from the subway station so 
quietly you thought it was 
your imagination 
and decided it was stupid 
to get so uptight 
about someone following you.

You feel 
pressure against your ribs 
on the left side, a voice saying it has a gun. 
You are told, at gunpoint, 
to put it inside you. 
The next night you wonder 
if the gun was real.

On October 27, 1974, Inez Garcia was 
sentenced to life imprisonment for  
killing the man who helped rape her.



The real prison is loneliness 
that sinks its teeth 
into the soul of a woman 
and emptiness, 
that leaves a sick feeling inside, 
it is anxiety 
that rushes and swells, 
it is uncertainty 
that smothers and stifles 
the real prison is memory, that comes 
in the night. 
it’s cry like a scream of a trumpet. 
it is frustration, futility, despair and 
indifference 
one who has a why to live can bear almost 
anything 
holding to the belief that when one door 
closes another one opens.

Source: Fight Back! Feminist Resistance to Male Violence (1981)

I may be down today 
But I am somebody!

I may be considered the lowest 
on earth; but I am somebody!

I came up in low rent housing, 
sometimes lived in the slums; 
But I am still somebody!

I read an article where a black youth  
was jailed, he stole some food, but got 
15-20 years – he was somebody!

I killed a white in ‘self-defense’ 
but the jury doesn’t care – and when 
he came for me to prepare trial –  
he said she deserves the chair –

Every time

Every hurt and pain I feel inside, 
Everytime I pick up the morning news 
only to see my name on the front page – 
I begin to wonder; they make me feel 
less than somebody.

But in the end I will have freedom 
and peace of mind. I will do anything 
to help prove my innocence. Because 
of one important fact above all…

‘I am somebody!’

Source: Save Joann Little (Women’s Press Collective, 1975)



Send me a dream  

filled with wisdom  

for my people’s sake; 

Let me sip from the gourd of courage  

to face the challenges  

for my people’s sake;

Let me find youth in spirit  

to gather roots  

for my people’s sake; 

Let me witness the birth  

of freedom  

for my people’s sake; 

And for my sake,  

let me live  

and grow  

and learn 

alone in peace  

yet together  

with my family,  

my way.

Ain’t it enough 
he think he own 
these hot blacktop hiways, 
them east eighty acres, 
that red Chevy pick up 
with the dumb bumper stickers 
and big wide heavy rubber tires, 
two sho nuff ugly brown bloodhounds 
and a big tan&white german shepherd 
who evil and got yellow teeth?

 Ain’t it enough 
he got a couple a kids to beat on, 
a wife who was a high school cheerleader, 
a brother who’s a doctor, 
a cousin with a hardware store, 
a divorced sister with dyed hair, 
a collection of Hustler magazines 
dating back to the beginning, 
partial sight in his left eye, 
gray hairs growing out his ear, 
a sun scorched leathery neck that’s cracking, 
a rolling limp in his bow legged walk, 
and a couple of cases of beer in the closet?

Ain’t it enough 
he got all that 
without having to mess 
with me?

Yeah, I shot the 
motherfucker!



To say Yes one must be able to say No: No to the other, the invader, the violator, no. How does one say No to superior force? The city is bombed flat and taken, the field is pillaged and burnt, the house is gutted. The woman lies in the dust with her mouth and cunt bleeding.

She rises. She rises to seize the weapon and say again No in blood. The only No that holds is written in letters of bone. Power accepts no lesser currency.
You cannot smoke your honor, you cannot show it to your caseworker, you cannot pay it in the supermarket for a can of beans. Like freedom it doesn’t exist unless you make it. A woman’s honor is rooted in being able to say yes,  to say no and make each stick fast, that ghostly will that rises in us from the prone corpse of our passivity like a resurrection, naked and thin and strange, spirit of the responsible will walking and talking from the grave of the body that ate the child that swelled into the woman, that now gives birth to her own new holy being that carries high a sword, a torch, a rifle. There is no holiness without terror, no will  without responsibility and consequence, no entire person without boundaries, without doors that open and close and the will to guard what goes out and what comes in.

Let Inez Garcia, Joan Little become two faces in a crowd of women, an army each defending her body, defending her sister, defending the frail ghost of the new whole conscious self struggling to stand upright and walk, like a nine month child

A woman’s honor has been the possession of her keeper, like the speed of a race horse or the bloodline of a pedigreed bitch, that no other man spoil his wife, nor his ox, nor his ass. Men have groomed their honor, embellishing it in golden embroideries of legend heavy as iron gates; have elaborated strict rituals of honor armored in hierarchies of pain, the samurai carving in his bowels and belly a slow deep cross with his own blade. The knight’s noblesse oblige assumes the ignoble obliged to bow and scrape and whine if it please your honor, thanking your honor, please, mercy! as fear rises like mud in the throat.
But what of my honor: Where do I draw that red line, the perimeter of my will? Am I everyman’s urinal? What does it mean to say No? What does it mean to say No to superior force?

The man’s body is a weapon and the woman’s  a target. We are trained to give way. Don’t shout, let him win at tennis, don’t boast about your grades, don’t argue, give in, keep quiet, make peace. Speak to the rapist nicely, speak softly and reasonably, assure him you have his best interests at heart. Kiss the knife. Perhaps he will not injure you too much.
Perhaps he will not kill you today. Perhaps the injury will close to scar tissue. Perhaps you will forget to be afraid the rest of your life, perhaps you will forget what it is like to be used as a public toilet, torn open like the throat of a slaughtered calf. 

Perhaps it would be good to open him.



‘That a man’s body is in itself a weapon in a way that a woman’s body is not.”  

 —FREE INEZ GARCIA COMMITTEE

My body a weapon as yours is 
MY CHILDREN WEAPONS ETERNALLY 
My tits weapons against the immaterial

My strong thighs 
chocking the black lie 
My hips 
haven & fort 
place where I stand 
& from which I fight

My war is concentrated in the noise 
of my hair 
My hands 
lethal to imprecision. 
My cunt a bomb exploding 
yr Christian conscience

My teeth tear out the throat of yr despair 
My jaws annihilate computer centuries 
My arms/my knees embrace yr serpent 
yr sin becomes my song

The shock waves of my pleasure 
annihilate 
all future shock 
all future shock forever

The stars dwindle 
they will not reward me 
even in triumph.

It is possible 
to shoot a man 
in self defense 
and still notice 
how his red blood 
decorates the snow.

1972



No god or goddess 
hear this prayer, 
this is in homage 
to women to power to women 
I have lain down 
beside the dark night, 
lain down questioning 
where is the rapist, 
where is the man 
who dares 
to touch a woman 
by force, by power, 
by thick crude will?

I have lain down 
beside the night, 
asking where is he 
who will grab and take 
my mother 
my sister 
my sweet 
soft daughter.

You must give me an answer.

Do not try to trick me 
I have the rage of all women 
lurking in my breast. 
Do not laugh 
or think me silly, 
the mind of a woman 
is like the glistening blade 
of a silver knife, 
Do not stand in front of me. 
For centuries 
the legs of women 
were twisted and bound, 
they are solid now 
like oak or pine, 
swift, 
and moving with the purpose 
of a well-shot arrow 
Daughter, recite to me the litany 
of how you were raped. 
Mother, I can not.

I can not. 
count the times. 
I can not number 
the ways.

My spirit was raped 
when they said I should be lovely, 
and I knew that I was not. 
My soul was raped  
when I hungered for ideas, 
and they showed me pictures 
of kitchens and babies. 
My body was raped 
When I was walking one night, 
Listening to the birds 
And the music of the stars 
He came from behind. 
There was nothing 
I could do.

If this is done to one woman, 
so it is done to all. 
The cries of every woman  
Merging 
to deafen the earth, 
the cries of every woman 
merging 
to burn the sky, 
the cries of every woman 
breaking into song. 

We do not ask for vengeance. 
We demand 
the world. 

(Dedicated to Inez 
Garcia, to every 
woman who has ever 
been raped, or who 
has ever feared being 
raped. This was read 
as the invocation at 
the Ann Arbor City 
Council the day that  
Inez Garcia was 
sentenced to jail.)



What was Inez Garcia supposed to do for the man who declared war on her body 
the man who carved a combat zone between her breasts 
Was she supposed to lick crabs from his hairy ass 
kiss every pimple on his butt 
blow hot breath on his big toe 
draw back the corners of her vagina and 
he haw like a California burro 
This being war time for Inez 
she stood facing the knife 
the insults and 
her own smell drying on the penis of 
the man who raped her 
She stood with a rifle in her hand 
doing what a defense department will do in times of war 
and when the man started grunting and panting and 
wobbling forward like a giant hog 
She pumped lead into his three hundred pounds of shaking flesh 
Sent it flying to the Virgin of Guadelupe 
then celebrated day of the dead rapist punk 
and just what the fuck else was she supposed to do? 
And what was Joanne Little supposed to do for the man who declared war on her life 
Was she supposed to tongue his encrusted 
toilet stool lips 
suck the numbers off of his tin badge 
choke on his clap trap balls 
squeeze on his nub of rotten maggots and 
sing “god bless america thank you for fucking my life away?” 
This being wartime for Joanne 
she did what a defense department will do in times of war 
and when the piss drinking shit sniffing guard said 
“I’m gonna make you wish you were dead black bitch 
come here” 
Joanne came down with an ice pick in 
the swat freak motherfucker’s chest 
yes in the fat neck of that racist policeman 
Joanne did the dance of the ice picks and once again 
from coast to coast 
house to house 
we celebrated day of the dead rapist punk 
and just what the fuck else were we supposed to do




