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Disclaimer: These readings are an attempt to discuss how we can respond to rape, 
abuse, and accountability as anarchists. While most of us have unfortunately 

experienced rape and abuse and/or been accused of it, we want to stray away from 
personal accounts and focus on moving forward and how to respond. Rape and abuse 

are not okay, but also putting people in prison and punishing people are not okay 
either. How can we respond? 
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Safety is an Illusion 

Reflections on Accountability 

by Angustia Celeste   

I was asked by a dear friend to write this piece about accountability within radical 
communities — offer some insight in light of the years we’ve spent fighting against 
rape culture. Except I don’t believe in accountability anymore. It should be noted that 
my anger and hopelessness about the current model is proportional to how invested 
I’ve been in the past. Accountability feels like a bitter ex-lover to me and I don’t have 
any of those... the past 10 years I really tried to make the relationship work but you 
know what? 

There is no such thing as accountability within radical communities because there is 
no such thing as community — not when it comes to sexual assault and abuse. Take 
an honest survey sometime and you will find that we don’t agree. There is no 
consensus. Community in this context is a mythical, frequently invoked and much 
misused term. I don’t want to be invested in it anymore. 

I think its time to abandon these false linguistic games we play and go back to the old 
model. I miss the days when it was considered reasonable to simply kick the living 
shit out of people and put them on the next train out of town — at least that exchange 
was clear and honest. I have spent too much time with both survivors and 
perpetrators drowning in a deluge of words that didn’t lead to healing or even fucking 
catharsis. 

I am sick of the language of accountability being used to create mutually exclusive 
categories of ‘fucked up’ and ‘wronged.’ I find the language of ‘survivor’ and ‘perp’ 
offensive because it does not lay bare all the ways in which abuse is a dynamic 
between parties. (Though I will use those terms here because its the common tender 
we have.) 

Anarchists are not immune to dynamics of abuse, that much we can all agree on but I 
have come to realize more and more that we cannot keep each other safe. Teaching 
models of mutual working consent is a good start — but it will never be enough: 
socialization of gender, monogamy — the lies of exclusivity and the appeal of “love” 
as propriety are too strong. People seek out these levels of intensity when the love 
affair is new, when that obsessive intimacy feels good and then don’t know how to 
negotiate soured affection. 

That’s the thing about patriarchy its fucking pervasive and that’s the thing about 
being an anarchist, or trying to live free, fierce and without apology — none of it 
keeps you safe from violence. There is no space we can create in a world as damaged 
as the one we live in which is absent from violence. That we even think it is possible 
says more about our privilege than anything else. Our only autonomy lies in how we 
negotiate and use power and violence ourselves. 

I really want to emphasize: there is no such thing as safe space under patriarchy or 
capitalism in light of all the sexist, hetero-normative, racist, classist (etc) domination 
that we live under. The more we try and pretend safety can exist at a community level 
the more disappointed and betrayed our friends, and lovers will be when they 
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to constitute a very real form of harm. I absolutely agree. But if that’s the case, why 
do we need to make it sound like it does in order to take it seriously? Why connect all 
forms of harm to life-threatening harm instead of communicating that all forms of 
harm are serious? 

As for these crimes, their definitions have changed considerably, but they still remain 
categories of criminality that must meet the requirements of a certain definition to 
justify a certain punishment. The activist model has been most radical by removing 
the figure of the judge and allowing the person harmed to judge for themselves. 
However, the judge role has not been abolished, simply transferred to the survivor, 
and secondarily to the people who manage the accountability process. The act of 
judging still takes place, because we are still dealing with punishment for a crime, 
even if it is never called that. 

The patriarchal definition of rape has been abandoned in favor of a new 
understanding that defines rape as sex without consent, with whole workshops and 
pamphlets dedicated to the question of consent. Consent must be affirmative rather 
than the absence of a negative, it is canceled by intoxication, intimidation, or 
persistence, it should be verbal and explicit between people who don’t know each 
other as well, and it can be withdrawn at any time. The experience of a survivor can 
never be questioned, or to put it another way an accusation of rape is always true. A 
similar formulation that sums up this definition is, “assault is when I feel assaulted.” 

Conclusion 

The many failings in the current model have burned out one generation another in 
just a few short years, setting the stage for the next generation of zealous activists to 
take their ideals to the extreme, denouncing anyone who questions them as 
apologists, and unaware how many times this same dynamic has played out before 
because the very model functions to expel the unorthodox, making it impossible to 
learn from mistakes. 

One such mistake has been the reproduction of a concept similar to the penal 
sentence of the criminal justice system. If the people in charge of the accountability 
process decide that someone must be expelled, or forced to go to counseling, or 
whatever else, everyone in the so-called community is forced to recognize that 
decision. Those who are not are accused of supporting rape culture. A judge has a 
police force to back up his decision. The accountability process has to use 
accusations and emotional blackmail. 

But the entire premise that everyone has to agree on the resolution is flawed. The two 
or more people directly involved in the problem may likely have different needs, 
even if they are both sincerely focused on their own healing. The friends of the 
person who has been hurt might be disgusted, and they might decide to beat the other 
person up. Other people in the broader social circle might feel a critical sympathy 
with the person who hurt someone else, and decide to support them. Both of these 
impulses are correct. Getting beaten up as a result of your actions, and receiving 
support, simply demonstrate the complex reactions we generate. This is the real 
world, and facing its complexity can help us heal. 

The impulse of the activist model is to expel the perpetrator, or to force them to go 
through a specific process. Either of these paths rest on the assumption that the 
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experience violence and do not get supported. Right now we’ve been talking a good 
game but the results are not adding up. 

There are a lot of problems with the current model — the very different experiences 
of sexual assault and relationship abuse get lumped together. Accountability 
processes encourage triangulation instead of direct communication — and because 
conflict is not pushed, most honest communication is avoided. Direct confrontation is 
good! Avoiding it doesn’t allow for new understandings, cathartic release or the 
eventual forgiveness that person to person exchanges can lead to. 

We have set up a model where all parties are encouraged to simply negotiate how 
they never have to see each other again or share space. Some impossible 
demands/promises are meted out and in the name of confidentiality lines are drawn in 
the sand on the basis of generalities. Deal with your shit but you can’t talk about the 
specifics of what went down and you can’t talk to each other. The current model 
actually creates more silence — only a specialized few are offered information about 
what happened but everyone is still expected to pass judgment. There is little 
transparency in these processes. 

In an understandable attempt to not trigger or cause more pain we talk ourselves in 
increasingly abstracted circles while a moment or dynamic between two people gets 
crystallized and doesn’t change or progress. “Perps” become the sum total of their 
worst moments. “Survivors” craft an identity around experiences of violence that 
frequently keeps them stuck in that emotional moment. The careful nonviolent 
communication of accountability doesn’t lead to healing. I’ve seen these processes 
divide a lot of scenes but I haven’t seen them help people get support, retake power 
or feel safe again. 

Rape breaks you — the loss of bodily control, how those feeling of impotence revisit 
you, how it robs you of any illusion of safety or sanity. We need models that help 
people take power back and we need to call the retribution, control, and banishing of 
the current model for what it is — revenge. Revenge is OK but lets not pretend its not 
about power! If shaming and retaliatory violence is what we have to work with then 
lets be real about it. Let’s chose those tools if we can honestly say that is what we 
want to do. In the midst of this war we need to get better at being in conflict. 

Rape has always been used as this tool of control — proffered up as a threat of what 
would happen if I, in my queerness and gendered ambiguity, continued to live, work, 
dress, travel, love or resist the way that I chose to. Those warnings held no water for 
me — in my heart I knew it was only a matter of time — no matter what kind of life I 
chose to live because my socially prescribed gender put me at constant risk for 
violation. I was raped at work and it took me a while to really name that assault as 
rape. After it happened mostly what I felt, once the pain, rage and anger subsided was 
relief. Relief that it had finally happened. I had been waiting my whole life for it to 
happen, had had a few close calls and finally I knew what it felt like and I knew I 
could get through it. 

I needed that bad trick. I needed a concrete reason for the hunted feelings that 
stemmed from my friend’s rape, murder and mutilation a few years back. I needed to 
have someone hurt me and realize I had both the desire to kill them and the personal 
control to keep myself from doing it. I needed to reach out for support and be 
disappointed. Because that’s how it goes down — ask the survivors you know most 
people don’t come out of it feeling supported. We’ve raised expectations but the real 
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life experience is still shit. 

I was traveling abroad when it happened. The only person I told called the police 
against my wishes. They searched the “crime” scene without my consent and took 
DNA evidence because I didn’t dispose of it. Knowing I had allowed myself in a 
moment of vulnerability to be pressured and coerced into participating in the police 
process against my political will made me feel even worse than being violated had. I 
left town shortly thereafter so I didn’t have to continue to be pressured by my ‘friend’ 
into cooperating with the police any more than I already had. The only way I felt any 
semi-balance of control during that period was by taking retribution against my rapist 
into my own hands. 

I realized that I also could wield threats, anger and implied violence as a weapon. 
After my first experience of ‘support’ I chose to do that alone. I could think of no one 
in that moment to ask for help but it was OK because I realized I could do it myself. 
In most other places I think I could have asked some of my friends to help me. The 
culture of nonviolence does not totally permeate all of the communities I exist in. 
The lack of affinity I felt was a result of being transient to that city but I don’t think 
my experience of being offered mediation instead of confrontation is particularly 
unique. 

In the case of sexual assault I think retaliatory violence is appropriate, and I don’t 
think there needs to be any kind of consensus about it. Pushing models that promise 
to mediate instead of allow confrontation is isolating and alienating. I didn’t want 
mediation through legal channels or any other. I wanted revenge. I wanted to make 
him feel as out of control, scared and vulnerable as he had made me feel. There is no 
safety really after a sexual assault, but there can be consequences. 

We can’t provide survivors safe space — safe space, in a general sense, outside of 
close friendships, some family and the occasional affinity just doesn’t exist. Our 
current models of accountability suffer from an over-abundance of hope. Fuck the 
false promises of safe space — we will never get everyone on the same page about 
this. Let’s cop to how hard healing is and how delusional any expectation for a 
radical change of behavior is in the case of assault. We need to differentiate between 
physical assault and emotional abuse — throwing them together under the general 
rubric interpersonal violence doesn’t help. 

Cyclical patterns of abuse don’t just disappear. This shit is really really deep — many 
abusers were abused and many abused become abusers. The past few years I have 
watched with horror as the language of accountability became an easy front for a new 
generation of emotional manipulators. It’s been used to perfect a new kind of 
predatory maverick — the one schooled in the language of sensitivity — using the 
illusion of accountability as community currency. 

So where does real safety come from? How can we measure it? Safety comes from 
trust, and trust is personal. It can’t be mediated or rubber stamped at a community 
level. My ‘safe’ lover might be your secret abuser and my caustic codependent ex 
might be your healthy, tried and true confidant. Rape culture is not easily undone, but 
it is contextual. 

People in relation to each other create healthy or unhealthy exchanges. There is no 
absolute for ‘fucked up’, ‘healed’ or ‘safe’ — it changes with time, life circumstance, 
and each new love affair. It is with feelings of unease that I have observed the 
slippery slope of ‘emotional’ abuse become a common reason to initiate an 
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accountability process... 

Here is the problem with using this model for emotional abuse: its an unhealthy 
dynamic between two people. So who gets to call it? Who gets to wield that power in 
the community? (And lets all be honest that there is power in calling someone to an 
accountability process.) People in unhealthy relationships need a way to get out of 
them without it getting turned into a community judgment against whomever was 
unlucky enough to not realize a bad dynamic or call it abuse first. These processes 
frequently exacerbate mutually unhealthy power plays between hurt parties. People 
are encouraged to pick sides and yet no direct conflict brings these kinds of 
entanglements to any kind of resolve. 

Using accountability models developed all those years ago to deal with serial rapists 
in the radical scene has not been much to help in getting people out of the sand pit of 
damaging and codependent relationships. Emotional abuse is a fucking vague and 
hard to define term. It means different things to every person. 

If someone hurts you and you want to hurt them back — then do it but don’t pretend 
its about mutual healing. Call power exchange for what it is. Its OK to want power 
back and its OK to take it but never do anything to someone else that you couldn’t 
stomach having someone do to you if the tables were turned. 

Those inclined to use physical brutality to gain power need to be taught a lesson in a 
language they will understand. The language of physical violence. Those mired in 
unhealthy relationships need help examining a mutual dynamic and getting out of it 
— not assigning blame. No one can decide who deserves compassion and who 
doesn’t except the people directly involved. 

There is no way to destroy rape culture through non-violent communication because 
there is no way to destroy rape culture without destroying society. In the meantime 
let’s stop expecting the best or the worst from people. 

* * * 

I am sick of accountability and its lack of transparency. I am sick of triangulating. I 
am sick of hiding power exchange. I am sick of hope. I have been raped. I have been 
an unfair manipulator of power in some of my intimate relationships. I have had 
sexual exchanges that were a learning curve for better consent. I have the potential 
in me to be both survivor and perp — abused and abuser — as we all do. 

* * * 

These essentialist categories don’t serve us. People rape — very few people are 
rapists in every sexual exchange. People abuse one another — this abuse is often 
mutual and cyclical — cycles are hard but not impossible to amend. These behaviors 
change contextually. Therefore there is no such thing as safe space. 

I want us to be honest about being at war — with ourselves, with our lovers and with 
our “radical” community because we are at war with the world at large and those 
tendrils of domination exist within us and they affect so much of what we touch, who 
we love and those we hurt. 

But we are not only the pain we cause others or the violence inflicted upon us. 

We need more direct communication and when that doesn’t help we need direct 
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engagement in all its horrible messy glory. As long as we make ourselves vulnerable 
to others we will never be safe in the total sense of the word. 

* * * 

There is only affinity and trust kept. There is only trust broken and confrontation. The 
war isn’t going to end anytime soon Let’s be better at being in conflict. 

Solutions 

The typical proposal for responding to rape, the community accountability process, is 
based on a transparent lie. There are no activist communities, only the desire for 
communities, or the convenient fiction of communities. A community is a material 
web that binds people together, for better and for worse, in interdependence. If its 
members move away every couple years because the next pace seems cooler, it is not 
a community. If it is easier to kick someone out than to go through a difficult series 
of conversations with them, it is not a community. Among the societies that had real 
communities, exile was the most extreme sanction possible, tantamount to killing 
them. On many levels, losing the community and all the relationships it involved was 
the same as dying. Let’s not kid ourselves: we don’t have communities. 

In many accountability processes, the so-called community has done as much harm, 
or acted as selfishly, as the perpetrator. Giving such a fictitious, self-interested group 
the power and authority of judge, jury, and executioner is a recipe for disaster. 

What we have are groups of friends and circles of acquaintances. We should not 
expect to be able to deal with rape or abuse in a way that does not generate conflict 
between or among these different groups and circles. There will probably be no 
consensus, but we should not think of conflict as a bad thing. 

Every rape is different, every person is different, and every situation will require a 
different solution. By trying to come up with a constant mechanism for dealing with 
rape, we are thinking like the criminal justice system. It is better to admit that we 
have no catch-all answer to such a difficult problem. We only have our own desire to 
make things better, aided by the knowledge we share. The point is not to build up a 
structure that becomes perfect and unquestionable, but to build up experience that 
allows us to remain flexible but effective. 

The Politics of Denunciation Kristian Williams 

A year ago, on February 28, 2013, at an event titled “Patriarchy and the Movement,” 
I watched as a friend of mine attempted to pose several questions based on her 
experience trying to address domestic violence and other abuse in the context of 
radical organizing. 

“Why have the forms of accountability processes that we’ve seen in radical 
subcultures so regularly failed?” she asked. “Is there a tension between supporting a 
survivor’s healing and holding perpetrators accountable?” 

At that point she was, quite literally, shouted down. An angry roar came up from the 
crowd, from both the audience and the panelists. It quickly became impossible to 
hear her and, after a few seconds, she simply stopped trying to speak. 
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The weeks that followed produced an atmosphere of distrust and recrimination unlike 
anything I had experienced in more than twenty years of radical organizing. A few 
people were blamed for specific transgressions. (My friend was one: she was accused 
of violating the venue’s “Safer Space” policy, “triggering” audience members, and 
employing “patriarchal mechanisms” in her statement.) Others were called out for 
unspecified abusive or sexist behavior. And a great many more were alleged to have 
supported or defended or coddled those guilty of such offenses. 

The ensuing controversy destroyed at least one political organization, and an 
astonishing number of activists––many with more than a decade of experience––
talked about quitting politics altogether. I know people who lost friends and lovers, 
often not because of anything they had done, but because of how they felt about the 
situation. Several people––mostly women, interestingly––told me they were afraid to 
say anything about the controversy, lest they go “off-script” and find themselves 
denounced as bad feminists. 

Questioning 

One might expect that in the midst of conflict questions about how we address 
abusive behavior and hold each other accountable would seem particularly relevant. 
Instead, in a statement released after the event, the unnamed “Patriarchy and the 
Movement” organizers tried to bar such questions from being raised at all. They 
wrote: 

We also feel that framing the discourse around survivor’s needs as ‘political 
disagreements’ or ‘political arguments’ is in of itself sexist––as it pretends that this 
conversation should be emptied of subjective narrative, or that there is an equal 
playing ground in the conversation because the conversation itself isn’t about real 
power, or that this conversation itself isn’t already racialized and gendered. It is also 
problematic, in that it suggests that there is a neutral or objective rationality in this 
debate, rather than the possibility that the debate itself and the content of the debate is 
a socially contingent result of prevailing power dynamics. 

If political framing does all that––assumes objectivity, equality, ahistoriocity, race 
and gender neutrality, and an absence of power––then it becomes hard to see how 
political discussion is possible, not only about gender, but at all. On the other hand, if 
political discussion relies on those conditions, then not only would it be impossible, it 
would also be unnecessary. For it is precisely the disputes over truth, the contested 
facts of history, identity, inequality, and power that give politics its shape, its content, 
and its significance. The second sentence of the above quotation contradicts the first: 
the argument runs that this discussion cannot be political, because it is necessarily 
political. 

Their statement continues: 

There are direct consequences to these ‘debates’, and there [are] physical bodies 
involved. As survivors and feminists, we must become cautious when our bodies[,] 
our safety, and our well-being, as well as our needs around our bodies, safety, and 
well beings, become the subject of ‘political debate’. For us, there is more at stake 
here than just the merits of a ‘debate’. Our bodies, safety, health, personal autonomy, 
and well-beings are at stake. We do not agree with people having a ‘political 
argument’ at our expense. The outcome could be life or death for us. 
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That is true: There are serious consequences to the debate about accountability. There 
are lives, and not merely principles, at stake. But rather than being a reason not to 
argue these issues, that is precisely the reason that we must. 

If politics means anything, it means that there are consequences––sometimes, 
literally, life or death consequences––to the decisions we make. When it comes to 
war, climate change, immigration, policing, health care, working conditions––in all 
of these areas, as with gender, “bodies, safety, health, personal autonomy, and well-
beings are at stake.” That is why politics matters. 

Fallacies 

While attempting to elevate feminism to a place above politics, the organizers’ 
statement in fact advances a very specific kind of politics. Speaking authoritatively 
but anonymously, the “Patriarchy and the Movement” organizers declare certain 
questions off-limits, not only (retroactively) for their own event, but seemingly 
altogether. These questions cannot be asked because, it is assumed, there is only one 
answer, and the answer is already known. The answer is, in practice, whatever the 
survivor says that it is. 

Under this theory, the survivor, and the survivor alone, has the right to make 
demands, while the rest of us are duty-bound to enact sanctions without question. 
One obvious implication is that all allegations are treated as fact. And often, specific 
allegations are not even necessary. It may be enough to characterize someone’s 
behavior ––or even his fundamental character––as “sexist,” “misogynist,” 
“patriarchal,” “silencing,” “triggering,” “unsafe,” or “abusive.” And on the principle 
that bad does not allow for better or worse, all of these terms can be used more or less 
interchangeably. After all, the point is not really to make an accusation, which could 
be proved or disproved; the point is to offer a judgment. Thus it is possible for large 
groups of people to dislike and even punish some maligned person without even 
pretending to know what it is, specifically, he is supposed to have done. He has been 
“called out” as a perpetrator; nothing else matters. 

This approach occludes––and herein, perhaps, lies its appeal––the complexities of 
real people’s lives, the multiple roles we all occupy, the tensions we all embody and 
live out, and the ways we all participate in upholding systems of power even as they 
oppress us. 

Under this schema, it is taken for granted that no survivor is ever also an abuser, and 
no abuser is the survivor of someone else’s violence. Naturally, no past victimization 
can justify or excuse present abuse, but the strict dichotomy implied here too neatly 
defines the past away; by the same reasoning, it also forestalls the potential for future 
healing or growth. 

What it offers, instead, is a reassuring dualism in which survivors and abusers exist, 
not only as roles we sometimes fill or positions we sometimes hold, but as particular 
types of people who are essentially those things, locked forever into one or the other 
of these categories, and (not incidentally) gendered in a conventional, stereotyped 
binary. Each person is assigned a role and, to some degree, reduced to their position 
in this story. One is only a perpetrator/abuser; the other is only a victim/survivor. 
They are each defined by the suffering they have caused, or the suffering they have 
endured––but never by both. 
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A double transformation occurs. Patriarchy ceases to be a mode of power and system 
of social stratification and becomes, instead, identified with the behavior of an 
individual man and is even thought to be personified by him. At the same time, both 
perpetrator and survivor are depersonalized, abstracted from the context and the 
narratives of their lives, and cast instead as symbolic figures in a kind of morality 
play. 

Our scrutiny shifts, then, from the abuse to the abuser, from the act to the actor. 
Instead of seeking out ways to heal the harm that has been done, we invest our 
collective energy in judging the character of the man responsible. Support for the 
survivor is equated with, and then replaced by, castigation of the perpetrator. These 
displays of moral outrage serve above all as pronouncements of the innocence and 
testaments to the virtue of those who issue them. And as such, they have a way of 
becoming weirdly obligatory. Since we are not asking whether some particular 
person committed some identifiable act, but instead whether he is fucked up, then it 
makes a certain kind of sense to think that anyone who “coddles,” or “defends,” or 
“supports,” or even just likes him–– or who merely fails to denounce him––must take 
a share of the blame. So there is a powerful impulse to line up on the “right” side, to 
join in the denunciation before one finds oneself called out as well. 

Implications 

The ideology at work here is self-defeating, producing a movement that is less, rather 
than more, capable of handling the issues surrounding sexual assault, domestic 
violence, and other effects of patriarchy. Barring questions from discussion does not 
encourage learning or improvement. And an atmosphere of public shaming provides 
strong incentives for people who have done wrong not to admit to it or try to atone. 
The charged environment makes things harder for those who take on accountability 
and support work; it stigmatizes individuals who willingly enter into accountability 
processes; and it may reduce survivors of abuse, their experiences, and their needs to 
political symbols used by others to advance some specific ideological line. 

The politics involved are also deeply authoritarian, barring from consideration a 
range of questions concerning authority, accountability, punishment, and exclusion. 
Its advocates effectively claim a monopoly on feminist praxis and exclude other 
feminist perspectives. And so they silence those who disagree––literally, in the 
“Patriarchy and the Movement” episode. 

In the situation I’ve described here, these moves are being made in the name of 
feminism, but there is no reason to believe the pattern will stop there. The same 
tactics are available to any identity politics camp, or any ideological sect seeking to 
rid itself of bourgeois influences, or pacifists wishing to make a total break from the 
culture of violence, or environmentalists looking to escape from civilization, or really 
anyone whose radicalism consists of decrying other people’s purported shortcomings. 
The obsessive need for political conformity, the mutual fault-finding that animates it, 
and the sense of embattled isolation that results––combined with a kind of self-
righteous competitiveness (on the one hand) and a masochistic guilt complex (on the 
other)–– practically guarantees the sort of internecine squabbling we’ve seen emerge, 
not only in Portland, but in Oakland, Minneapolis, and New York as well. 

The totalitarian impulse has found its expression, and it has proven so destructive, in 
part because we have consistently failed to find the means for handling 
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disagreements, for resolving disputes, for responding to violence, and (yes) for 
holding each other accountable. Without those tools, we rely––far too often––on 
ideological purity tests, friend-group tribalism, peer pressure, shaming and ostracism, 
as well as general shit-talking and internet flame wars. Such behavior has been part 
of our political culture for a long time. 

It is unsurprising, then, that our tendency is to push people out, rather than draw them 
in; but when we do that, our capacity for meaningful action diminishes. A cycle of 
suspicion and exclusion takes hold. As we grow less able, and even less interested, in 
having an effect on the larger society, we become increasingly focused on the ideas 
and identities of those inside our own circle. We scrutinize one another mercilessly, 
and when we discover an offense––or merely take offense––we push out those who 
have lost favor. As our circle grows ever smaller, minor differences take on 
increasing significance, leading to further suspicion, condemnation, and exclusion––
shrinking the circle further still. 

We behave, in other words, not like a movement but like a scene––and a particularly 
cliquish, insular, and unfriendly scene at that. 

Visions 

At issue here are strikingly different visions of what a political movement ought to 
be. 

In one vision, a movement and the people who make it up should be in every respect 
beyond reproach, standing as an example, a shining city on a hill, apart from all the 
faults of our existing society. To achieve this perfection, we have to separate the 
sheep from the goats, the good people from the bad, the true feminists from everyone 
else. This outlook produces, almost automatically, a tendency to defer to the dogma 
of one’s in-group. It is not enough simply to do the right things; one must also think 
the right thoughts and find favor with the right people. 

In contrast, in the other vision, a movement should attract people to it, including 
damaged people, people who have done bad things, and those who are still in the 
process of figuring out their politics. It will require us, therefore, to address sexual 
assault and other abuse by actually engaging with the people who do such things. We 
have to struggle with them as much as we struggle against oppression. 

Neither approach is likely to be easy. They each face the challenge of developing a 
feminist praxis in the midst of a sexist society. But where one vision imagines that 
the authors of that praxis must be individuals free of the taint of patriarchy, the latter 
begins by acknowledging that we are all shaped by the forces we struggle against and 
that we are implicated in the systems of power that oppress us. The first seeks to 
defeat patriarchy chiefly through exclusion; the latter, through transformation. 

The question we face, in other words, is this: Do our politics aim at purity or 
change? 

Judging Harm 

Hopefully, the reader is thinking that an action does not need to be potentially lethal 
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community mechanism holds absolute right, and they both require that everyone 
complies with the decision and recognize its legitimacy. This is authoritarianism. 
This is the criminal justice system, recreated. This is patriarchy, still alive in our 
hearts. 

What we need is a new set of compass points, and no new models. We need to 
identify and overcome the mentalities of puritanism and law and order. We need to 
recognize the complexity of individuals and of interpersonal relationships. To avoid a 
formulaic morality, we need to avoid the formula of labels and mass categories. 
Rather than speaking of rapists, perpetrators, and survivors, we need to talk abut 
specific acts and specific limitations, recognizing that everyone changes, and that 
most people are capable of hurting and being hurt, and also of growing, healing, and 
learning how to not hurt people, or not be victimized, in the future. We also need to 
make the critical distinction between the forms of harm that can be avoided as we get 
smarter and stronger, and the kinds that require a collective self-defense. 

The suggestions I have made offer no easy answers, and no perfect categories. They 
demand flexibility, compassion, intelligence, bravery, and patience. How could we 
expect to confront patriarchy with anything less? 

 

Again: The question we face, in 
other words, is this: Do our politics 
aim at purity or change? 
 
 
 
 

 
 

constitute a very real form of harm. I absolutely agree. But if that’s the case, why do 
we need to make it sound like it does in order to take it seriously? Why connect all 
forms of harm to life-threatening harm instead of communicating that all forms of 
harm are serious? 

As for these crimes, their definitions have changed considerably, but they still remain 
categories of criminality that must meet the requirements of a certain definition to 
justify a certain punishment. The activist model has been most radical by removing 
the figure of the judge and allowing the person harmed to judge for themselves. 
However, the judge role has not been abolished, simply transferred to the survivor, 
and secondarily to the people who manage the accountability process. The act of 
judging still takes place, because we are still dealing with punishment for a crime, 
even if it is never called that. 

The patriarchal definition of rape has been abandoned in favor of a new 
understanding that defines rape as sex without consent, with whole workshops and 
pamphlets dedicated to the question of consent. Consent must be affirmative rather 
than the absence of a negative, it is canceled by intoxication, intimidation, or 
persistence, it should be verbal and explicit between people who don’t know each 
other as well, and it can be withdrawn at any time. The experience of a survivor can 
never be questioned, or to put it another way an accusation of rape is always true. A 
similar formulation that sums up this definition is, “assault is when I feel assaulted.” 

Conclusion 

The many failings in the current model have burned out one generation another in 
just a few short years, setting the stage for the next generation of zealous activists to 
take their ideals to the extreme, denouncing anyone who questions them as 
apologists, and unaware how many times this same dynamic has played out before 
because the very model functions to expel the unorthodox, making it impossible to 
learn from mistakes. 

One such mistake has been the reproduction of a concept similar to the penal 
sentence of the criminal justice system. If the people in charge of the accountability 
process decide that someone must be expelled, or forced to go to counseling, or 
whatever else, everyone in the so-called community is forced to recognize that 
decision. Those who are not are accused of supporting rape culture. A judge has a 
police force to back up his decision. The accountability process has to use 
accusations and emotional blackmail. 

But the entire premise that everyone has to agree on the resolution is flawed. The two 
or more people directly involved in the problem may likely have different needs, 
even if they are both sincerely focused on their own healing. The friends of the 
person who has been hurt might be disgusted, and they might decide to beat the other 
person up. Other people in the broader social circle might feel a critical sympathy 
with the person who hurt someone else, and decide to support them. Both of these 
impulses are correct. Getting beaten up as a result of your actions, and receiving 
support, simply demonstrate the complex reactions we generate. This is the real 
world, and facing its complexity can help us heal. 

The impulse of the activist model is to expel the perpetrator, or to force them to go 


