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each and every one of us as essential and indispensable.”55 If we
continue to exile, shame, punish, and cancel each other, soon there
will be nothing left to fight for. In the face of the impending ecolog-
ical, social, political collapses that appear inevitable, this is a bleak
prospect indeed. While we cannot ignore or excuse harm, abuse or
assault in the name of some rhetorical solidarity, we also cannot
insist on purity character – we are people; flawed, chaotic, and ca-
pable of a multitude of thoughts, feelings, emotions, and behaviors.
We need to be honest and vulnerable while holding compassion
for ourselves and for one another. Peter Gelderloos writes that we
must apply these ethics to “how we treat our comrades right now.”
He continues,

For our criticisms to be useful within a practice that is revo-
lutionary, communitarian, anarchic, and loving, they cannot be a
way to measure people and actions against some ideological stan-
dard. Our evaluations must be historical and affectionate, situating
the person or action being criticized between the current context
of oppression and the emancipatory horizon we are building. It has
to be an attempt to take all of us together, the next step towards
that horizon.56

There are no blueprints, no easy answers, no neat categories.
What is required is patience, compassion, dynamism, critical anal-
ysis, and principled struggle grounded in ethical commitments
against disposability and dehumanization. In legitimizing produc-
tive discussions around harm and ethical community responses to
abuse we grow our capacity to build resilient communities capable
of contributing to collective liberation.

Additional Resources & Reading

Supporting Survivors:

55 I Hope We Choose Love – Kai Cheng Thom
56 Organization, Continuity, Community – Peter Gelderloos
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Content Warning:

The following text discusses the topics of harm and abuse, in-
cluding sexual violence. It does NOT include graphic descriptions
or explicit detail of sexual violence or abuse.

Shame and judgment are the twin faces of trauma
andwe are trained to see ourselves and others through

their eyes
…I have to believe that another way of seeing, of speak-

ing,
of being with one another is possible
that compassion and forgiveness and generosity
might join justice and accountability and survival
as the core values of our movement,
that we might learn to develop tools for reconciliation
even as we hone our tools for battle.
— Kai Cheng Thom

Preface to the 3rd Edition

What follows is the third edition of the zine How We Handle
Harm. This writing discusses how leftist, DIY, punk, queer & ac-
tivist groups respond to harmful behavior in their communities,
particularly sexual assault and interpersonal abuse.

This version is actually quite different from the original. I revis-
ited this work about four years after its original writing, and found
it sort of clumsy, inconsistent, and “all over the place.” The first
edition was attempting to do too much; its ambition was greater
than its capacity. So, I put together a second edition. I made sweep-
ing editorial changes, removed what felt off-topic, restructured the
format to present the ideas more coherently, and added somemean-
ingful updates to the discussion. Then I read some more books and
felt the need to update it a third time.
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It’s worth noting this work is a leftist analysis of community
response to harmful behavior. Surrounded, as we are, by incessant
talking heads crying “cancel culture” anytime they are dethroned
from power because of sexual misconduct or their “anti-woke”
comedy special gets bad reviews, the distinction is important to
make. There is a stark difference between a reactionary criticism
of “cancel culture,” which seeks to uphold the dominating power
structures, and an abolitionist critique which recognizes that our
personal relationships, local communities, and broader political
projects are fractured and weakened by dehumanization and social
exile. The discourse around “cancel culture” is often volatile and
exhausting, and some readers immersed in lefty discourse might
be jaded on the subject. However, the ways our communities
and movements respond to harm continues to be a detriment.
This issue deserves attention, care, and thoughtful analysis in the
interest of both the wellbeing of the people in our lives, and a
broader collective struggle towards liberation.

I’d also like to recognize just how pervasive interpersonal vio-
lence and sexual assault are in our culture (writing from the USA),
as well as around the world. Many people who perpetrate acts of
sexual violence do not even interpret it as such and are unwilling
to engage in any manner of self-reflection regarding their behav-
ior. Addressing sexual violence on this endemic scale is beyond
this zine’s capacity. Nor is this an explicit guide to community ac-
countability processes, conflict resolution, or direct intervention
with abuse. (See the back of this zine for some resources of that sort)
Rather, this is a container in which to grapple with difficult subject
matter, explore potential alternatives, and engage in principled cri-
tique through an abolitionist analysis in the interest of building
more resilient communities and more trusting relationships.

The following pages attempt to speak to and for folks who are
acting in good faith to explore alternatives for addressing harm
which do not rely on carceral structures or punitive model — in-
cluding the state sponsored violence of policing and mass incarcer-
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close and intimate communities and the broader communities in
which we take part.53

If it is true that our only hope is within our relationships, if they
form the communities which are the terrain of meaningful strug-
gle, we cannot delete each other when our imperfect nature rears
its head. Even outside of the realm of political struggle, the rela-
tionships we build with others are quite literally life’s purpose, and
meaningful communal relationships are a human need. We are so-
cial creatures that can only thrive in environments of support, care,
and connection.The communal level is wherewe can begin to build
models of the world we would like to see, where we cultivate and
share resources, wherewe build capacity and fortitude. Strong com-
munities of mutual obligation and reciprocal care are what weaken
the potential for violence to take place to begin with.The resilience
of these communities is only possible through thoughtful and pro-
ductive conflict resolution that keeps firmly intact the basic needs
and humanity of all people involved in that conflict. It is our col-
lective responsibility to build this capacity, to handle harm produc-
tively without taking on the logics of our mutual oppressors. Ac-
cording to adrienne maree brown this will require we build move-
ments not of perfectionist utopia behind barbed wire and tests and
judgements and righteousness but a vast sanctuary where our ex-
periences as humans who have experienced and caused harm are
met with centered, grounded invitations to grow.54

We cannot control our past, so let us be defined by the choices
we make today. We must unlearn deeply engrained patterns and
carve new pathways while refusing to be defined by our worst
acts. We need communities, friends, and comrades who won’t give
up on us, even when we fuck up, but also do not allow cycles of
harm to continue unchecked. We need to orient around an ethical
framework which “cares about people more than ideas, that prizes

53 Creative Interventions Toolkit – Incite!
54 We Will Not Cancel Us – adrienne maree brown
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world, themorewe resemble the carceral justice system of the state.
Formal mechanisms for conflict resolution that rely on rules or pro-
tocols don’t help us because they rely on simple, stable categories
that can’t account for the messiness of real-life conflicts.52

We must stand in firm opposition to all dehumanization, to
all concepts of supremacy. If we want to build a more dignified
world, we must treat everyone with basic dignity, even those who
cause harm, been abusive, or committed sexual assault. We can-
not just take on the same old oppressive and degrading models for
addressing harm and conflict handed down to us, make slight ad-
justments to our language and posturing, and expect real change
to take place.

We have to find ways to confront harm and abuse without get-
ting lost in procedure, seduced by vengeance, burnt out by conflict
or demoralized by ineptitude. We need to foster human relation-
ships in intimate networks where we can openly and honestly dis-
cuss ways we have caused harm without fear of being outcast. We
need to take on conflict with mediation that is grounded in care,
which allows for the exchange of authentic apologies rather than
performances of shame. We must live in the reality of the moment
while challenging the status quo of punitive logic and disposability.
Creative Interventions states their mission aims to

gather together to create grounded, thoughtful community re-
sponses [which] build on our connections and caring rather than
looking at solutions that rely only on separation, and disconnec-
tions from our communities. It invites us to involve even those who
harm us as potential allies in stopping that harm and as active part-
ners in deeply changing attitudes and behaviors towards a solution
to violence. It expands the ideas of violence and its solutions from
that between individuals to one that includes communities – both

52 Organization, Continuity, Community – Peter Gelderloos
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ation – but recognize the ineffectuality of social punishments like
online shaming, excommunication, and dehumanization. If you are
holding this zine, there’s a good chance I am writing to you. When
I say “we” I am referring to us, hopefully.

Terms

Rape Culture is sociocultural environment in which sexual
violence is normalized, perpetuated, or trivialized through social
expectations and behavioral patterns.

“Transformative Justice is a way of responding to vi-
olence and harm without creating more violence and
harm. It is a response done on a community level and
doesn’t rely on violent and state and oppressive sys-
tems (police, prisons, criminal legal system). It helps
to create and cultivate the very things that we know
help to prevent violence.”
– Mia Mingus
“Transformative Justice is about addressing harm
but also understanding why the harm happened, ad-
dressing the underlying dynamics that created condi-
tions for this harm to happen in the first place.” — Stas
Schmiedt
“By community, we mean the networks of people
with whom we may live, play, work, learn, organize,
worship, and connect to each other.” — Creative
Interventions Toolkit
“Abolition is the ending of our reliance on prisons,
policing, and surveillance as solutions to political, eco-
nomic, and social problems.”
— Alec Karakatsanis

7



* A note on vocabulary:

Language surrounding this discourse is sometimes contested.
First of all, there can be a flattening tendency to refer to anything
from normal interpersonal conflict to sexual violence as “harm.”
For clarification, when I use the term “harm” herein, I am explic-
itly referring to acts of abuse like sexual assault, not the kinds of
conflict, disagreement, or discomfort that is an inevitable part of
human relationships.

When discussing interpersonal violence, the use of terminol-
ogy like “perpetrator” and “victim” – rooted in the language of the
prison industrial complex – can be weaponized to enforce moral
binaries and obscure the complexities of abusive behavior. Herein,
when referring to a person who has been harmed, I use the term
“survivor” or “person who has been harmed.” When referring to
someone who has caused harm, I say “harm-doer” or “person who
has caused harm.”

Introduction

We are all capable of harm. We have all done things that hurt
people – things we regret. Inevitably, we encounter people who
have caused harm as we move through all our lives, even people
we are close with. The ways our scenes, subcultural communities,
social movements – even just groups of friends — respond to that
harm matters. How we handle harmful or abusive behavior, and
how we treat the people who have cause harm, is a reflection of
our larger social values and political goals. The impulse to dispose
of people who cause harm ignores the conditions fromwhich harm
originates and perpetuates the dehumanization we should funda-
mentally resist. Reacting to harm by punishing individuals fails to
productively address the matter at its root, and has the potential to
tear apart relationships, communities, and movements. We cannot
meaningfully confront harm in its various forms — all of which are
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but the need for inclusion and belonging persists. For most of our
species’ history, exile meant certain death – so it makes sense that
threats of public denunciation and social exile are destabilizing.
People behave in all manner of destructive or unhealthy ways out
of fear of being denied acceptance or belonging.

People in our scenes react to abusive behavior with immediate
dehumanization because they are adhering to the subcultural norm,
for fear of their own exclusion. There is an apparent contradiction
between the supposed values we claim and how they are applied
in our real life, because we harbor paranoia of being judged and
shamed by some omnipresent observer. But we are the ones who
create this air of paranoia — this fear of damnation — and we per-
petuate this social tendency each time we refuse to engage in pro-
ductive conflict or avoid the discomfort of pushing against a social
expectation that we find problematic. The performativity of virtue
signally, the jockeying for social status, and puritanical moral di-
chotomies debilitate our ability to embody abolitionist values and
render our attempts to confront harmful behavior superficial. Just
as the illusion of safety promised by “safe spaces” is a false one,
these contradictions and flaws are often experienced as if thewhole
premise of our communities are built on deception and bullshit.

If we are to build and sustain communities which are capable
of enduring capitalism’s pervasive alienation, we must outwardly
reject domination, cruelty, coercion, dehumanization, punishment,
or supremacy of any kind. We must divorce ourselves from the
models of supremacy, domination, and punishment that have struc-
tured this world in the pursuit of something better. Howwe handle
harm, according to Peter Gelderloos, will be

either be the seeds of a new punitive system or the seeds of
our liberation, the seeds of a community that would never turn to
police or prisons. There is no manual for this process. Countless
people have already tried writing one and nobody has succeeded.
The more we try to codify the complexities of defending ourselves,
healing ourselves, and holding ourselves accountable in the real
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Aswe’ve established, accountability is a communal process, one
that relies on and is dictated by interpersonal relationships. Safe,
responsible, and caring communities are built on trust within per-
sonal interactions. Trust and safety are difficult to secure under
violent, exploitative, and alienating social conditions. Pinko sug-
gests community accountability processes “often fail because they
necessarily depend on the existence of what people call the commu-
nity.”48 The kinds of communities we have referred to in this text,
that are so often illuded to in leftist discourse “rarely exist as imag-
ined, in part due to the material structure of capitalist society.”49
Increasingly alienated by the social conditions of modern capital-
ism, real life embodied interaction with other people is troublingly
fleeting. “Community,” they argue, is unable to do what we require
of it, in this context, because we are captured by market demands
and capitalist logics, required to self-alienated in order to survive.

Community serves as an ideological fiction covering over the re-
lentless harm of capitalist social relations in a cruel state of policies.
… We seize upon a given group of friends, a snapshot of momen-
tarily vibrant social world, and hope it can last … When deployed
by liberals or elite class forces, the language of community can be
a cruel deception that ultimately promotes the very forces which
systematically render it impossible.50

Abolitionist models for confronting harm require a level of
trust, investment, and commitment to community cohesion that is
not only lacking in our subcultural scenes, but rare in our society
at large. Communities are interdependent networks that bind
people together, but “if it is easier to kick someone out than to
go through a difficult series of conversations with them – that is
not a community.”51 The social bonds which were once necessary
for the survival of our species are greatly weakened in modernity,

48 After Accountability – Pinko Collective
49 After Accountability – Pinko Collective
50 After Accountability – Pinko Collective
51 What About the Rapists? – Dysophia

44

pervasive in our society and in our scenes – if we continue to rely
on punitive models and carceral logic.

Readers ingratiated in leftist scenes or DIY subcultures, or queer
communities might justifiably exhale an exhausted sigh at yet an-
other treatise on “cancel culture” – a termwhich is so oversaturated
with misuse from all over the political spectrum as to become al-
most meaningless. Yet our willingness to disavow friends, our ten-
dency to be quick to punishment, and our aversion to engaging
with the conflict still seem to have a fatal grip on our relationships
and communities. “Indeed, some people in social justice commu-
nities seem to prefer an endless bombardment of online callouts
to the restoration of conflict.”1 Wherever you land on “cancel cul-
ture” as a phenomenon, it remains a detriment to our collective
power and our individual wellbeing. Ben Burgis asks the hypothet-
ical questions on the minds of folks jaded on this subject.

Why worry about cancel culture? Don’t you have higher po-
litical priorities? The answer is yes, and that’s the point… I’m not
interested in simply venting about those on the left whose behav-
ior strike me as an impediment to achieving goals. I want to try to
figure out why we’re making these mistakes and howwemight try
to do better.2

If it is true that our relationships are the foundation of resilient
communities, and resilient communities are the terrain for mean-
ingful struggle, then our ability to productively confront harmful
behavior is highly important to our aspirations for liberation. If we
keep destroying one another as individuals, any chance we have at
making it through the impending crises with any shred of collec-
tive dignity is jeopardized.

It is often said “the left” has a misogyny problem, or some par-
ticular scene is rife with “abusers.” But it is the society we live in
which has a misogyny problem; rape culture normalizes sexual as-

1 I Hope We Choose Love – Kai Cheng Thom
2 Canceling Comedians While the World Burns – Ben Burgis
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sault and abuse. Our discrete scenes exist within this toxic context,
and to frame the issue as particular to our own communities ren-
ders us constantly suspicious of the people in our lives – people
who are potential friends and comrades.3 Sexual violence is so ram-
pant in our culture that wemust acknowledge it is not an individual
phenomenon, but a social one. As abolitionist scholar Miriam Kaba
states,

[Sexual violence and rape culture] are systems that live within
us that manifest outside of us. If we don’t take that seriously we’re
not going to make a dent in this problem. The fact that sexual vio-
lence is so pervasive should tell us that it is not a story of individual
monsters. We have to think about this in a more complex way if
we are going to uproot sexual violence.4

People who commit sexual assault are not uniquely sinister fig-
ures lurking around in the shadows. They are our friends, neigh-
bors, and loved ones. To label individual “abusers” as the predomi-
nant problem suggests that their behavior deviates from the norm,
“but under rape culture, sexual violence is normal – not crazy, evil,
or deviant.”5 When people who act abusively are “othered” as ex-
ceptionallymalicious, or their character is essentialized to the some
terrible thing they’ve done, we fail to grapple with the complex
conditions which perpetuate abusive behavior.

Reducing sexual violence and preventing harm requires an un-
derstanding of broad political and social issues. Confronting the
historical, material, social, political, cultural, and psychological fac-
tors that shape people – that make them behave the way they do,
including the harm they may cause – cannot be simplified to a di-
chotomy of good guys and bad guys. Critical analysis of harm is
complex and challenging, but “an analysis that ignores real com-
plexity is a bad analysis.”6

3 The Last Farm
4 Mirame Kaba
5 Becoming Abolitionists – Derecka Purnell
6 Communism of Love – Richard Gilman-Opalsky
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egorize people and instead speak to specific acts and specific sit-
uations, thinking, responding, and acting contextually. Kai Cheng
Thom writes that,

We must be open to the notion that survivors of harm can also
be perpetrators of harm. Survival is not a badge of purity, nor a
shield from accountability. We must invest deeply and fervently
in the dignity of human life. We must not give in to the urge to
cause harm even in Justice’s name. We must recognize, name, and
transform the instinct to humiliate, harm, and coerce those we see
as bad or as wrongdoers. No one is disposable.46

Let us be accountable to ourselves and the people we hold com-
munity with rather than partaking in moral performance for a face-
less online audience or cohering to an ideological framework we
deem the most virtuous. Let us reject the rigidity of any specific
set of principles to be universally applied to all situations and ac-
cept that relationships are contextual, fluid, and always subject
to change. Refusal to think critically about how we handle harm
means we will continue to fall back onto the ideological frame-
works of the prison industrial complex which are the norm in our
society, empowering the logic and structural power of policing and
incarceration. Abolition means deconstructing these logics in our
interactions with the people in our lives.

The communities in which we work, live, organize, socialize,
and express ourselves are “the site and stage of accountability.
Community is the imagined basis and hoped for outcome of
accountability.”47 While potentially empowering, this dependence
on community might be the precise reason why attempts at
accountability seem to be so flawed. The Pinko Collective, in their
bookAfter Accountability make the discomforting point that under
capitalist social relations, the concept of community is illusory.

46 I Hope We Choose Love – Kai Cheng Thom
47 After Accountability – Pinko Collective
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to confront harm. It is all tangled up and messy. Likewise, it is im-
portant that we recognize why people react to harm in the ways
that they do, even if we find them unproductive, punitive, or cruel.
Trauma is real – it is dysregulating and trigger the desire for cruelty
and payback. We all feel disempowered and alienated by the capi-
talist hellscape we are subjected to. Subjected to those conditions,
and deeply hurt by someone, reacting with a desire for punishment
isn’t hard to understand. Clementine Morgan writes,

As we move away from a culture of punishment and dehu-
manization towards a culture of compassion and empathy, we
must not fall into the trap of punishing and dehumanizing people
who are not practicing compassion and empathy. People do not
transform through threats, coercion, demands, or domination.
They transform when it is safe and empowering to do so.44

We can simultaneously hold empathy for survivors of harm, for
those who cause harm, and for ourselves as we navigate the chal-
lenges of confronting harm – all of which are wrapped up in com-
plex systems of social conditioning and personal experiences. “This
empathy is at the root of the love and compassion that will begin
to disrupt the systems that create harm.”45

Abolitionist approaches to confronting abuse must undertake a
radical analysis of power. Alternative models for addressing harm
communally and taking responsibility for harm individually must
sufficiently challenge the alienation we suffer under capitalist dom-
ination as well as the state sponsored violence of policing and pris-
ons. Wemust identify and overcome the puritanical ideologies that
are adopted from corrupted, outdated, and oppressive judicial and
theological systems which rely on a fixed, formulaic morality. We
must reject rules or laws based on coercion or violence, whether
they are enforced by the state, or the social mobility of people in
our communities. We must avoid the urge to essentialize and cat-

44 Clementine Morgan
45 Love and Rage – Lama Rod Owens

42

Applying a basic abolitionist framework – recognition that the
police, the carceral state, the prison industrial complex are all insti-
tutions of violence whose fundamental goal is to uphold and pro-
tect economic and social structures of exploitation and domination.
Not onlymust we reject these institutions, wemust also reject their
logics. We cannot mirror these systems in our attempts to confront
harm but must instead take a radically different approach. If our
aim is to create social relationships free from domination, we can-
not reproduce the dominatormodel in pursuit of that goal.We have
to stop recreating the forms of oppression we seek to make obso-
lete.

At the same time, we must recognize just how damaging inter-
personal violence is and be sure not to invalidate or belittle the pain
and trauma caused by sexual assault or abuse.The desire for punish-
ment is an understandable reaction to violent or abusive behavior.
As friends and members of communities we have a responsibility
to provide support, in whatever ways we are capable of, for sur-
vivors of sexual violence. While this piece argues that we should
keep the humanity of people who have caused harm intact, it also
fully recognizes the validity of reacting to these painful, traumatic
transgressions with outrage and distrust. I write under the assump-
tion that if you are reading this you understand the foundational
necessity of supporting people who have been harmed.There
are resources and literature (some of which are listed in the back
of this zine) for how best to provide that support.

This piece primarily deals with circumstances under which an
act of abuse or sexual assault has occurred, is acknowledged in
some capacity by a community and the individuals involved, and
there is a desire for amends to be made in so much as amends are
possible. I think it is worthwhile to pause here, however, to dis-
cuss how the term “abuse” itself can be misappropriated – a topic
explored thoroughly in Sarah Schulman’s Conflict is Not Abuse. As
Schulman explains,
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the word abuse has become overused. People may feel angry,
frustrated, upset, but this does not mean they are being abused.
They could instead be in conflict.7

While topics like “overstatement of harm,” or the weaponiza-
tion of “false accusations” and the pervasive distrust and cultural
neurosis these produce is beyond the scope of this zine, the so-
cial dynamics of conflict in our subcultures and scenes deeply ef-
fect how our communities handle harmful behavior, and are there-
fore worthy of attention. There is, first of all, a noticeable aversion
to conflict so severe that even marginal pushback on certain dis-
course — challenging, questioning, or refining rhetoric — can be
incendiary. When conflict feels like a personal attack, simple dis-
agreements can escalate to the point that they are labeled as “harm”
or even “abuse.” Schulman refers to the normal and expected ten-
sion and clashes which come along with any human relationship
as “normative conflict.” Conflating conflict with abuse incentivizes
one to claim a victim status and therefore gain the deference of the
community. Schulman explains,

if I recite those few words, “I was abused” or “it was an abusive
relationship” it is immediately understood that I am right and I
am violated and I am in danger and therefore deserving of Group
acclaim while the other is wrong, a harasser.8

To clarify, pointing out this tendency is not an attempt to “si-
lence survivors” or sweep abuse under the rug. To the contrary,
distinguishing between conflict and abuse, harm and violence is
the only way to actually confront any of these meaningfully. If ev-
erything is abuse, then nothing is abuse and that is a dead end. As
Emi Kane & Hyejin Shim write:

Abuse means something. It’s not just a word that could mean
whatever you want it to mean in the moment …We’ve sort of mud-
died the waters in this way that actually doesn’t serve survivors of

7 Conflict is Not Abuse – Sarah Schulman
8 Conflict is Not Abuse – Sarah Schulman
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The Big Picture

The people who cause harm are not monsters, they are people
— flawed and complicated – just like the rest of us. In a complex
world, judgement and punishment do not help us build resilient
and healthy communities, but further separate us from our own
humanity and from solidarity with our neighbors, friends, commu-
nity members, and strangers alike. Productive responses to sexual
assault require a willingness for difficult, uncomfortable, and chal-
lenging conversations as well as allowing for opportunities for peo-
ple to take responsibility for harm they’ve caused without their
social and material livelihood being threatened. Nobody will ever
reach perfection, nobodywill ever be able to undowhat has already
been done.

Intervention and confrontation with the abusive or harmful be-
havior of people in our lives should encourage a better understand-
ing of that behavior and offer resources for change. People who
have caused harm must establish tools for ensuring they will not
fall out of line with their integrity in such a way again.

Engaging in conversation about, reading about, and thinking
critically about patriarchy, capitalism, rape culture, mass incarcer-
ation, and social media can be beneficial.(2) A basic comprehension
of how these systems and cycles of violence function can help to
form a deeper understanding of the world and our place in it. A
broader education on pervasive, systemic issues like domestic vio-
lence, sexual assault, or gender inequality can simultaneously help
a person who has caused harm to recognize their own internal
assumptions or biases, while ultimately providing them a greater
cause to engage in beyond their own individual failings or flaws.
This might be a long term goal, but it is worth striving for.

These social conditions are so intrinsically connected to how
our society perpetuates, reacts to, avoids, normalizes, and attempts

(2) See a list of reading materials in the back of this zine
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A successful example of community accountability would have
the person who was harmed feeling safe and properly cared for,
the person who caused harm transforming their behavior substan-
tially, and the community feeling better equipped to stop further
harm from taking place in the future and with a stronger resolve
and resiliency in broader struggle. “Accountability is a promise to
commit ourselves to transforming and learning from each other
to become better comrades.”43 These processes must be focused on
the goals of intervention, not a hyper-fixated micromanagement
of people’s lives. Efforts for accountability should be communal
invitations and exercises in understanding, respectful communica-
tion, and relating to each other with compassion – opportunities
to build more resilient relationships. These processes must be able
to shape themselves to the nuances and complexities of any given
conflict. Continual progress towards growth and transformation,
reflection, and understanding – this is what accountability looks
like when made actionable and unrestricted by punitive models or
rigid moral binaries.

Accountability is not some goal to be achieved, nor is it a con-
stant state that can be objectively defined for all people. Account-
ability is a fluctuating needle on a spectrum of how much your
values and behaviors align in any given moment or decision.These
practices are ongoing and the process is never complete. After caus-
ing harm or behaving abusively, one cannot ever dust off their
hands and say “I’m done, I’m accountable, everything is fine now.”
We must all live with the consequences of our actions – and the
work of accountability lasts a lifetime. That doesn’t mean we are
defined by our worst acts, but that we attempt to live up to our
values in the dynamic process that is our lives. We will never be
perfect, but we can keep trying to grow. Let’s allow ourselves some
grace and patience as we learn and grow together.

43 After Accountability – Pinko Collective
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abuse and rape and violence, or of interpersonal partner violence.
It’s gotten away from itself in a way that is actually creating a lot
of confusion and increasing violence and harm.9

This writing will mainly focus on how our communities
respond to abusive behavior, treat the people who cause harm,
how punitive models end up dismantling and weakening our
communities, and how the ideologies of the carceral state inform
those reactions, even if they claim labels such as “transformative
justice” or “abolitionist.”

Not only is abuse deeply painful and traumatizing to the sur-
vivor, it also causes huge divisions in communities. People feel be-
trayed. Trust is damaged. Scenes break apart. Organizations divide.
Movements burn out. Long term and deeply rooted relationships
end. The trauma and surrounding abuse can cause ripples which
widely effect people communally and individually. My argument
is not that we should ignore or reject anger or downplay the very
real damage that harm may do, but that we decouple dysregulated
emotional responses to our strategies for dealing with harm. Kim
Diehl asks of people engaging with abolitionist strategies,

Are you fueled by anger and emotions? Because abolition is not
about, ‘I’m pissed off and I want to see justice these ways.’ It’s a
politics … It’s a long-term rebuilding of society that isn’t about in-
dividual emotion, but about really looking at and imagining ways
that we could start to identify the behaviors in folks early and fig-
ure out how to manage them.10

The only way people will take responsibility for harm they’ve
caused is if it is safe to do so. If recognizing and attempting to take
responsibility for harm is a guarantee of social death, people will
continue to hide away or attempt to justify their behavior. The op-
portunity for people who have caused harm to be open, honest,
and vulnerable without threat of exile, or fear of dehumanization is

9 After Accountability – Emi Kane & Hyejin Shim
10 After Accountability – Kim Diehl
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crucial for genuinely reckoning with their harmful behavior in an
attempt to change it. Addressing harm can only be accomplished
through trusting personal and social relationships which are not
conditional on purity and can withstand conflict. Offering people
who have caused harm patience, compassion, and support through
that process can be challenging, but any authentic attempt a tak-
ing responsibility for harmful behavior cannot happenwithout this
support.That transformation will not be seamless or linear – it will
be messy. Mistakes will be made, but we can meet those mistakes
with a reinforcement of boundaries, guidance towards adjustment,
and a reshoring of support. Otherwise, the cycle of public punish-
ment, performative apology, and private shame continue without
any real change, individually or collectively.

By no means do I claim to have the answers. In fact, I reject
the idea that there is one “correct” way of confronting harm. This
work is an open invitation to engage with a challenging but cru-
cial subject matter. How we build communities, show up in per-
sonal relationships, and treat the people who occupy our lives –
this is where put our ideas into practice, how we embody our val-
ues. Our approach conflict or confronting harm must be grounded
in the fundamental shared conviction that nobody is disposable.
We must turn away from punitive models of addressing harm and
instead assert, maintain, and set the example that a radically differ-
ent way of navigating harm is possible. We must hold faith that
given the proper support, dignity, and care, people are capable of
transformation.Wemust believe that people can change for the bet-
ter, and act according to that belief. We must see everyone as fully
human, even if they have acted in ways that we find reprehensible.
We must reject dehumanization unconditionally. The zine Loving
Accountability concludes that,

We are all longing for something more than survival. We pro-
pose this longing as a place of connection, one where we can learn
to break cycles of harm by building stronger relationships through
vulnerability, reimagining care as a collective responsibility, and

14

facilitate the necessary internal work and reflection required for
someone who has caused harm. With our broken healthcare sys-
tem, though, good therapists are often difficult to find or unafford-
able.

Alternative community-based support may also present itself.
Particularly if substances were a factor in the harm caused, recov-
ery programs such as AA, or more localized peer support groups
that take a “harm reduction” approach can be profoundly helpful re-
sources. “Men’s work groups” have cropped up as intentional mee-
tups focused on education about patriarchy and unlearning abu-
sive behaviors while also providing a much needed space for hon-
est vulnerability, emotional intimacy, and deep trusting relation-
ships.These various groups offer a space for folks who “whether by
community compulsion or self motivation, want to work on their
shit.”42 However you seek it, serious self-reflection is required to
transform behavior. Regardless of the particulars, engaging in a
supportive space free from judgment to get feedback with a stable
community of people who have gone through something similar
builds trusted relationships from which we might create processes
for accountability that are not frantic reactions to crisis, but estab-
lished structures for thoughtful response or preemptive interven-
tion.

Making mistakes is a guaranteed and necessary part of any
learning process. In the context of accountability, mistakes should
be expected and met with reaffirmation of the goals and adjust-
ment towards them, rather than a dismissal of the person involved
in the process, or the process itself. Efforts to confront harm must
allow space for mistakes but encourage adjustments, must under-
stand human complexity but establish strong boundaries, must be
built upon faith in our community members who are showing their
best efforts to genuinely change for the better.

Morgan
42 What About the Rapists? – Dysophia
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intention – is part of making amends. I find Clementine Morgan’s
guidelines for making amends helpful.41

• Do internal work of self-reflection to understand root causes
of harm

• Express sincere regret

• Show an understanding of how what you did was hurtful

• Ask if anything is missing in that understanding

• Explain repair actions you will take

• Explain how you’re changing things moving forward

A genuine apology requires a commitment to change. Dedica-
tion to changing harmful behavior comes from a place of dignity, a
belief in your own capacity for growth, even if it is difficult. This is
why shame is counter to accountability – it inhibits the self-respect
necessary for change. Furthermore, transparency about harmful
behavior breaks the silence around these issues and helps to nor-
malize honest confrontation with harm. Taking responsibility for
your own actions does not require humiliation, groveling for for-
giveness, or tireless seeking of approval. Being honest does not
doom you to excommunication. More and more, there are people
in our scenesmore willing to sit with the complexity of these issues
with compassion, and without a hair trigger for punishment.

Taking responsibility won’t look the same for everyone, but de-
veloping an understanding of where these behaviors come from
and why is absolutely necessary for people who have caused harm.
Using that point of initial exploration and self-reflection as a foun-
dation, individuals can then attempt to make amends where possi-
ble for the harm they’ve caused. Therapy can be a helpful tool to

41 Fuck the Police Means We Don’t Act Like Cops to Each Other – Clementine
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moving towards accountability as a practice of love and under-
standing…11

We can support the healing of survivors as well as the growth
of people who have caused harm. Let’s refrain from casting blame,
internalizing shame, or pointing fingers and instead focus on how
we can do better for our own personal wellbeing and for each
other, collectively. Let us replace self-righteousness with com-
passion, moral judgement with critical analysis, and punishment
with support. These ethical principles are crucial if we are to
maintain resilient communities and build liberatory movements.
Living dignified, fulfilling lives and surviving through the current
political, social, and ecological turmoil are both contingent on our
ability to build and strengthen these communities and movements.
We all have the capacity to harm; we also have the capacity to
transform our behavior, shape our social worlds, and determine
how our communities respond.

Why Do People Cause Harm?

An analysis of the conditions that shape people and their behav-
iormight provide a better understanding of the root causes of harm,
and how to best respond to abuse in our communities. “Sexual vio-
lence and resistance to it does not happen in a vacuum. It is swept
up in all of the other oppressive systems of exploitation, extraction,
and exclusion that have to be undermined and abolished.”12 This
is not to obfuscate responsibility for harm, as if someone who has
caused violence is off the hook because of “the system” or whatever.
But we have to reckon with the underlying causes of violence and
harm in our world if we are to take meaningful steps in prevent-
ing it interpersonally. Bringing to light the root causes of harmful

11 Loving Accountability – The Good Guise
12 Becoming Abolitionists – Derecka Purnell
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behavior is necessary for creating safer communities and building
social relationships which are not maintained by violence.

Capitalist society is founded on colonial genocide and slavery
and perpetuates exploitation, alienation, and mass surveillance.
Modern structures of social coercion and domination are detri-
mental to people’s physical, mental, emotional and social health,
all factors which contribute to harmful behavior; people who are
immiserated, afraid, or threatened are more likely to inflict pain
on others. Capitalist alienation – a feeling of total disconnection
– effects how we communicate and relate to each other. Even
in ostensibly “radical” subcultures, our ideas of communality,
justice, and responsibility are shaped by the cultural conditioning
of dominant ideologies. By no means do these conditions excuse
abuse, but a productive confrontation with harmful behavior
requires an understanding of the conditions which shape people,
both personally and socially.

In a society built on structural racism, native genocide, and pa-
triarchal oppression — in which poverty is criminalized and main-
tained by state sanctioned violence andmass incarceration—we’ve
got a lot to go up against as small communities exploring newways
of addressing harm! The zine The Broken Teapot asserts that our ef-
forts should keep the following question at the forefront: “what
would have been necessary to prevent this from happening?”13 At-
tempting to answer this collectively requires confronting the social
conditions which most shape the kind harmful behavior we are ad-
dressing. Those factors are numerous, both in the hegemonic cul-
ture and our subcultures, but most apparent in our particular com-
munities seem to be power dynamics and substance use.

13 The Broken Teapot Zine, Second Edition
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but as a skill we can build and practice. Accountability
can be reimagined from something thatwas once scary
to something we can long for, a practice of love and
liberation, and to practice the kinds of people we want
to be.38

According to Beyond Survival: Strategies and Stories from the
Transformative Justice Movement, accountability might look like,

stopping harmful behavior, naming harmful behavior,
giving sincere apologies, stepping down from lead-
ership roles, developing daily healing and reflection
practices to address root causes of harmful behavior,
building a support pod, providing material repair,
contributing to community efforts to end intimate
and sexual harm.39

Creative Interventions defines accountability as follows:
Accountability is the ability to recognize, end, and take respon-

sibility for violence …. We promote a vision that is more positive,
tied to responsibility, and change, but not to punishment and re-
venge, and can be driven by connection and care rather than fear
and anger alone.40

If you assaulted someone or acted abusively, you need to take
responsibility for that behavior. Be honest with yourself, recognize
the harm that was caused, and express an understanding of how
damaging that harm was. If you’re afraid of being dehumanized
or excommunicated, the impulse to be defensive is understandable.
However, acknowledging that your actions affected someone neg-
atively, maybe even traumatized them – even if that was not your

38 Mia Mingus
39 Beyond Survival – AK Press
40 Creative Interventions Toolkit – Incite!
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What is Accountability?

The use of the word Accountability can bring up a lot of dif-
ferent feelings for people based on personal experience. For some,
it may represent an abolitionist alternative to carceral systems of
domination and punishment. For others, it may be understood as a
cooptation of “radical” language used in bad faith. We’ve discussed
at length how the language of accountability is often misappropri-
ated and how accountability processes can so often be unsatisfac-
tory. But, when coming from a place of compassion, accountability
can be a tool used for taking responsibility for harm we may have
caused, committing tomeaningful change, and healing the relation-
ships we may have damaged.

Emi Kane & Hyejin Shim write that the term accountability
can mean different things depending on context and in some

cases has been stripped of its meaning. When it comes to serious
harm, abuse or violence, I think it means not just an apology but be-
ing able to meaningfully demonstrate through your actions a com-
mitment to changing behavior that will ensure that it doesn’t hap-
pen again. I think accountability alsomeans considering the impact
of your choices on your community and yourself, and accepting the
consequences of those choices.36

In their book How to Be Accountable, Joe Beil & Faith Harper
put it as such:

Accountability is the ownership of your choices and behaviors
and the impact they have on the world, regardless of your intent.
Accountability is aligning your patterns of behavior to your val-
ues.37

Mia Mingus writes of accountability not as an event or destina-
tion,

36 After Accountability – Emi Kane & Hyejin Shim
37 How To Be Accountable – Joe beil and Faith Harper
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Patriarchy & Power

While structural conditions shape people, the effects of those
conditions are not universal. The playing field is unequal, and the
intersections of various forms of oppression and domination are
fundamental to how behavior is shaped — to why people hurt each
other, and how. Of course, neither gender nor gender violence exist
on a binary – it is not as if only “men” are harming “women.” Both
gender expression and the nuances of harmful or abusive behavior
are more complex than that. The popular booklet What About the
Rapists? makes sure to clarify,

Sexual assault and abuse are neither gender specific nor gen-
der neutral. We must understand the gendered patterns of assault
and abuse as an expression of patriarchal domination without mak-
ing invisible experiences that fall outside of that gendered frame-
work.14

That being said, it is clear that sexual assault and gender vio-
lence is most pervasive according to a patriarchal power dynamic
– of “men” abusing “women.” We would be remiss not to take up
the subject of patriarchy as a structure of domination and control
over women’s bodies, and a factor worth careful consideration in
discussing sexual violence.

When we are thinking critically about confronting harm, it is
integral to consider power dynamics. Our society is founded on
a patriarchal gender hierarchy. Reigning economic, political, and
social structures exist to maintain the domination of men over
women. Historical processes of colonialism, slavery, and genocide
weaponized sexual violence as a tool of domination – a brutal
legacy that continues into the present day. The transfer of wealth
along patrilineal lines has shaped our economic and social founda-
tions. The gender inequality and exploitation so prevalent under
modern capitalism often renders people in abusive relationships,

14 What About the Rapists? – Dysophia
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particularly women, unable to escape vulnerable or dangerous
situations.

A patriarchal culture benefits men every day in ways that are
largely invisible to them. Women’s subjugation – the expectation
of their obedience, the oversexualization of their bodies, their un-
equal representation in positions of power – is a power dynamic
which favors people socialized as men or who present as masculine.
The oppression of women is normalized in our culture. This power
imbalance creates a social environment where women are often
hesitant or fearful of coming forward about their experiences of
being abused or sexually assaulted, particularly when both going
to the cops and the ostensible “alternative” models for addressing
harm appear ineffectual.

Further, the way that young people generally – and young
men in particular – are “educated” about sex perpetuates rape
culture. Hollywood has portrayed sexual coercion as normal
and even funny to generations of young people. While sexual
education varies generationally and geographically, teaching
consent has, until recently, been totally woefully inadequate in
public education curriculums. Personally, I only started to actually
understand healthy consent after reading zines at punk shows in
my early 20s!

Regardless of what conversations young people might be
having about consent — in school, with their parents and friends,
or online — most of them are equipped with endless access to
any and all types of pornography. It’s a fair assumption that
most youth learn about and build their expectations about sexual
encounters through the distorted lens of online porn, the vast
majority of which depicts sex as existing entirely for male plea-
sure and frames women as subservient objects of male desire.
Porn also very rarely portrays any discussion whatsoever about
consent or sexual health. There are psycho-social ramifications to
infinite, instantaneous access to images of sexual exploitation on
a generational scale.
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trary, it is highly important that we recognize these failures and
highlight the current pitfalls of these processes so we might avoid
themmoving forward.We should continue to experimentwith non-
carceral transformative justice models, failing and learning, rather
than throwing our hands in the air because the “accountability pro-
cesses” we’ve seen seemed to have failed. As LV states,

Within radical spaces, accountability is fraught with its per-
ceived failures. As a concept or discourse, it is also too generalized
and unspecified to fully address the complexities of conflict. Con-
flict on the interpersonal and societal scale is complex and delicate.
Accountability is like a sledgehammer of a term that doesn’t always
encapsulate themultiple nuances of conflict and its ramifications.33

LV continues this line of thinking, explaining that in the real
world beyond rhetoric, the process of being accountable is a “so-
cial process of having conversations with a lot of different people
and creating space for folks to come to their own understanding.”34
Sometimes community intervention is necessary. We have to re-
main dynamic, and when we encounter a situation in which harm
was caused, is acknowledged by the person who caused harm, and
that person has a genuine desire to take accountability, we should
embrace that willingness and do our best to support that growth.
“We are promoting accountability as a way to keep our communi-
ties whole, safe and healthy, rather than a way to punish, separate,
and send away.”35 These alternatives rely on helping the person do-
ing the harm to recognize, take responsibility for, and put an end to
their harmful behavior without dehumanization or exile, but also
without allowing for excuses or ignoring the problem entirely.

33 After Accountability – LV
34 After Accountability – LV
35 Creative Interventions Toolkit – Incite!
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Unlearning heavily ingrained patterns takes a lot of time.
Growth and learning are not linear or instantaneous. No one can
expect a person who has spent a lifetime inheriting particular
ways of thinking and acting — consciously or unconsciously — to
flip a switch and become a new person in the span of a year, much
less overnight. These things should and do take time.

It is not anyone’s fault when these processes seem to fall flat
and leave participants frustrated and dissatisfied. We are only just
beginning to understand how new models of confronting harm
might work, experimenting, failing, and learning. Transformative
justice models and non-punitive community support systems are
relatively new ideas for most folks. There are very few established
models and examples of “successful” accountability processes are
rare. In fact, because of the nuanced and fluid nature of these pro-
cesses, the rhetoric of “success” and “failure,” isn’t really appro-
priate. Accountability processes are bound to fail if this binary is
imposed on them, especially if they are set up with vague bound-
aries, unrealistic expectations, and punitive orientations. When an
accountability process “fails,” the person who has caused harm is
not only labeled as an abusive or “bad” person, but also someone
who “failed their accountability process,” leaving them feeling fun-
damentally flawed, with very low expectations of themselves and
less support from the community than ever.

It is not that community intervention of harm or abuse is impos-
sible or unworthy of our efforts, but the approach, expectation, and
understanding of what an accountability process looks like cannot
be an abstraction. It is essential to remain behaviorally specific, fo-
cus on realistic and manageable goals, and give things time. When
the accountability processes we’ve been exposed to don’t seem to
“work,” we lose faith in our capacity to address harm in a produc-
tive, healthy way, which inevitably leads us to falling back into the
dominant ideological framework of punishment and carceral logics.
This is not to say that accountability is impossible, and we should
abandon any attempt at community responses to harm. To the con-
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That being said, patriarchy and rape culture are structures of
domination, a system of social relationships. Therefore, while men
undoubtably benefit from this structure, it would be a gross over-
simplification to cast the blame for patriarchy onto individual men.
A critical analysis of abuse and productive responses to harm must
go deeper than this surface level understanding of how power func-
tions. While men as a social category benefit from patriarchal insti-
tutions, most of the men in our society are disempowered by other
intersecting structures of domination, oppression, and coercion in
the material reality of modern capitalism. Furthermore, Patriarchy
is a corrosive and harmful force in men’s lives as well. Patriarchy
teaches men that the way to be worthy and desirable is to be emo-
tionless, domineering, violent, and competitive. As bell hooks of-
fers,

Men cannot change if there are no blueprints for change… Patri-
archy keeps them from knowing themselves, from being in touch
with their feelings, from loving. To love, men must be able to let go
of their will to dominate.15

To assign either guilt or pride – superiority or indignation — to
a male identity seems confused and ineffectual. However, a basic
understanding of historical context and cultural conditioning calls
for thoughtful engagement with how patriarchy and rape culture
show up in our lives. It is crucial that men think critically about
the power dynamics that play out in their relationships, especially
in romantic or sexual interactions.

Substances & Consent

Healthy consent in a sexual encounter is something that re-
quires good communication, attention to subtle signals, emotional
presence with a partner, and levelheaded control over primal
desires. When substances are involved, capacity for all of these

15 The Will to Change – bell hooks
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are greatly diminished. While any substance can contribute to
breaches of consent, the most commonly abused and culturally
accepted is alcohol, so it is the focus of this section.

Booze plays such a big part in the perpetuation of sexual vi-
olence that to go on discussing harm without thinking critically
about drinking would be a misstep. Alcohol is a defining part of
social life, even within social justice or activist spaces. For people
who are hyper-aware of the overwhelming levels of injustice that
defines our times, or are intimately involved in political struggle,
drinking can be a way to numb the pain of that awareness, and
neutralize the anxiety of feeling helpless to the suffering that sur-
rounds us. Combine the social expectations of particular subcul-
tures with the mass indoctrination we have all experienced at the
hands of advertisers and cultural norms and we have a thoroughly
engrained normalization of getting fucked up.

From a chemical, neurological perspective, alcohol effects the
parts of your brain responsible for sound decision making, as well
as inhibiting your ability to resist temptations regarding pleasure
seeking. Combining a culture of excessive drinking, patriarchal in-
doctrination which sexualizes the female body, and a lack of edu-
cation about consent is a formula for rampant sexual abuse. We are
not immune to these dynamics in queer or radical leftist scenes.

Weekend after weekend, we create highly sexualized spaces
with strong pressure to get intoxicated, resulting in groups of peo-
ple too drunk or high to give or receive solid consent. Then in the
aftermath of the harm caused in those situations, we expect indi-
viduals to deal with the consequences of their choices on their own,
rather than all of us taking responsibility for the collective context
that normalizes this behavior.16

Of course, being fucked up is not an excuse to hurt someone,
much less commit sexual assault. Noone is absolved of abusive be-
havior because substances played a part in that abuse. Let’s ac-

16 Accounting for Ourselves – Crimthinc.

20

Participation in an accountability process takes great faith in our
community’s capacity to engage in complexity, offering support
to someone who has caused harm rather than simply erasing them
from your world.

However, anyone who has been a part of these processes or
witnessed them from afar probably has an experience that, for a
variety of reasons, accountability processes rarely seem to “work.”
They tend to leave everyone feeling frustrated and disappointed,
especially if they lack face-to-face communication, insist on strict
timelines, and fail to articulate any achievable goals. There is a ten-
dency for accountability processes to be flawed in their set up sim-
ply because the work of “accountability” has no tangible finish line
to cross and can be so hard to define. As Joe Biel and Faith Harper
write in their book How to Be Accountable, “every process we’ve
seen was like a car that slowly ran out of gas on the side of a
highway – it comes to a stop at some unhelpful point.”31 Honest
attempts at accountability processes are not enough overcome a
flawed structure, particularly when they becomes just another way
to shame, humiliate, punish, or control a person who has caused
harm.

We find ourselves so entrenched in carceral, punitive ideologies
that our “alternative models” often end up reflecting the structures
we set out to oppose. For all our talk about prison abolition and hat-
ing cops, we apply the logics of policing and carceral punishment
all too easily. As challenging as it is to unlearn the violent and co-
ercive social forces that perpetuate harmful behavior, the logics of
policing, surveillance, and punishment are also deeply ingrained
in our culture. Our collective response to harm must be “flexible
enough and adaptive enough to account for the realities of abuse
as well as things like weaponized accountability processes.”32

31 How To Be Accountable – Joe beil and Faith Harper
32 After Accountability – Emi Kane & Hyejin Shim
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are key to healing and rebuilding trust for the person who was
hurt.”30 The person who has caused harm should be allowed to be
honest if what is being asked of them doesn’t feel realistic or be-
yond their capability but should also be willing to make sacrifices
to make survivors feel safe, comfortable, and supported. These are
justifiable consequences of harmful behavior, not needlessly cruel
punishments or denial of personhood, and it is important not to
confuse the two.

Accountability Processes

When acts of abuse or harm come to light, the idea of engag-
ing in an “accountability process” is often presented as a potential
alternative to cancelation or carceral punishment. People who are
called out often experience a state of moral panic, shame, and guilt,
as well as paranoia of wholesale abandonment by friends and com-
munity. Accountability processes can feel like an answer to these
crises, a tangible way to make amends or reconcile, in so much as
those are possible. Desperately searching for a path of redemption
in the eyes of the community and their own perception of them-
selves, accountability processes can be appealing as an alternative
model for community response to harm – a means by which one
can take responsibility, accept support, and make steps towards
transformation.

The people who participate in these processes — whether they
are a person who caused harm, facilitators, mediators, or commu-
nity members offering guidance in that process — are usually com-
ing from a place of good intention, attempting to explore alterna-
tives to the prison industrial complex and apply transformative jus-
tice models to the conflicts in their world. These well-meaning par-
ticipants invest considerable time, effort, and thoughtful, difficult
work into exploring new ways for communities to deal with harm.

30 We Are All Survivors, We Are All Perpetrators – Rolling Thunder
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knowledge, though, how the use of substances plays out in our
shared spaces and is a factor in abusive behavior. More often than
not, when someone commits sexual assault, substances were in-
volved. While the use of substances does not excuse violence or
harm, the complexities of substance use must be taken into con-
sideration in confronting that behavior. The substance use and the
harmful act are often inextricably linked.

Furthermore, when someone is using substances, the capacity
of that person take responsibility for their actions – to seek or ac-
cept support – may be limited. During bouts of substance or alco-
hol abuse, people who commit violent acts are in less control of
their thoughts and behaviors. If we abandon or ostracize someone
in the throes of addiction as a form of social punishment we can
expect them to spiral further into substance abuse. People thrown
out of the community without opportunities for reflection and a
chance to change will undoubtedly return to the conditions that
lead them to be abusive in the first place. Feeling abandoned and
fundamentally bad, people continue to lash out at themselves and
others, even if it is in a different city or scene. This is why exile and
ostracization do not make our communities healthier or safer.

Coming out of active addiction requires consistent and reliable
support from people who are invested in the wellbeing of the per-
son struggling with substances. Transformation of behavior does
not come overnight and does not come easily, particularly for those
in the throes of addiction, and especially when substance use is so-
cially encouraged and widely accepted. This process often involves
ups and downs, progress and regression. It is messy and challeng-
ing, but ultimately necessary if we are to create safer communities
and healthier cultures. It is a fact that alcohol and other substances
increase the risk of harmful behavior or sexual violence signifi-
cantly, and we have to acknowledge that moving forward.Wemust
look at the reality of how alcohol affects our brains neurochemi-
cally, how it shapes our scenes, our relationships, and the spaces
we share, as well as its influence in the perpetuation of harm.
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Responding to Harm

Support

It should go without saying that supporting the person who
has been harmed should be the central priority in communal con-
frontation with harm.(1) We cannot take for granted that we know
what a survivor needs and have to stay open to the shifting dy-
namics of what support looks like for any particular person. We
should also be willing to distinguish between providing support
for someone who has been harmed, and seeking punishment for
the person who may have harmed them. Anger, fury, and the de-
sire for intense and immediate punishment is understandablewhen
someone has been hurt, violated, or traumatized. However, we can-
not hope for legitimate forms of healing or reconciliation to come
from a trauma response. The people most capable and most willing
to support survivors are likely survivors themselves, “making it im-
portant to disentangle their feelings about their own past from the
incident in front of them and what the survivor is requesting.”17

It’s also worth noting that support for a survivor is a markedly
different, separate process from one concerning a person who
caused harm. The healing and growth of the person who has been
harmed and the person who caused harm happen on different
timelines with different approaches according to the situation, the
individuals, and their personal circumstances. We must advocate
for the healing of survivors and those who cause harm on their
own terms, at their own pace. Clementine Morgan recalls,

What helped me as a survivor was to realize that I am truly
separate and sovereign. I am not attached to the people who abused
me … They are not my responsibility. My healing is not in any way
dependent on them.18

17 After Accountability – Pinko Collective
18 Clementine Morgan

(1) See the reading list in the back of this zine for resources
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cult time without ever withdrawing their support for you.”28 Hav-
ing the courage and capacity to own up to our worst behaviors
requires friends showing up for us in meaningful ways, which in-
cluded challenging us when we’re falling out of line with our val-
ues and calling us on our bullshit if need be. This compassion or
support does not mean making excuses, but

in this context, I think it means not letting someone make ex-
cuses, not letting them escape their responsibility and their history,
and making sure they own up to the consequences that have come
from the actions they’ve taken. It also means listening to them, sin-
cerely, while doing this and seeking understanding. And I believe
it means making sure that [people who have caused harm] do feel
consequences for their actions, but not punishments.29

Consequences are part of change. However, consequences can
become punishments, particularly when someone who may have
caused harm in the past has made significant changes, worked to-
wards taking responsibility, and is still excluded from community,
denied their humanity, or assigned a label such as “abuser.” For ex-
ample, exclusion may be necessary if someone is an active threat
under a particular substance. If that person sobers up, takes respon-
sibility for their harm, and the exclusion continues based only on a
tainted reputation, that consequence has turned into a punishment.
Behaving abusively in the past, or within a certain context does not
make someone an active threat to safety in every space all the time.
We can oppose the harmful behavior of a person without erasing
their personhood or denying them social lives and community.

It is worth emphasizing here: the psychological wellbeing, phys-
ical safety, and emotional security of a person who was harmed
should be the top priority. Someone who has caused harm must
accept the social ramifications of those actions and diligently re-
spect the needs of the survivor. “Being supported and feeling safe

28 The Broken Teapot Zine, Second Edition
29 Accounting for Ourselves – Crimthinc.
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A social paradigm in which owning up to harm guarantees be-
ing cut off entirely from community and marked for life as a “bad
person” provides no incentive for transparency. In this context, tak-
ing responsibility for harm is nothing but an existential threat. Pub-
lic humiliation, a fear of showing face in a social setting, and a lack
of personal support is not a formula for transforming behavior, but
an invitation to disappear into depression, substance abuse, and
self-hatred.

Consequences

While we should avoid dehumanizing people who have caused
harm, we should also recognize that, for someone who has caused
harm, facing consequences is not equivalent to punishment. Pun-
ishment, ostracization, and shame are not adequate ways to facili-
tate transformation, but there are certainly consequences to caus-
ing harm. Consequences are to be expected and are not synony-
mous with punishment. Harmful behavior can result in negative
social outcomes; someone who has caused harm must accept this
fact. People who have caused harm lose social standing and rela-
tionships as a result of their actions. Even if all the steps and goals
towards accountability are met, the trust and respect of somemem-
bers of the community might never be regained. Breaking ties with
people in your life who have caused harm to you directly or within
your community is contextual, personal, and nuanced.

Similarly, reminding people that they are expected to make the
changes to their behavior and encouraging them to do so does not
require punishment and humiliation. It’s important to check peo-
ple who have caused harm if they are straying from their commit-
ments, or showing signs of slipping back into harmful behavior, as
long their autonomy is respected and their humanity maintained.
“A good friend is one who can question your behavior in a diffi-
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People who have been harmed should not be responsible for
the growth of the person who caused them harm. The healing of a
survivor is their own and cannot depend on the actions of another.
That is not to say the survivor shouldn’t be involved in a process
regarding the person who caused them harm taking responsibility
and transforming their behavior. If it is possible for both parties to
be included in a mediated resolution which is mutually beneficial
to transformation and healing, that’s ideal – just recognize if this
isn’t realistic or might require a lot of time and space before it can
happen.

Someone who has been harmed may have certain expectations
of the person who harmed them, but the harm-doer should take
an active role in their own growth, rather than passively doing as
their told. Being presented with demands under threat of ostraciza-
tion or punishment is coercion. If access to support or dignity is
conditional to adhering to a “process” imposed by others, it is not
a transformative or radical model, but a continuation of punitive
carceral systems dressed in progressive language.

Being an ally can be defined as doing what the survivor wants,
no matter what, but we believe that no liberation can result from
suspending our autonomy and uncritically following demands, no
matter whose.19

Of course, attempts at addressing harm will involve disagree-
ments, mistakes, discussion, adjustment – it will sometimes be diffi-
cult and uncomfortable. But the person who has caused harmmust
understand their decision to make a change as their own choice in
order for the deep transformation that is necessary to take place.

“Accountability”

When someone causes harm, particularly in subcultural spaces
attempting to adhere to an abolitionist framework, the word that

19 Accounting for Ourselves – Crimthinc.
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generally gets bandied about is accountability. Questions arise like
“What does accountability look like for this person?” “How do we
hold members of our community accountable?” or “What models
can we use as alternatives to social or carceral punishment?”These
are no simple questions and “accountability” is so fraught in use
and varied in definition that its meaning becomes muddied. Emi
Kane & Hyejin Shim see accountability as,

carrying a number of contradictory meanings. It has an ab-
stract aspirational meaning, like taking serious responsibility for
harm, considering the impact on others, and changing behavior.
[It also has] been stripped of meaning in the organizing com-
munities they’re in, misapplied, or endowed with significance it
cannot provide …They note that people who aren’t the survivor
often project their own desires or values onto the term, turning
accountability into a vehicle for their own internalized carceral or
punitive logic.20

Before we explore what accountability is, we might point out
the ways the term used performatively or is weaponized.

Shame is not accountability. Internalized shame can act as
a real barrier to authentic accountability. Wallowing in self-hatred
because of a bad decision or problematic pattern of behavior does
not foster growth, nor does it facilitate the healing of any people
who have been harmed. Shame calls attention to our flaws rather
than building on our strengths – it lets people who have caused
harm off the hook for being inherently bad, essentializing that be-
havior and rendering them incapable of ever doing better. Quoting
Clementine Morgan again:

Shame and remorse are not the same thing – shame is a deep
belief that there is something inherently wrongwithme, stemming
from an overwhelming fear of loss of connection… It does not help
people come into alignment with their integrity.21

20 After Accountability – Emi Kane & Hyejin Shim
21 Fuck the Police Means We Don’t Act Like Cops to Each Other – Clementine

24

sary for growth and healing. Cancellation can affect one’s ability
to secure housing or make an income. In certain circles, offering
support to someone who is in desperate need of that support in or-
der to come out of their harmful behavior can earn one the label of
an “apologist.” In this way, cancellation becomes contagious, it is a
constant looming threat. When that threat is understood through-
out the subculture, people who have behaved abusively feel unable
to come to terms with their behavior, be transparent with their
community, and address it directly.

Social ostracization is not accountability. Our goal should
be to reduce abusive behavior, not just push it out of the sight of
our social bubbles. When someone has been “canceled” or “called-
out”, they often lose friends, support networks, and are barred from
community spaces and events. Of course, if someone in the com-
munity is an active threat, or is putting people in communal spaces
in legitimate danger, their removal from that space is necessary.
Likewise, if someone doesn’t want to share space with the person
who traumatized them, the impetus should fall on the person who
caused harm to adjust their social expectations; this is an under-
standable consequence. However, we should ask ourselves, when
facing these issues in the real world: does this person pose a legit-
imate threat to safety, or does being around them cause a discom-
fort rooted in social shame and fear of guilt by association? Is this
person workin’ on their shit, or still stuck in a cycle of abuse and
actively hurting people?

Sometimes people refuse to take any semblance of accountabil-
ity – they keep hurting people and are a real threat to people’s
safety. That happens, and we can’t view these issues with rose
tinted glasses. However, we also shouldn’t assume theworst of peo-
ple, generally speaking. Dehumanization begins when someone’s
status as a public threat is set in stone, when the possibility for their
growth is denied, when their label as being unsafe follows them
around, even after they’ve taken tangible steps towards changing
their harmful behavior.
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moral dichotomies, and the spectators or participants in the call
out campaign are rarely encouraged to think critically about what
may have occurred or look beyond punishment towards solutions.

People who’ve been harmed usually do not wish for their
trauma to become the subject of public spectacle, and those
accused of causing harm rarely have a chance to examine what
they’re being accused of reflect on their behavior before demands
are being made by an angry online mob.27 Regardless of the
accuracy of accusations, they ultimately become blurred, mixed
up, and compounded through the pervasive and distorting game of
“telephone” that is social media. Opportunities for repair, healing,
or growth get buried by demands for punishment, prioritized by
the algorithm’s bias for moral outrage.

Confronting harm requires the engagement and participation
of people who truly care about survivors and the alleged harm-
doers – people with real investment in the wellbeing of individuals
in conflict and the community at large. Social media is the worst
imaginable space for these conversations to take place. Individu-
als who have caused harm become a pariah, someone to blame for
systemic phenomena – an outlet for collective rage. One person be-
comes a symbol within a community or online space for systematic
injustice, even if it is not based in the reality of their actions.

Again, a consideration of power dynamics in each situation is
important to bear in mind, and power is relative. We should hes-
itate to make a false equivalency between the harmful or abusive
actions of socially powerful figures and the regular people who oc-
cupy our lives.Wealthy celebrities and politicians are capable of far
graver exploitation than members of a local activist group, simply
because they hold much more power.

Public perception has real psychological and social implications,
as well as material consequences. Being labelled an “abuser” makes
it difficult to maintain or establish the healthy relationships neces-

27 Clementine Morgan
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In contrast to shame, regret comes as a healthy response of
knowing one has behaved out of alignment with their values. You
may have taken a regrettable action, but it is not a fundamental
part of who you are.

Accountability has to come from a place of authenticity –
grounded in genuine reflection, understanding, and transforma-
tion – or else it slips into the all too common trap of performativity.
Readers familiar with accountability discourse over the last decade
will be keenly aware of how moral dichotomies of abuser/victim,
perpetrator/survivor, good/bad quickly arise. Even good faith
attempts to support survivors and confront harm in our com-
munities are tragically informed by the dominating ideologies
of puritanism and punishment — a tendency to individualize
behavior and define people by their worst acts. Efforts to resist the
values of a violent, patriarchal, carceral society end up reflecting
those very systems. The Broken Teapot asserts that by taking a
self righteous, tough on crime stance, everyone else can make
themselves seem like the good guys. But there can’t be good
guys without bad guys. This is the same patriarchal narrative of
villain, victim, and savior. Though, in the latter role, instead of the
boyfriend of police officer, we now have the “community.”22

Punishment is not accountability. Punishment is not effec-
tive in changing behavior and offers no incentive to take responsi-
bility for harm one may have been caused. The systematic failures
and injustices of policing and prisons prove this point better than
any zine can. By perpetuating the carceral logics of these institu-
tions, we reproduce them in our own communities. A thirst for
revenge or retribution against someone who has been violent, be-
haved abusively, or harmed someone is understandable. Sexual vi-
olence can cause profound, debilitating, life altering trauma, which

Morgan
22 The Broken Teapot Zine, Second Edition
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“dictates that justice must be punitive in order for us to feel safe.”23
The desire to inflict pain on someone who has caused harm might
be justified, but it also is not a viable path towards making our com-
munities safer or reducing sexual violence. Friends and members
of community play an important role in distinguishing between
“supporting survivors” and seeking vengeance. Friends and allies
of someone who has been harmed have a responsibility not to es-
calate the trauma response of a survivor, but help them to regu-
late and heal however possible. Providing comfort and validation
to someonewho has been harmed is a totally different process from
seeking accountability to the person who harmed them.

As the zine Against the Logic of the Guillotine explains, we can-
not confuse a desire for revenge with a social proposal for libera-
tion. If our ultimate goal is the collective creation of social condi-
tions free from domination and coercion, we must refuse to exert
power over others in the pursuit of that goal – we mustn’t confuse
vengeance for justice.

We are most dangerous when we feel most wronged because
we feel most entitled to pass judgment, to be cruel. The more jus-
tified we feel, the more careful we ought to be not to replicate the
patterns of the justice industry, the assumptions of the carceral
state.24

We often see “abusers” labeled as such, only for the response
to be a mob of people hurling abusive language or carrying out
abusive behavior back at them. No matter how justified we may
feel, further traumatizing people through public call outs, personal
threats, or social exile is both ineffectual and perpetuates the de-
humanization and disposability of the prison industrial complex.
Unfortunately, people derive a perverse sense of enjoyment from
ruining people, particularly if doing so is socially rewarded and ex-
perienced as morally righteous. “You can enjoy your sadistic plea-

23 I Hope We Choose Love – Kai Cheng Thom
24 Against the Logic of the Guillotine — Crimethinc
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sure with a clean conscience if you truly believe that the victim had
it coming.”25

To make matters worse: questioning these tactics is perceived
as “not caring” about abuse, assault, or harm; a betrayal of the com-
munity, apologia for “abusers,” and a disregard for the needs of sur-
vivors. However, I’d argue that abusing an “abuser” is not a path
to a safer, more just world, it is a continuation of an abusive cycle.
This is not a healthy response to any kind of harmful behavior, nor
is it a meaningful way to stop harm in the future.

Cancelation is not accountability. When someone in our
community commits an act of harm or abuse, and we react to
that behavior with what is commonly referred to as “canceling”,
attempting to have them exiled, socially punished, or denied
access to community, we are attempting to weed out violence in
our circles, one “bad person” at a time. Public takedowns and call
outs assume that massive structural problems (patriarchy, racism,
addiction, etc.) are determined on an individual level. However,
destroying an individual does not destroy the systems that are the
root causes of abuse.

By engaging in public attacks, we engage in the same disposabil-
ity politics of capitalism and prisons that we claim to resist, while
feeding state surveillance tactics.26

Cancellation, particularly when it takes place on social media
for all to see, can be dangerous and harmful for everyone involved.
The way harm or abuse is exposed, discussed, and confronted, on-
line creates public spectacles that invoke outrage and provide a
way to feel as though one is on the “right side” of a grand moral
narrative. Gruesome descriptions of abuse or campaigns to “expose
creeps” activate people’s personal experience with harm and es-
tablish an individual target for the endemic problem of sexual vi-
olence. The characters in these narratives generally fit easily into

25 Canceling Comedians While the World Burns – Ben Burgis
26 We Will Not Cancel Us – adrienne maree brown
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