
Developed by Mariame Kaba, Project NIA (www.project-nia.org) – September 2013 
 

No Selves to Defend: Marissa Alexander, Women of Color, and Self Defense Cases – a teach-in 

“Marissa Alexander is a black mother of three and survivor of domestic violence from Jacksonville, FL.  In 

August 2010, she fired a warning shot in the wall to defend herself from a life-threatening beating from 

her estranged husband.  She had just given birth to a premature baby nine days before.  Despite the fact 

that Marissa Alexander caused no injuries and has no previous criminal record, and despite the fact that 

Florida’s self-defense law includes the right to “Stand Your Ground,” she was subsequently arrested, 

prosecuted, and sentenced to a mandatory minimum of 20 years in prison.  She plans to appeal.” – 

Incite! Women of Color against Violence (http://inciteblog.wordpress.com/2013/07/31/incite-supports-

the-call-to-free-marissa-alexander/)  

Total Time: 3.5 hours (We needed all of this time) 

Materials Needed: 

Newsprint 
Markers 
Long roll of paper for the timeline activity 
Post it notes 
Handouts 
 

Activity #1: Word Association [make sure that you have this up before your participants arrive] 

Put up two sheets of newsprint – write DV/SA Survivor on one and Prisoner on the other 

As participants arrive for the teach-in, invite them to use post-it notes to write two words that come 

immediately to mind when they think of DV/SA survivors and prisoners. 

[Do not debrief this activity at the beginning. The debrief will happen later.] 

Activity #2: Introductions (30 minutes) 

 Name, preferred gender pronoun, share one thing that’s in your head [I used a particular 

icebreaker that I like but choose your own that feels appropriate], why are you participating in 

the teach-in… 

 Facilitator introduces themself 

 Disclaimer: This is a teach-in about people who identify as women who experience violence 

from male perpetrators. That’s the focus so I will use she/he throughout the teach-in. This does 

not mean that some men do not experience violence from women or that some GNC folks 

aren’t violent to others.  [It’s important to establish at the start of the teach-in so that everyone 

is on the same page about what to expect]  

 Shared values that will guide the teach-in [Invite participants to offer their values – write them 

on newsprint and post them in a place where they can be viewed throughout the session] 

 Agenda [I like to post an agenda that everyone can see so that they know what to expect] 

http://inciteblog.wordpress.com/2013/07/31/incite-supports-the-call-to-free-marissa-alexander/
http://inciteblog.wordpress.com/2013/07/31/incite-supports-the-call-to-free-marissa-alexander/
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I’m a big proponent of experiential and interactive learning. Break your group up into smaller ones and 

explain that they will be working together quite a bit throughout the teach-in. [This worked very well for 

us though someone did mention in their evaluation that they would have liked to switched groups to get 

to know more people than the group they interacted with throughout the teach-in. It’s really up to you 

though to decide. If the space is not conducive to a lot of moving around then keep the small groups 

together throughout.] 

Activity #3: Marissa Alexander Case Study (60 minutes) 

1. Pass out the case study 

2. Instruct everyone to silently read the case study. 

3. Then ask everyone to discuss the questions posed in their small groups. 

4. After 30 minutes, bring everyone back together to debrief the activity (do not ask each group to 

respond to each question for the sake of time) 

5. Pass out copies and discuss Beth Richie’s Violence Matrix as a way to understand how black 

women experience violence in a prison nation. [This part is tricky. It requires that the facilitator 

be fairly conversant about issues related to violence. If you do not feel up to it, I suggest that 

you first read Chapter 5 of Beth Richie’s book Arrested Justice to get a sense of her argument. If 

however, you are trained in the traditional “power and control wheel” framework of discussing 

domestic violence, you might want to refer to that.] 

Key point to stress: 

“The treatment of Marissa Alexander is a consequence of the growing crisis of prisons and policing in 

the US as well as a product of anti-black racism and sexism which drives individuals and institutions to 

punish black women when they defend themselves from violence. Her case is one of many that shows 

us how black women and other marginalized people are especially likely to be blamed and criminalized 

while trying to navigate and survive the conditions of violence in their lives.” 

Break (10 minutes) 

Activity #4: Statistics/The Scope of the Problem (30 minutes) 

Give a set of statistics (without the answers) to each small group.  

Ask each person to individually identify what they think are the correct answers. It’s OK to guess. 

Then ask participants to share their answers with their group members. 

Ask them to select two statistics from their list that they want to share with the larger group during the 

debrief. 

After 10 minutes, pass out the sheet with the correct answers to each group.  Give them a few minutes 

to review, the correct answers to their particular statistics. [I suggest that you only give out a couple of 
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copies per group so that they can talk together about the answers. If you give a copy to each person in 

the group, then they are likely to just focus on their own answers] 

Reconvene as a large group. Ask each small group to share the two statistics that they want to share 

with everyone.  

1. What was your original guess?  

2. What is the correct answer? 

3.  Was there anything that surprised you? 

Go back to the first activity where you had asked participants to offer two words each to describe DV/SA 

survivors and Prisoners.  Read out loud all of the words. Ask the group: 

1. Where do you notice overlap in terms of the words? 

2. Are there any words that are distinct for one particular group? 

The main point that you want to stress is that many prisoners were first DV/SA survivors. Refer to the 

statistics that they just learned. Also point out that many DV/SA survivors like Marissa are criminalized 

and funneled through the system and become prisoners.  

Activity #5: Historical Timeline/Context (50 minutes) 

Pass out the historical timeline handout 

Assign a portion of the timeline to each small group – so for example group 1 will get the part of the 

timeline from 1600 to 1850, group 2 will get 1860-1900, etc… Break up the timeline according to the 

number of small groups that you have. 

Give each small group a long piece of plain white sketch paper and post it notes 

Ask them to look through key historical moments in the era that they’ve been assigned. Then as a group 

they should create a timeline that includes the key events that they believe helped to create our current 

prison nation and are relevant to the criminalization of Marissa Alexander. 

Invite each small group to share their timeline with the larger group during the debrief. 

Disclaimer: Make sure that you familiarize yourself with the complete timeline as the facilitator. Read 

through it several times before you actually facilitate your session (especially if you are unfamiliar with 

many of the historical moments).  As the facilitator, it will be your job to bring together all of the 

timelines to tell a broad story about how we arrived at this point of a prison nation.  You can highlight 

the moments about the war on drugs and how women have been especially swept into the system 

because of these laws. You can underscore the ways that race and gender intersect in various historical 

moments.  You want to underscore what the historical forces are that have led to the criminalization 

of women of color. 
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Activity #6: How Can You Help/Action (10 minutes) 

The Free Marissa Mobilization Campaign has a great handout with suggestions about how people can 

support her.  Make sure that you share this with everyone.  

[In our case here in Chicago, we spent more time on this part because we wanted to create a local 

Marissa Alexander defense committee.] 

Final Comments: Please be aware that I have over 20 years of experience in addressing rape and 

domestic violence issues and as such I didn’t need a lot of background prompts to discuss these issues. If 

however, you are reading this and are new to these issues, I strongly encourage you to potentially 

partner with your local domestic violence organization to run this teach-in.  There isn’t enough time in 

this teach-in to do a DV 101 workshop.  However, you could consider organizing a follow-up DV 101 

workshop for participants who want more background after the teach-in. Similarly, some participants 

may want to dwell on the intricacies of laws like Stand Your Ground or Florida’s 10-20 Mandatory 

Minimum (which is what was used to sentence Marissa). You should let them know that there isn’t 

enough time to delve into these laws in depth.  You could offer them internet and other resources if 

they want to self-educate about the laws. 

 

 


