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Half a dozen lessons I might never learn, not until them troubles come
around . . . 1

First off, this zine was meant to be descriptive not prescriptive, al-
though I own the suggestions I’ve laid out and continue to hold to them.
The hope was that the zine would encourage contextual, thoughtful
and critical responses to rape and abuse. It should be possible within
anarchist circles to have critical reflection about the use of essentialist
categories without being accused of being a rape apologist. We are all
holding on so tight to these labels and I think it is apparent that they are
not working for us.

The zine was meant to parse out what wasn’t working about our ever-
expanding definition of rape and assault. It was an attempt to call the
innate judicial reasoning behind accountability processes into question.
It was meant as a critique of innocence and guilt, not an attack on people
who identify as survivors.

When we rely on appeals to innocence, we foreclose a form of re-
sistance that is outside the limits of law, and instead ally ourselves
with the State . . .When people identify with their victimization,
we need to critically consider whether it is being used as a tacti-
cal maneuver to construct themselves as innocent and exert power
without being questioned. That does not mean delegitimizing the
claims made by survivors— but rather, rejecting the framework of in-
nocence, examining each situation closely, and being conscientious
of the multiple power struggles at play in different conflicts.2

Giving voice to the “multiple power struggles” at play is an uncom-
fortable process. Many people have offered feedback that they did not
like the zine because it perpetuates the myth that abuse is a dynamic
between two people and that feels like blaming the victim. It was never
my intention to downplay the pain of abuse. I do, however, think that
abuse is participatory and that it is useful to understand it as such in
order to heal. My criticism of an essentialist understanding of victim

1 Gillian Welch. “Only One and Only.” Revival, Alamo Sounds, 1996.
2 Wang, Jackie. “Against Innocence: Race, Gender, and the Politics of Safety.” LIES: A
Journal of Materialist Feminism Volume 1, 2012, pg 162.
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or survivor is twofold: first, not everyone uses those categories with
honesty or transparency, and second, even when they do, I am not sure
that these identities really help you heal.

Personally, I don’t find it helpful to think of myself as a victim or
survivor. I realize that the identity of survivor was meant to address the
focus on passivity that occurs with the term victim, but in practice I think
the two terms are not always well delineated and the same associations
and assumptions often accrue. These identities make me the subject, the
passive receiver, of another’s violence or abuse. In that reading of the
situation, the power to end the cycle lies firmly with the active party,
the “abuser.” That is a balance of power that I am uncomfortable with.
In order to not feel completely helpless it has been necessary for me to
honestly reflect on the parts that I played in unhealthy dynamics and
violent situations because those are the things that I have the ability to
change.

I started writing about accountability because I was grappling with
why I felt so angry that I was supposed to identify myself as the right
kind of victim in order to get support. It made me angry because I did
not want to continue to be defined in relation to someone who had taken
so much from me. I could not continue that relationship; in order to put
myself back together I needed to cut all ties. I also could not wait for the
person who harmed me to redress their ways before I began to heal. It
wasn’t realistic. I would have waited forever.

Think of what your body does when you cut yourself. Along with
blood clotting and the immune response, your body builds a network
of collagen to isolate the wound site. This allows white blood cells to
clean up the area without spreading the infection. Continuing to define
yourself by the pain that others have caused you creates dehiscence and
keeps the wound open.

Accountability is so tied up in adjudication and external affirmations,
or condemnations, that it can be very hard to modulate and process
shifting feelings as you go through different stages of healing. Being
someone’s rape victim or survivor of abuse is not emotionally healthy.
Every time a scar starts to form some part of the community process
requires you to reference back to the initial pain as if it were new, and
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because you were to blame for it, but understand your part so you can
play a different, healthier, role in the future.

Ultimately, I think I have come back to a state of relative homeostasis
again because I took the time to consider what parts of the abuse and
rape were mine to carry and which ones weren’t. The process has been
slow and painful. I think I began to heal when I stopped caring so much
when, or if, it happened. I made my peace with being broken, and as
I accepted the damage the scars slowly keratinized. I no longer care
if the people who hurt me have become less caustic, because I am not
responsible for them. I also don’t care if people who are not close to me
understand what happened. Accountability processes are much too tied
into social currency, reputation and propriety. I will not be held hostage
to the theoretical dictates of a false anarchist “community.” I try and hold
myself accountable to the community of people I have real ties to—those
I parent, work and struggle with. Beyond that circle I have found the
idea of accountability doesn’t hold up well under strain. It’s not that I
don’t believe in accountability—I do, just with a little “a.”

Original Zine: The Broken Teapot
Contact: thebrokenteapot@riseup.net
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expectations do we have about how no gets communicated? Intimacy is
complicated and we are all damaged in our own way.

Who is responsible for identifying when yes becomes no? I would
like to propose that we are responsible not only for obtaining a yes from
our lovers before proceeding and keeping those lines of communication
open but, more importantly, we are responsible for vocalizing our own
yes or no. We need to redefine healthy consent as communicating our
sexual needs in a proactive manner.

If that doesn’t happenwe should be able to say, “you didn’t notice I was
dissociating, can we talk about PTSD and trauma?” That conversation
seems more productive to me than, “you raped me because you didn’t
notice I checked out, even though I didn’t say no.” It needs to be okay
to make mistakes and we need a language for hurt that doesn’t default
to the worst kind of hurt ever. Hyperbolic language leads to a ranking
of pain. Does everything need to be called assault or rape before we
help our friends work through it? We need an intermediary language,
something between “that was perfectly communicated every step of the
way,” and “you assaulted me.”

At a spiritual level it is important to ask why couldn’t I vocalize my
needs? What kinds of conversations, or partners, do I need in order
to do that? We should not expect our lovers to read our minds. We
need to make contingency plans. Healthy sex should involve telling
your lovers what you want them to do when you check out. We are all
responsible for our own happiness, pleasure and safety—these things are
too important to outsource.

As for getting through the dark days, the only concrete advice I can
give about sorting through the pain of assault or abuse is don’t turn
to a larger community for support—turn to your friends, your chosen
family and a therapist (if you believe in them). Don’t expect that people
who were not already close to you will understand the situation or be
able to respond or empathize in a way that feels good to you. They
probably won’t. Get as far away from the person who hurt you as
humanly possible and don’t take on their fucking process. Settle into
the isolation and pain, because it’s going to be with you for a long time.
Understand your part in the experience not because you deserved it, or
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the scab gets ripped off. This can lead to chronic inflammation that can
go systemic and eventually poison other relationships in your life.

Community processes that offer support based on victimization lend
themselves to focusing and fixating on painful experiences. I have been
raped. I was in an abusive relationship, and when I left I was stalked.
Those experiences disrupted my life for a long time. I did not deserve
to be treated that way, but I was not a passive participant. Being honest
about participatory abuse is not the same as self-recrimination, and
analyzing unhealthy dynamics is not a form of self-blame—it’s a form of
self-reflection.

I have a hard time understanding why people are so offended at the
idea that abuse is participatory because it was the epiphany that I was
also responsible for my terrible caustic relationship that allowed me
to leave. I stayed in a damaging relationship for so much longer than
I should have, even after I realized it was abusive, under the absurd
delusion that we were going to “end cycles of violence” together. We
weren’t ending any fucking cycles, we were continuing them.

Until I rediscovered my agency I was totally paralyzed. How could
I ever feel safe if nothing I had done contributed to the abuse? What
could I change about the way I loved? Did I just need to implicitly know
if people had that tendency in them?

How do you pick “undamaged” lovers? How could I ever fall in love,
and more importantly break up with anyone again, without being afraid?
Different choices along the way could have kept things from getting so
fucking crazy at the end, and it is both naïve and dangerous to pretend
otherwise. Acknowledging that doesn’t mean I deserved to be mistreated
or stalked; but it does mean that because I understand the bad choices I
made, I can make better ones in the future.

I realize the rejection of victim or survivor identity is harder to stom-
ach when it comes to violent sexual assault, but even with rape one
can go through a process of critical reflection. This, of course, does not
absolve the assaulter from responsibility. No one deserves to be sexually
assaulted or is ever to blame for being raped. Wemust differentiate blame
from self-reflection. In order to move on with my life and regain the
ability to work and travel alone it has helped me to focus on the things
I have concrete control over. It has been useful to take stock of what
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kind of situations I put myself in, who I trust, what kind of contingency
plans I make and what weapons I am actually comfortable using. Will
being proactive about these kinds of considerations keep me from all
future harm? Probably not—it’s a fucked up world out there. Will these
considerations give me a more grounded sense of control and remind me
of my own power to deal with and affect the course of potential violence?
Yes, I think so. This of course brings us to the issue of retaliatory violence
and the zine being criticized for “glorifying violence.”

I think Stokely Carmichael got the heart of why we must be wary of
moral narratives about violence:

The way the oppressor tries to stop the oppressed from using vi-
olence as a means to attain liberation is to raise ethical or moral
questions about violence. I want to state emphatically here that
violence in any society is neither moral nor is it ethical. It neither
right, nor is it wrong. It is just simply a question of who has the
power to legalize violence.3

I don’t have an absolute moral or ethical justifier for retaliatory vio-
lence, because one should never work in tactical absolutes. No solution
or approach will be appropriate all the time. All I can do is clarify in
what context retaliatory violence makes sense to me. I think people
who are violently physically assaulted should be able to beat their rapist.
However it is essential to understand karmic/proportional retribution.

I don’t think retaliatory violence is appropriate for situations that were
not physically violent. Responding to physical violence with physical
violence is understandable but responding to gray area miscommunica-
tions of consent with physical violence is manipulative and unnecessary.
I also do not think it is appropriate to ask others to enact violence if you
cannot bring yourself to participate. If you can’t do it yourself (with
help), then you need to pick a different kind of revenge. The point is
catharsis, isn’t it? A beating will send a direct message, but nothing can
really communicate the experience of rape—only the anger and despair
that come afterward.

3 Carmichael, Stokely. Stokely Speaks: Black Power Back to Pan-Africanism. New York:
Random House, 1972.
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Violence should be approached with humility and as a final resort.
It is worth noting that it may not make you feel better, it may make
you feel worse—it’s hard to know beforehand. Revenge is intimate, and
not always healthy. Protracted campaigns of shame and intimidation
continue to tie you emotionally and psychologically to the person who
hurt you. At some point the best revenge is separating yourself in the
ways you can and trying to live a happy life. This doesn’t mean you
have to forgive to heal. I hold to my bitterness because it keeps me safe,
but because I do not expect others to join me in that hatred it has been
easier, with the passage of time, to let some of the pain recede.

To thosewho feel I gave up on transformative justice too soon, perhaps
I did. I think if I lived in a different kind of community I would have
more faith in transformative justice. I have heard that these models
have worked in other kinds of communities. Within the anarchist scenes
of North America however, I just don’t see the cohesion, gentleness or
longevity required for transformative processes to work. People are too
transient. I am not an optimist at a structural level. It’s not something
I am particularly proud of so perhaps I shouldn’t be suggesting others
accept my dismal assessment of anarchist “community.”

Really the discourse of transformative justice is hard for me to take
at face value because the person I was in an abusive relationship with
was very adept at using that kind of language in a manipulative manner,
while the person who raped me had absolutely no point of reference for
anything so radical. “Breaking cycles of abuse” is an enticing and lofty
goal but sometimes I fear that all it means is that we put tons of time
and energy into pieces of shit who will never address their socialization.
At what point is it just not your fucking problem anymore?

This of course gets to the heart of most people’s problem with the
zine. It was criticized for not offering a productive solution. I admit, I
don’t have one; there is no one solution. A tendency towards myopic
essentialism got us into this mess, a fancy rewriting of the survivor/
perpetrator dualism with slightly more nuance sure as hell isn’t going
to get us out. We should be discussing what consent really means.

We have done a good job of defining healthy sex as an active yes—and
not just the absence of no, but is that really a standard we practice and
how do we hold people to it? If consent is a continual process what


