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I am so moved and humbled to receive the Edith Spivack Women’s Rights Award. I 
am acutely aware that everything I have been able to accomplish and become is the 
result of the sacrifices made and barriers broken by the women who came before.  I 
am also acutely aware that as difficult at times as our struggle to overcome some of 
those obstacles has felt to us, it was infinitely more difficult for them.  
 
Just imagine what Edith Spivack faced:  defying gender prescriptions and working so 
hard to get admitted into law school and then working even harder in an environment 
in which few believed that she deserved to be there, only to find after graduation and 
bar admission that she was denied the ability to work as a lawyer, not because there 
were no jobs, but because she was a woman and a Jew. Yet she persisted and 
prevailed and spoke out about the injustice of the discrimination she encountered.  In 
doing so she made it possible for women like me to enter the legal profession and to 
do the work that we feel called to do.    
 
Unlike Edith Spivack who entered Columbia Law School at the tender age of 19, a 
measure of her determination and brilliance,  I didn’t realize that I wanted to be a 
lawyer until relatively late in life. My early career aspirations were more 
conventional—teacher, writer, editor. While I was pursuing a master’s degree in 
English literature at the University of Virginia in the late 70’s, my volunteer work at a 
rape crisis center and daily confrontation with the overwhelming sexism of that 
environment--which ranged from gender discrimination so acute that not a single 
woman in my Department had tenure, to the pervasive harassment and frequent rapes 
of young women on and around the campus, to the opening of an off campus 
restaurant that celebrated Jack the Ripper (its entrees, I kid you not, were named after 
his victims)-- inspired a less conventional aspiration— feminist activist. In addition to 
serving victims, I began to organize to change systems and social norms, and haven’t 
stopped working on both fronts since.  
 
It wasn’t until I arrived in New York City in my early 20’s to pursue that goal, found a 
day job as an editor at Random House, and proceeded to throw myself heart and soul 
into the movement to end violence against women that it dawned on me that a law 
degree might be a valuable tool. Pre-law school an early mentor, Catharine 



 

 

MacKinnon, told me to my astonishment, “You get this,” convincing me that I had 
what it takes to be a lawyer, something that had never occurred to me. 
  
The astonishing good fortune of being admitted to NYU Law School and getting a 
Root Tilden scholarship to cover most of the tuition meant that I could afford to 
work in public interest law. The year I graduated, I helped found the Coalition Against 
Trafficking in Women, but didn’t see any place where I could devote my burgeoning 
legal skills full time to the work I went to law school to do. Little did I know that very 
moment a brilliant young prosecutor in the Bronx, Kris Miccio, was building my 
professional and political home: the Center for Battered Women’s Legal Services at 
Sanctuary for Families. 
 
My next day job, which of course was often a night job as well, was as a staff attorney 
in the Criminal Defense Division of the Legal Aid Society. CDD was wonderfully 
flexible: I focused on the representation of women simply by picking up mostly 
women defendants’ case files at arraignment, representing women arrested for 
prostitution, for buying and selling drugs, and for defending themselves against their 
batterers. What an education it was! Not only about criminal law but about the lives of 
poor women-- all of my women clients to a one had suffered horrific gender violence.  
It was also an education about how inept our criminal justice system was, on both the 
law enforcement and defense side, at recognizing and responding to this abuse. The 
most vivid example is how it dealt with prostitution cases—arresting and thus doubly 
victimizing exploited and brutalized women and girls and then denying them the due 
process accorded other criminal defendants. Referred to dismissively as “the pros 
cases,” women and girls arrested for prostitution were the only category of defendants 
who routinely weren’t interviewed by their attorneys, were lined up before the judge 
as though he was the customer at a brothel, and were  represented by attorneys hired 
by their pimps, a blatant if unacknowledged conflict of interest.  
 
Six years later, when the position of Director of the Center for Battered Women’s 
Legal Services opened up, I almost lost the job before I got it by stating at the 
interview that if given the position I’d happily take a pay cut in my fairly meager 
salary.  In spite of that I was hired, and finally experienced the extraordinary luxury of 
a job in the movement I had dedicated my life to. I still feel astonished at my good 
fortune. What a valuable tool that legal education turned out to be in empowering 
abuse survivors and strengthening the system’s response to their needs!   
 
And what a privilege it has been to do this work: to help grow Sanctuary’s Legal 
Center; to mobilize resources to address urgent needs of  abuse victims; to move our 
advocacy on their behalf into new practice areas-- family law, public benefits law, 
immigration law, human rights law; to take on new forms of domestic violence—



 

 

violence by extended family members, forced and child marriage, female genital 
mutilation, honor-related violence, gendered trafficking; to continue to expand whom 
we serve to the most underserved, marginalized communities: to new groups of 
immigrants, to male victims of gender violence, to LGBT survivors. What a privilege 
to have been part of some hard fought victories that have changed our justice system 
for the better: the law requiring judges to consider domestic violence in custody cases; 
the class action law suit, Nicolson v. Williams, that effected a sea change in the child 
welfare system’s response to domestic violence; the campaign to pass and implement 
anti trafficking laws; the initiative to open the doors of family court to nontraditional 
families seeking protection from domestic violence; and the law criminalizing 
strangulation, to name just a few. In the process, I’ve learned that set backs and even 
apparent failures can lead to new knowledge, better strategies, and more effective 
campaigns.  
 
So often these achievements have started with fierce advocacy for one survivor—and 
that became the best laboratory for understanding the problem and the best platform 
for social change. In so many of these cases, in the course of representation, these 
courageous women, our clients, moved from survivor to advocate, offering assistance 
to other abuse victims and pressing for social justice.  
 
Let me tell you about three of these courageous women, and what together we have 
been able to achieve through our partnership. I must stress that these victories were 
not theirs and mine alone but the result of collaboration with extraordinary colleagues 
at Sanctuary and dedicated pro bono lawyers.   
 
Deaf since an accident in early childhood, Vicky was referred to Sanctuary after her 
wheel chair bound husband threatened her with a loaded gun. Previously he had shot 
her—fortunately the bullet only grazed her breast-- but had never been held 
accountable because the officer investigating the case failed to bring a sign language 
interpreter to the hospital interview.  The abuse continued and over time their grown 
son began to join in, waking his mother in the middle of the night to cook for him 
and beating her black and blue when she resisted.  Vicky was effectively imprisoned 
and enslaved.  Eventually she fled into the tiny apartment of her adult daughter and 
with her help petitioned for an exclusionary order of protection in family court.  
 
In spite of Vicky’s credible allegations of abuse and the details that began to surface—
Vicky’s husband ran a cocaine selling business in their public housing project and kept 
a loaded gun at his side—the court refused to consider her application to exclude her 
husband and son from the apartment, effectively consigning Vicky to homelessness. 
 



 

 

The court battle to provide her with protection and return her to her home dragged 
on for years—through endless hearings and three judges. Finally the case was set for 
trial. Though she had been isolated and figuratively silenced for years, Vicky took the 
stand and bravely testified through a sign language interpreter about decades of 
beatings, breaking down only when her two older children testified about their 
stepfather’s sexual abuse. Even then, the court denied her petition for an order of 
protection that would enable her to return home.  
 
Working with pro bono attorney extraordinaire, Mary Davis, we appealed to the 
Appellate Division. The unanimous decision, written by Presiding Justice Betty 
Ellerin,  not only vindicated Vicky’s right to an exclusionary order of protection and 
to live safely in her own home; it ensured that a domestic violence victim’s flight to 
safety no longer meant the permanent surrender of her home to her abuser. Like 
many domestic violence victim advocates I live in fear of reading about my clients in 
the press—so often it means that the abuse became lethal. But the photo that ran in 
The New York Times a few years after our victory in Vicky’s case demonstrated the 
kind of difference our advocacy had made in her life.  It showed her standing proudly 
and performing a sign language hymn in her deaf choir.       
 
Born and raised in Pakistan, Asma was forced to marry her cousin to settle a feud 
between warring factions in her family. Although she was from an entirely different 
culture than Vicky’s, she too became a slave—cooking and cleaning for her husband 
and his family and suffering abuse when her best efforts failed to please.  
 
Asma’s husband brought her to the United States where she gave birth to a baby girl, 
the baby’s gender enraging him. Then things got even worse. Asma had lost so much 
weight from the abuse that she could not breastfeed and her husband refused to give 
her money for formula. Asma finally fled-- not to save her own life but to save her 
daughter’s--and found her way to our domestic violence shelter.  Then fate—or 
should I say misogyny—took a new turn. Asma’s husband called her older brother in 
Pakistan and told him that she had run away with another man.  The brother held a 
family meeting, where it was determined that Asma must be killed to restore the 
family’s honor. Asma’s terrified mother called her and warned her of the plot.  
 
Alarmed that Asma would be deported and murdered, we filed an application for 
asylum. We also filed petitions in family court for an order of protection, custody, and 
child support.  Asma’s husband counterfiled for visitation, threatening that as soon as 
he had the child alone he would abduct her to Pakistan. We told the family court 
judge about his threats but realized that our chances of getting a no visitation order 
were remote—especially since there was no direct evidence of them.   
 



 

 

Suddenly we learned that the brother, the ring leader of the honor killing conspiracy, 
had just arrived in New York. Our first reaction was alarm for our client’s safety. But 
then we realized that the witness who could provide the direct evidence the family 
court judge required was now here. We reached out to Rashid Alvi, a phenomenal pro 
bono attorney at Davis Polk, who had grown up in Pakistan and was a learned and 
observant Muslim, as well as a strong advocate for gender equality. If anyone could 
get through to the brother, it was Rashid.  
 
Through an Urdu speaking staff member, we contacted the brother and asked him to 
meet with us in the offices of Davis Polk. He agreed. During the meeting, as Barbara 
Kryszko and I sat quietly in the background, Rashid explained to the brother that his 
sister was not an adultress—she was a battered wife living in a shelter with other 
victims.  Rashid told the brother that under the Koran it was his obligation to assist 
his younger siblings and that the best way he could meet this obligation now was by 
supporting his sister and testifying on her behalf in family court. Although the brother 
seemed responsive to Rashid’s words, we did not know whether they would make a 
difference until the next court appearance when he took the stand and told the court 
about Asma’s husband’s threats.  The judge granted Asma a stay away order of 
protection and full custody of her daughter. He dismissed the husband’s petition for 
visitation.  
 
In the years that followed, we represented Asma in a successful case for asylum and 
helped her move out of the shelter into her own home.  Asma’s daughter is now a 
confident teenager and a top student.  A proud graduate of Sanctuary’s mentor’s 
program, Asma has become an advocate for other abuse survivors and has spoken to 
the media and at public events about the reality and devastating consequences of 
forced marriage, domestic abuse, and violence in the name of family honor.       
 
And finally, there is Kikka. She was referred to us by a Safe Horizon advocate who 
watched horrified in the back of a courtroom in Staten Island family court as a 
mother seeking an order of protection was forced to turn over custody of her two 
little girls to her abusive husband. Ignoring her allegations of domestic violence, the 
judge focused on her abuser’s claims.  Under harsh questioning, Kikka acknowledged 
that she had been in prostitution, and indeed had been convicted on three occasions, 
but explained that she had been tricked into prostitution and that her husband had 
been involved too, as a customer. We took the case and soon learned Kikka’s story.   
 
When she was a teenager living in Venezuela, Kikka was befriended by a man named 
Daniel, a colleague at the hotel where she worked. Daniel offered her love and 
support but most important to Kikka he offered to give her daughter, born out of 
wedlock, his last name.  Daniel moved to the United States and urged Kikka to join 



 

 

him in New York. Little did she know that he was working in a family business that 
specialized in sex trafficking and that she was not his first victim.  
 
When she arrived in New York, Kikka was greeted by Daniel and his cousin Sandra, 
who took her to their basement apartment and kept her under constant surveillance.  
With Daniel as the good cop and Sandra the bad, they alternately pleaded with and 
threatened her to settle her ostensible debt to them.  
 
First they confiscated her life savings, the $2,000 she had brought with her; then they 
took her passport. Little by little they broke her down. Finally they took her to the 
brothel Sandra managed. The first night the men lined up for the new girl. Kikka 
serviced, read “was raped by,” nineteen men.  She remained under her traffickers’ 
control for the next three years.   
 
Marriage to Arnie was her escape from trafficking and entry into a life as a battered 
wife.  Even more threatening to Kikka than Arnie’s fists were his constant threats to 
expose her history to the police, to the immigration authorities, and to her family back 
in Venezuela. Those threats became even more terrifying after she gave birth to two 
little girls. If Arnie acted on his threats, she would be permanently separated from her 
daughters. 
 
As in so many of our cases, our advocacy for Kikka took place on multiple fronts: 
first in family and then supreme court—to win custody of her girls and equitable 
distribution of the marital assets and to sever her matrimonial ties to Arnie; in 
criminal court to vacate her prostitution convictions, a bar to regularizing her 
immigration status; and in immigration court to cancel her deportation order.  Each 
case ultimately resulted in a hard fought victory.  After we won, we turned to her left 
behind daughter in Venezuela, who had been trafficked there internally and was now 
suffering from advanced lupus, and her daughter’s two little boys.  Hoping to break 
the generational cycle of gender violence and secure urgently needed medical 
treatment for her daughter, we worked to get them immigration status and succeeded.  
 
Now Kikka lives in Staten Island with her three daughters and two grandsons with 
her partner Maria and a slew of family pets. Her oldest daughter just had a successful 
kidney transplant and her health is improving.  In what little spare time she has, Kikka 
is an advocate for trafficking victims. In 2007 she traveled to Albany where her 
impassioned advocacy played a critical role in our ultimately successful efforts to 
persuade the New York State legislature to pass anti-trafficking laws.  
Two years later, she spoke about her experiences at the UN beside Secretary General 
Ban Ki Moon, who praised her for her leadership. As we work to strengthen and 



 

 

improve the implementation of New York’s anti-trafficking laws, Kikka remains one 
of our most effective champions.         
 
The watchword of this evening, and the rest of the time, is gratitude. First, to our 
clients who, like Vicky, Asma, and Kikka, are my teachers and inspiration. Then to my 
colleagues and comrades— at Sanctuary for Families, the Coalition Against 
Trafficking in Women, and the New York State Anti-Trafficking Coalition, and to 
every one in this extraordinary feminist community we have built in New York City; I 
feel so fortunate to work alongside you and have learned so much from each of you.  
I will not name names because there are so many.  To those like Edith Spivack who 
paved the way, whose conceptual and political breakthroughs made everything 
possible for women and girls today (and men and boys too). To my family, especially 
my husband and mother and grandmother (I come from a line of women who valued 
their daughters as much as their sons).  And finally to this movement to end all forms 
of gender inequality and violence and to build a new society predicated on gender 
justice, of which I am humbled and privileged to be part.    
 


