November 11, 2020

Donald J. Trump

The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW,
Washington, DC 20500

Dear President Trump,

As over 800 organizations, scholars, individuals, law clinics, and survivors who are dedicated to
ending all forms of violence against women, we are painfully aware of the victimization histories of
most incarcerated women. Studies consistently show that up to 95% of incarcerated women have
been victims of physical or sexual abuse. Lisa Montgomery’s story is a shocking example of what the
research only begins to describe. Lisa suffered a life-time of horrific abuses, was consistently failed
by people and systems that should have helped her, and became severely mentally ill by the time she
committed her crime. Lisa committed her terrible crime — the seriousness of which we do not
minimize — in the wake of a lifetime of victimization and mental illness. We urge you to have mercy
and to commute her death sentence to life without the possibility of parole.

Lisa Montgomery was born with permanent brain damage as a result of her mother’s alcohol intake
during pregnancy. Sexually abused by her stepfather for the first time at eleven years old, Lisa was
repeatedly raped for years. Lisa’s mother beat her children brutally and emotionally tortured them,
once killing the family dog in front of them. Lisa’s mother also trafficked Lisa to men for sex
beginning when Lisa was in her early teens. Lisa developed dissociative disorder and complex post-
traumatic stress disorder as a result of the repeated anal, oral, and vaginal rapes she suffered by the
men to whom her mother trafficked her. Lisa told people about her abuse, but no one intervened.
School administrators knew that Lisa came to school dirty, in tattered clothes, but failed to
investigate or report. At age eighteen, Lisa, at her mother’s behest, married her stepbrother, who
also raped and beat her. She had four children, then was sterilized against her will—another form of
violence. Her mental health continued to spiral downwards. When her ex-husband/stepbrother filed
for custody of two of her children and said he would reveal her sterilization to her new husband
(who believed her to be pregnant), Lisa’s history of victimization, trauma, and mental illness tipped
over the edge. Threatened with the loss of the children she deeply loved, Lisa committed a horrific
crime.

Prosecutors in Lisa’s trial dismissed her repeated violent victimization as an “abuse excuse.” Lisa’s
abuse doesn’t excuse her crime. But it does provide an explanation for how she came to commit that
crime, a context for trying to understand what otherwise might seem incomprehensible. A victim of
trauma with serious mental health issues, including dissociative disorder directly linked to her
experiences of sexual violence, Lisa’s mental illness is inextricable from the crime she committed.

Moreover, prosecutors in Lisa’s case deployed gendered stereotypes to discredit Lisa’s stories of
victimization. They presented Lisa as a bad mother who didn’t cook or clean and kept a filthy home.
The failure to appear as a perfect model of womanhood—pretty, clean, docile, obedient, and well-
mannered—is often used to undermine the credibility of victims of violence. Few women can live up
to this image of the sanitized victim. Lisa certainly didn’t, and as a result, her history of victimization
was dismissed and minimized, instead of providing the crucial context for understanding her crime.



Those of us who work in the anti-violence field or have experienced abuse know that victims of
violence are complex, that someone can both use even horrific violence and nonetheless be a victim
of serious trauma. Lisa suffered horrific physical and sexual abuse and serious trauma throughout her
life, struggled with mental illness, and was a victim long before she became a defendant. While her
experiences of victimization and mental iliness do not excuse her crime, they do help to explain what
otherwise seems unimaginable. Lisa has experienced a life-time of punishment and it is now time for
mercy. We respectfully urge you to commute Lisa Montgomery’s death sentence.

Thank you for your serious consideration in this matter.
Sincerely,
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