The following article has been written by an Italian feminist, Laura Corradi, in response to 

One more case of violence carried out by an activist against a woman of his organization. 

As so often in these cases not only his comrades but even some of the women involved 

have opposed to openly criticize and discuss it, as presumably this would be exploited by the 

Right.Corradi present a powerful argument against this practice. We publish it because what 

has been taking place in Italy is far from unique, and it is crucial that women who call themselves 

feminists do not find justification for a behavior that perpetuates the worse forms of patriarchal power and is destructive of the efforts we are making to create more just society.

Laura Corradi

When the rapist is a ‘comrade’
Reflections on power and silence, violence and vendetta

In a city we cannot name, in a social centre we cannot name, during a national meeting we cannot name, a woman comrade was raped by a male “comrade”.

It is not the first time an incident like this occurs. It is a sad reality: someone who has the political credentials of a comrade uses his position to enact sexual violence. Different versions are manufactured and some activists minimize the violence that occurred. So, instead of pursuing truth, silence is chosen without understanding the importance of accountability and political management of these situations. The response becomes ‘the ignoble guy has been removed’ - as if this decision was enough. And after several months his name is not public yet, he could be able to start all over, with no change implied, somewhere else. Procrastinating prevails over any form of self-discovery and transformation, no action against toxic and dominant masculinity - which would be essential to start addressing gender-based violence and preventing further sexual assaults and harassment by happening in our spaces and groups committed with social change . Our social justice and transformation movements are marvelously complicated, and generous in the pursuit of making the world a better place. Yet, if we do not self-reflect with determination and transparency on these issues, we will lose political and social credibility.

For those who want to change the world, the dirty laundry must be washed in public. Which is an act of courage in itself.

Violence amongst our ‘ranks’

Usually denial is the most common response: “comrades do not do these things”, “don’t joke about this stuff”, “there must have been a misunderstanding”. Then, when the rape or sexual harassment towards a female comrade is undeniable, many try to minimize, deny and even blame her. Some claim that regardless where the rape occurs it is just like any other rape - “if this violence had happened down the road from the social centre, in a parking lot, would have been any different?” What is the difference between being sexually abused at home, in a nightclub or during a political meeting?

Of course, the reality of a rape remains the same - but when it occurs in our political movements in groups that are struggling for social transformation, I believe it is even more politically and ethically unacceptable – and I think I am not alone in this stance. The key issue is the level of consciousness among those involved in political movements; in such spaces people often do not consider the importance of agreeing upon shared collective norms and rules; most don’t engage in anti-heteropatriarchy, anti-racist and anti-binary political practices - which are the very basis for violence prevention efforts. The safety and political agency of women comrades, of any age and ethnic background, in our political movements are continuously put at risk by the omissions mentioned above and from a generalized ignorance and lack of attention around gender issues.

Often those drugs that increase aggressive behaviors (like cocaine, once considered a drug only fascists could take, now also ‘comrades’ make use of it) and alcohol abuse are blamed for sexual misbehaviors. I agree substance ab/use can play a part, but they are not the primary cause of rape and harassment. The root causes of gender based violence and rape need to be recognized as part and parcel of  the patriarchal system and in symbolically violent relationships still persisting amongst our ‘ranks’, in our social movements, among political subjectivities and groups.

Often people state “it is an entangled issue”, highlighting uncertainty around how things actually went. And then, instead of pursuing the truth, everything is silenced. At times a group of activists may think the problem is easier to be dealt with “among few” – i.e., in the organizing committee of the network where the incident occurred. So it happens, the same group that inadvertently created the social context and preserved the gender power dynamics within which a sexual violence could occur, paradoxically after the incident it is found to be the subject that will solve the problem among closed doors – in so manufacturing self-serving, self-protective behaviors, and cover-ups. “I saw them arguing, maybe it was physical violence but not sexual….” - as if different forms of violence were mutually exclusive. (Often one is followed by the other, as in  domestic sexual assault dynamics, in the context of violence from husband to wife: first he beats her up, and then with different forms of coercion, he has a sexual intercourse with her (male version might be: “we had a fight and then we made it up...”).

I have been dealing with the sad issue of ‘comrades’ using violence against women comrades for decades. The first time I heard about it was in 1975, during the national meeting of the women’s section of Lotta Continua
. A woman comrade from Turin, who was also called Laura, experienced an attempt of sexual assault on a train on the way back from a protest in Rome. Someone suggested to her not to complain “He didn’t succeed...” She rightly replied “I don’t want to have to defend myself also from my own comrades!”. 45 years have passed away, and after all this time of feminist struggles I still have to ascertain these problems persist among comrades.

Incidents like the one just described - in the context of sexism (of then and now) produced the creation of separated feminist sections in Lotta Continua - to have a space where women comrades could autonomously organize and grow (in those days I did not agree with the practice of separatism, I did not believe it was necessary….!). Women in the extra-parliamentary Left wing wanted to mark an ethical difference in the ‘revolutionary’ struggle, in politics and in everything that was about the relationships with power and the state. During the 70s ‘personal’ issues were seen no longer as private but as important political problems. That historical lesson positively influenced an entire section of society: struggles yet is to be fully understood by comrades today, everywhere in Italy, not just in the less ‘developed’ areas of the South.

 When rape occurs in our ‘ranks’ silence surrounds it – everybody believes there is no need to talk about it, especially – it is said - to protect the comrade survivor of the violence. Yet confidentiality and anonymity can be achieved also when facing the problem politically, it is the best way to avoid gossip towards the woman, and also towards the political movement in the city where the incident occurred. The will to protect the physical space where the rape occurred (social centre or political group) is understandable Nobody wants their collective associated with a bad event such as a rape - it would open them up to criticism from other groups and political enemies. Among the reasons why silence was their better choice, I could hear: “they can’t wait to attack us”; “it will cause a war between groups”; “We can’t allow ourselves to be vulnerable to criticism right now”; “We don’t want our male comrades to become the victims without a reason...”. No one wants to be socially ostracized, or accused of not being capable of avoiding sexual violence in their political space. No one wants to admit responsibilities – and we know rape is only the tip of the iceberg of a much broader problem – which always emerges in contexts where sexism is not confronted and discussed.

The use of silence does not resolve the issues but acts as an echo chamber, the “information” still gets spread around in the form of a gossip. Those comrades whose space was impacted by the rape, by choosing silence missed the opportunity to confront the situation, and handle it immediately - not just from a ‘clinical’ perspective, but also within the larger political movement. Male comrades should be taking responsibility and starting to unpack their privilege – critically reflecting on how patriarchy impacts them, and continues through them. Too often male activists use political movements and social centers for their personal gain, to compete and to prevail over others with bullying behaviors - allowed and unchecked, due to the lack of feminist authority, that would facilitates awareness and raise processes of transformation in mixed gender spaces. 

There are only few situations that have been created where males are participating by negotiating appropriate behaviors. These experiences are not completely new political scenarios - in the past there have been experiments.  In the mid 90s I remember the women in the Zapatista communities were able to criticize the dominant male culture (to the point they even banned alcohol - as a starting point to reduce the damage it creates in the context of domestic violence). Now, in the majority of the Italian movement, in political groups and social centers, there are no shared practices that offer gender education on how to dismantle the internalization of patriarchy. This is an urgent transformation required - and cannot be procrastinated to a “post revolutionary era” - we need to work now on decoding gender privilege and preventing gender based violence.

Violence is still considered a women’s issue not a man’s issue: how many male comrades take gender-based violence seriously?  To put it in the words of the Kurdish leader Abdullah Ocalan it is possible and necessary to “kill the macho within”.  If the men in the social centers, collectives, and political networks of the movement, do not see the dimension of gender as an essential part of their political struggle, these incidents of violence will continue to occur. It is not enough to walk in a feminist march. Comrades should be open to work on themselves - and start to read what Ocalan writes from the prison in Turkey, where he has been illegally detained for the past 20 years. In “Beyond the state, power and violence” Ocalan urges people to push themselves to give genuine friendship to women, to respect them - instead of approaching them to sexually exploit them - and he says they should not lie to them, trick them. How many times have Italian comrades praised the Kurdish political experience while at the same time they behave in unacceptable ways?

How can they support the indigenous revolution of the Zapatistas, including choices around gender, without putting them into practice? There is evidence of split personality between the sphere of political activism (that values macho behaviors  as most of the leadership is part of the dominant gender, especially when it comes to decision making processes) and the sphere of overcoming patriarchy,  where men are supposed to ‘be the change they claim to be part of’, enter into self-reflection and deconstruct what it means being men, having power and privileges. 

In the past women comrades and feminists have engaged in self-consciousness raising over decades, analyzing how hetero-capitalism, cisgender/binary and white supremacy constructs female identities… Another chapter we have opened in our political spaces is the one to engage in decolonizing practices, in order to overcome ethnocentrism, internalized racism and the overpowering western values in political struggles. 

We have to apply intersectional methodology in our alliances: the issues are not resolved by transferring power from men to women in a political group: that would only replicate the existing power dynamics  and create more woman bullies - they already exist, unfortunately. It is necessary to deeply understand the political/personal power dynamics, and to be able to critique them also in their internalized form, i.e., to deconstruct how these power structures are created or maintained within ourselves. That has to be done, if we want to democratize our relationships and political environments.

I should recall the rape I am referring happened in the first half of 2019 and it involves a man who holds power in the movement, a leader. Unfortunately, many still feel the need to have hierarchies in social movements, which are often negotiated through physical strength, and thorough practices that are exclusionary and do not respect critical voices. Such existing hierarchies do value traditionally masculine qualities (which women too are using, either unconsciously, without the due levels of self reflection; in so doing they reproduce the same power dynamics of the system we want to overcome). Practices that are rough or manipulative - far from the direct democracy we want to achieve - should enrage us; instead these behaviors are still widely in use. The rapist in this instance was fully trusted by other comrades - and even feminist collectives gave him visibility during a women’s rights protest march: in this instance even such feminists have been silent and full of shame - maybe they could give us an explanation? They should question “what convinced us of the integrity of this individual?”, “how did we not see we were being manipulated?” For years I have been confronting the dilemma of male comrades narcissistically sitting underneath our flags, looking for visibility. In the important political battles we delve into with all our heart and soul, we cannot accept individuals that strengthen their personal position by using this or that political history or tradition (it does not matter if it is communist or anarchist, leninist or environmentalist or LGBTI/Queer, or a combination of any number of these). When somebody acts in an “hegemonic” way over/in the movement for a miserable desire of power - we should be able to unveil such a process and stop him/them - even when women are involved to support him.

I heard about the rape, happened during a comrades convention, only some months later. It was kept secret:  “the victim does not want it discussed”, “not even the city or the place where it occurred should be disclosed”, “she decided not to press charges”, “it is pointless running a meeting about it, we have already dealt with it internally”, “we have addressed the issue and removed the rapist” - as if this decision of sending somebody away would resolve the problem. 

Of course, it is the survivors right to decide if and when to engage with the justice system. There are European feminist activists working on alternative processes to the criminal justice system that involve the wider community that was impacted by the sexual assault or harassment - why are we not seriously starting to educate and train ourselves in these processes? Of course, only the survivor can decide whether she wishes to engage in a community process - when, how and to what extent she wants to deal with it. Yet a significant problem remains unresolved, and it is about all of us: after five months we had no political handling of the sexual assault that occurred in one of our political spaces, where usually women comrades trust male comrades.

Everyone is there to struggle against injustices, against racism, politics of hate and for a better future, environmentally sustainable, for wellbeing and equality in respect of differences.  Female comrades have so much trust (at times they are also subdued) that they don’t hold accountable those men - of any age - that have behaviors that are sexist, body shaming those who are ‘ugly’, making degrading jokes and lesbo-phobic comments without restraint - pressuring people to hook up at activist parties – all that happens in any night club. The absence of gender consciousness amongst activist girls and women is overwhelming, even when they call themselves feminists. In certain political centers there might be a feminist collective - but without a strategy around the everyday sexism, the context where these incidents can occur. Men need to understand that violence is also their problem to solve, their behavior needs to change, and they cannot be involved in activist movements without unpacking gender at a personal and collective level, as a community of activists.

There have been some attempts to bring to the forefront issues of gender-based violence, examples such the feminist blog Zero-violenza; some parts of Non-una-di-meno (Ni Una Menos), and other networks. Initiatives never translated in the establishing practices of prevention, education, and communication strategies inside the movement. Anyone can participate in activities without a shared understanding of what are acceptable and unacceptable behaviors – and no consequences for what are always considered as ‘mild’ issues. When something like a sexual assault does occur, it is seen as an isolated incident, as if a lightening bolt hit the unlucky victim who was ‘in the wrong place at the wrong time’, as if it was bad luck or ‘destiny’. This collective narrative is in stark contrast to what is known to work in prevention, i.e., the deconstruction of male norms and social beliefs that are pervasive, and continue to maintain the systemic structure of patriarchy. Gender based violence can be avoided, if we compel each of us to overcome the current context in a transformative and revolutionary way, starting from a basic concept: you are not a comrade if you are not actively fighting against patriarchy and the oppressive constructs of gender. If you are not aware of them, if you do not commit to raising individually and collectively, you are just a ‘half comrade’, dangerous as complicit. 

If a sexual assault occurs in our own political spaces, the occurrence does not activate us to put everything, including our practices, on the table, to be honest and transparent in our political movement in our networks and in our community relationships; so it is just another sexual assault. The pain the woman comrade is experiencing - many of us feel the same in solidarity with her - will not have served to change the underlying conditions that allowed the sexual assault to occur in the first place.

A view on the past

Reflecting on a sexual assault that came to the public domain ten years ago, might help us understand, take responsibility and better articulate the issue of rape among comrades - no matter how hard and difficult talking on these events is.

In 2010 a 18 year old woman was drugged and sexually assaulted by 3 comrades at a party held by the Parma RAF (Rete Anti-Fascista
). In the rape they also used a canisters and recorded the violence on their mobile phones. This video was sent cell phone to cell phone amongst the rapists’ own friends and comrades, to watch and enjoy. Those who received this recording obviously found it entertaining and continued to share it. This is why the authors of this incident were finally identified by the Carabinieri,
 as they found the video while investigating other matters. They summoned the girl and showed the video; she was able to identify herself and the rapists; sexual assault charges were made towards the three ‘comrades’. In this specific case the members of RAF attempted to silence her, intimidating and threatening her, to defend the good name of the group and protect their space. The trial goes ahead and the three people involved in the assault received a substantial sentence in 2017. After the sentence there was another investigation into blackmail, cover-up and embezzlement connected to the threats to the 18-year-old. This takes us to September of 2019 when 5 people including a woman (yes, amongst us there are some ‘sisters’ who are on the wrong side) have been sentenced to 1 year and 8 months.

In that case the victim (allow me this term: I agree we should avoid a victim-centered language but now I cannot find a better word), as it often happens, was isolated from the political and social context that she was a part of. In other occasions we might say ‘this is for her own good’ but in the specifics of this case it was to demote her. Regardless of motivations, the result does not change: rarely, if ever, the comrades contact women who are experience and prepared to support the psychological, somatic and social recovery post trauma. Nor specialists are outreached (even when they are not ‘out’ but part of the group or the social space) for advice, support and guidance on how to manage the situation in a survivor-centered way – and this has been possible for many year, at a community and political level, ensuring confidentiality and anonymity where needed. 

The code of silence takes power and the members of the group – also the female members - will do anything to not have their names or the name of the group covered with this dirt. The silence of the sexual assault in Parma is broken by a feminist blogger and an important political radio like Radio Onda Rossa
.  The story is covered by three major newspapers (La Repubblica, Il Fatto Quotidiano and Huffington Post) who interview and give space to the voices of these bloggers. The incident is no longer contained to our spaces and it is impossible to limit the reach of this news story.

“A sexual assault is always a fascist act even if those who commit it declare themselves as anti-fascist”. This incident is also discussed on the blog ‘Abbatto i muri’
. The victim in Parma started to be isolated and ostracized by her collective before she had any contact with the police. They thought she was potentially dangerous, because of what she could have revealed. When the event enters the public domain she gets branded as a “traitor”. Even the women comrades of the movement, apart from a few exceptions, remain silent. It wasn't until the collective “Romantic Punx” decide to speak out and uncover the details around the disgusting campaign launched against this young woman who was sexually assaulted in the social centre.

In 2015, from the microphones of Radio Onda Rossa, the feminists started commenting on the event of Parma and they will invite to speak also the ‘victim’. On December 14, 2016 an official communication was released by the Radio, titled “RAPISTS AND ACCOMPLICES: CHILDREN OF THE SAME CULTURE” this document gives full account of the event and calls for individual and collective reflection in the movement. It also condemns those who tried to cover up the sexual assaults, practicing the politics of silence, for their own self-protection.

“We also have to ask ourselves: did those who shared the video not recognize it was the scene of a sexual assault? And those who viewed and enjoyed the video, those who ridiculed the woman, those who were complicit with the rapists, are they anti-fascist? In the years after the sexual assault, those who isolated this woman calling her a “spy of the police” and took away all of her political agency, banning her from all our political spaces and social centers, are they less responsible? Will all these ‘comrades’ ever be able to understand  anti-sexism as an essential part of the struggle against fascism?  

There are many levels of this story: the gang rape, the distribution of images, the derision, the isolation, the threats and scapegoating this young woman who was raped by those who she trusted more. The ripples from the “core group” widens and many more were shown to be implicated.

We may ask ourselves: what our movements where doing locally in all of these years of silence around this incident? How was it possible that a video with this kind of content was able to circulate without anyone understanding or realizing the gravity of the acts they were viewing; and how no one felt the urgency to raise a voice and take a stance? How's it possible that people got to the point of threatening this young woman in front of the court? Our solidarity should be with her and those few persons who over the years did not abandon her. Our disgust goes to all the rest… without any doubt.” 

Another feminist blogger, Eretika Precari (A) articulates an analysis of the events especially focusing on what happened after:

“In those political spaces this young  woman is defined as a “traitor” because she talked to the cops and for this reason she is assumed to have betrayed the comrade code, in this case could talking to the cops be considered worse than sexual assaults happening in our spaces? As often happens it is the woman who is put on trial and isolated from all political movements, assaulted, kicked out in aggressive ways in a victim-blaming way, even if it is done using different words, it is the same, if not more devious, than the most overt sexism. ou hear “she was asking for it”, sexist nicknames, and more than anything else, you hear she should be avoided because she has delivered “comrades” to the police. There is talk of “complaint”, as if the 3 rapists were partisans experiencing the oppression of a Nazi-fascist regime, as if they were heroes struggling against the systems of power, without understanding that sexism has little to do with anti-fascism and anarchy. That sexual assault is a weapon, a device of patriarchal power that gets used to oppress, a fascist act against which every woman that experiences it needs to have the freedom of self-determination, within her ideas of redemption, survival and experiences of grief. One of the lessons feminism offers is that neither “institution” or “society” can determine our journey of reconciliation with the world and healing the pain and trauma. Each individual woman has to decide - and whatever she decides we will be by her side. In this approach there is no paternalism or “infantilizing”, words that appear in those “communiqué” that take a stance against rape, but also blame the woman. I invite these people to read and become minimally informed about the impact violence has on victims who become also victims of attacks via social media, experience ostracism, blame. When people are experiencing this level of trauma and isolation what supports them to breath and get through is the coming together of a network of protection around these victims, not to undermine them but to fight by their side”.

It is interesting, as Eretika has noted, how certain parts of the political movement try to “infantilize” the woman when she decides to press charges, not noting how the same process of infantilization can occur if she decides to stay silent for her own good (which may be true considering the lack of understanding and analysis in our milieu) and usually for the good of the group, pressing in such a direction.  The newspaper Repubblica focuses on the climate of omertà
.

“The raped girl, instead of talking about the night, talks about reawakening at dawn. “I woke up on a wooden table, my clothes were all over the floor, on my body the signs of what they did to me...”. It was dawn of 6 years ago, in the political centre of the RAF, the Anti-Fascist Network of Parma. In that centre, while comrades were celebrating the expulsion of fascists from Parma on the 12th of September 1922, Claudia, who had just turned 18, was raped for an entire horrific night. The three that attacked her might have been the most militant of the group, but during that night they drugged her and abused her, filming that horror on their phones with no empathy for their victim. (...)

It is an ugly story that no one wants to talk about in Parma, a closed court case that has embarrassed everyone and would have never gone beyond the walls of the political centre of Via Testi if the video had not ended up with the Carabinieri.  It is a dark page that continues to create tension and division in the movement. For 3 years, from 2010 to 2013 many comrades of all gender saw that video, filmed with an old Nokia, where Claudia (non her real name) is degraded further by being called names that allude to more brutal and violent acts.”

I want to mention also the article published by Huffington Post that points to the fact this situation should have been considered even more severely, due to the fact that the comrades took advantage of the impunity granted among “liberated” environments.

“This group of jackals, that 6 years ago in Parma raped an 18 year old woman, are a group of despicable and cowardly beasts. Cowardice increases when they close ranks, hide and wrap themselves with a red flag.”

The National office of UDI
 take a public position against these rapist hiding themselves under the label “comrades” - and all those who covered for them - underlining how democracy and gender respect are inseparable as the link between anti-sexism and anti-fascism. This link needs to be nurtured and renewed.

“(...) This incident that was uncovered with much delay has also helped to see a movement divided by the code of silence, threats and blame. People who were associated with the movement, when they heard about the incident instead of condemning the act done by their comrades, they used a behavior typically associated with fascists and mafiosi - they socially segregated, isolated this woman as a “traitor”. Today more than ever we reconfirm that any political ideology that does not engage with anti-sexism cannot declare itself democratic, anti-fascist and against institutional violence. There is no anti-fascism without anti-sexism, as there is no democracy without fight for respecting women and gender differences.” National UDI, 20 December 2016.

Conclusion

What can we learn from what happened in Parma? It is very different from the case I am analyzing, but I am clear that silence is always counter-productive. It does not protect the woman who has been victimized and it creates monsters in the movement, first of all the loss of our dignity. The code of silence always has the opposite effect. While I am writing these difficult words a woman comrade alerts me to another similar incident in another region - where the group decided to remove the victim instead of the perpetrator, who was the local leader. The woman was isolated and she decided to move to another region. Those who told me about this case also mentioned that these type of incidences can be handled a lot worse than the one I am writing about – there is no ‘authority’ in our movements to intervene in such cases.

Every woman comrade that experienced violence needs to be respected in her choices on how to respond, and she needs to be given the knowledge and tools to make a free and informed decision. Within anonymity and protection from further harms, she needs to be guaranteed – and no pressure should be done on her to make her ‘choose’ the protection of the group. The political problems related to gender and power need to be addressed, as the truth always comes to light and those who tried to cover-up will be held to account. Will the same happen for the rape I am writing about? Even with all the limits linked to restraint, lack of timeliness, embarrassment and the need for group self-preservation I believe we can do something. It is important, even if late, to start working on this problem. An opportunity for dialogue has opened and I hope I can become a catalyst for transformation, if there is clarity and determination.

In this specific incident the code of silence is not aggravated with punishment of the victim – the intention would be protection of the woman comrade who was raped.  Yet the event has marked negatively those who participate in the space and political activities where the rape was committed. For months all political realities and parts of the movement that collaborate and engage with each other, understood something has been hidden by a group, in a sort of one-way trust system. I believe that avoiding any form of political handling of this incident for a year was a serious political mistake and has led to other mistakes. If a group has the courage to admit the truth of what happened, they come out politically strengthened.  This can occur, especially if they can articulate the commitment to ensure incidences like sexual assault cannot happen in the future. This practice builds safety and credibility. Silence does not work, it does not hide the event, people talks and it becomes a gossip. 

I came to know about this act of violence in a social centre I usually go to, thanks to a document signed by a group of women who claim a “punitive” action took place in city of the north against a leader of one of the social centers. It was written by a group of women comrades, enraged at yet another sexual assault in the political movement. They are enraged also because they have been silenced: they were not even able to talk about it in a known feminist network, who decided to block their discussion as it was considered too contentious ... So some of them decided to take action against the guy who was involved in the sexual assault. Here is their communiqué in its entirety.

“It was unfortunate the order of obvious and predictable things. But this time we were not unprepared. We responded to group violence and immunity that silence provides with the strength of collective action and the freedom of self-determination.

Some of us were returning this morning from the Faculty of Political Sciences and we met by chance the guy who everyone in this city knows as the leader of [...name of social center omitted...]. This happened after this little leader of [...name of social center omitted...] provoked us with a range of physical gestures. This morning he repeated them and he tried to intimidate us and brought his finger to his lips to signal to stay silent. He added a cow noise (“muuu”) that for a while he and his mates reserved for us, including the bastard who is responsible for what we all know it has happened.

 We shoved back down his throat, with rage and strength that smile off his face. That smile and smug expression of who thinks to be above reprisal and consequence for their actions, in a world of cowards. We did not back down, he did not scare us, we responded with the necessary determination and decisiveness that we should have used from the start, but we put aside for some unknown reason. Now the Emperor has no clothes and is naked, we tried to not believe it, but the Emperor is naked now despairing over his ripped political garments.

With determination we re-vindicate the punishment of this morning, which is about our own self-protection. We want to state the safeguard of the person that has experienced violence is our utmost priority, and we are convinced that hierarchies around priorities do not exist. Today we have taken action for the protection of all the women comrades and students that live in this city and do not want to be the targets of sexist insults (do we still have to add that the denigration and diminishing of women is the first step towards rape?).

Those who talk about a war between gangs is either ignorant, or has ulterior motives: here the only gang is a pack that for a long time has committed with impunity these acts. 

The time for talking is over. And we say it from now: if anyone dares to touch even a hair on our head or if there is any provocation, now you know our response. If you touch one of us you touch all of us! And everyone should take their responsibility, as you can see we have taken ours.

The women comrades of the city [… omitted …] beautiful, free, self-determined.”

 I decided to insert this communication in its entirety because I believe it is an important puzzle piece in the analysis of these incident and in the work that needs to be undertaken to prevent sexual assault in groups of social transformation and in political movements. It is clear to me that such acts of violence cannot be the solution: comrades' heads are not changed by breaking them, and revenge is not a behavior to encourage.  However, I cannot help but ask: what are the political alternatives available to the “women comrades, beautiful, free, self-determined”?  I do not subscribe the decision of punishing those responsable of rape, even thought I do understand their rage, their feelings of powerlessness linked to not being heard even by other feminists and women comrades. They had the urge to do something in the context of an unacceptable situation. As I believe, if we do not create self-trained alternative pathways we take the risk of becoming complicit with those who perpetrate violence. We need to educate ourselves in practices of direct democracy inside our political movements, and develop intersectional respect: apart from macho sexism we still have classism, ableism, ageism racism and anti-gypsy sentiments, homo-lesbo-bi-trans-phobia in our language and behaviors.  Inaction will let these incidents to continue to occur. Sexual assaults of women and actions of retaliation will go on - is this what we want? I think it is urgent that we find solutions, starting from those political realities that are living also outside our own country, and creating new systems to rebuild true solidarity within our movements. It is vital that political groups and networks question themselves about these incidences, launching a process of self-reflection on their ways of action and relationships.

Because of family violence I left home when I was still underage. From that day as a fugitive child, liberated radios, squatte houses, social centers, feminists and comrades became my family. I would do anything to defend our spaces, those relationships which are vital for us and for the social transformation - I dedicated my life to it. This is what motivated me to write, as painful as it is, these words of reflection. The aim is to break the silence and I take responsibility for any errors in my analysis. We need to seriously commit to establishing the truth, practicing constructive critique, self-critique and internal democracy, change our behaviors, give ourselves codes of conduct - these choices cannot be postponed. It is essential that our movements prioritizes women’s rights, freedom, and authoritativeness - valuing feminist competence in addressing these issues and guide the social transformation during this difficult historical moment. Otherwise we do not create that profound cultural transformation so urgent - and necessary, if we want to win many of the important struggles we are engaged with daily. We have big challenges, we need to rise to meet them, prepare ourselves, clean up our environments, boost internal democracy, mutual trust, respect and freedom.

Afterword.
A year passed by. I received so many emails after this document went on my blog – it was discussed in collectives, social centers and groups across the country; it was used for seminars, also in gender mixed events. Women comrades wrote me similar cases happened in their political group and explained how they dealt with the issue. One of them, who I know personally, confessed she herself had been raped by a comrade. A couple of email accused me to have violated the will of the victim by writing about the case, even if I did not disclose any detail. Two young self-proclaimed feminists came to my flat to reassure me about their commitments in some political action to be taken to prevent rape – I offered my collaboration. At that point ten months ago they were thinking about self-defense classes (which are always good, but when the rapist is a comrade you trust, with whom you drink and take drugs, self-defense is not the solution).  However, they did nothing of that up to now – while still contributing to the cover-up to defend their political group. 
In January I was prevented by a male ‘comrade’ from talking in a public meeting, after I announced to be willing to address the issue of ‘preventing violence in our political spaces’ – no one took my defense.  A male ‘comrade’ expelled me from the ‘what’s up group’ of a movement I co-founded, when I raised, in a very mild way, an issue around internal democracy – many left the group in solidarity but nobody wanted to take action. Most of the comrades who are still my friends believe I should let it go – which is something I am not considering. I know it will take time and energy – but the change we want will arrive, if we do not give up.
A comrade called during the lockdown, to invite me to be part of the board, in a new leftist magazine; they had just realized to be an all males bunch. To make the proposal more interesting (I wasn’t happy to be the only woman - had enough of this crap in my life) he told me they wanted to republish ‘When the rapist is a comrade’ in the next issue.  They said to have much appreciated my stand – and I believe it was true, they belong to a another collective, not to the one where the rape case occurred. I answered this is a good idea, meanwhile I can look around to see if other women are interested in collaborating with the magazine, after the re-pub for sure some attention among feminists could raise. Two months went by – they did not republish - I solicited twice – and then decided not to start working with them. The feminist posture I took (which is considered too ‘radical’ by some) is costing me quite a lot, in terms of relationships’ loss and social isolation.  But from an ethical point of view I couldn’t have done anything less, to be honest with myself, to respect my own integrity. And politically I see this effort as an investment on the long run. 
Hope the translation of this work in English and Spanish can be useful for reflection, for increasing both gender-based cultural activities in our spaces, in order to change the context in which we do activism; and targeted initiatives with some ‘technical’ know how. In other words, my political wish goes in the direction of creating
- facilitation of larger discussions about the persistence of internalized patriarchy in social change groups, with focus on issues such as intersectionality, decoloniality, racism/anti-gypsism, ageism, Lgbtq-phobia, internal democracy, double chair system etc.

- trainings and workshops around violence prevention in social movement spaces; and which procedures to be activated for managing cases of harassment, verbal, physical or sexual violence. It is crucial to create conceptual materials and practical tools specifically for women (and others for male activists, and for Lgbt people) in order to democratically establish some internal authority within our political groups and social milieus. No environmentalist collective, no anti-racist or antifa, or anti-specist organization, no political reality – not even feminist groups, and those unions or assembly representing themselves as most ‘revolutionary’ - are immune from violence. Until when patriarchy is properly understood and deconstructed; until when it does becomes the internal enemy to be consciously fought by all and each of us - as well as capitalism and racism, by men comrades as much as by women – until then, we cannot win. 
� First published in Italian language


�HYPERLINK "https://bodypolitics.noblogs.org/post/2019/12/23/quando-lo-stupratore-e-un-compagno/" \h�https://bodypolitics.noblogs.org/post/2019/12/23/quando-lo-stupratore-e-un-compagno/�


Translated by Miriam Sessa





�  Lotta Continua (LC; English: Continuous Struggle) was a far-left extra-parliamentary organization in Italy. It was founded in autumn 1969 by a split in the student-worker movement of Turin, which had started militant activity at the universities and factories such as Fiat. The first issue of Lotta Continua's eponymous newspaper was published in November 1969, and publication continued until 1982 after the organization disbanded in 1976.


� Anti-Fascist Network


� Italian Military Police


� (transl. Red Wave Radio) political left wing radio in Rome since 1977 


� (transl. Break down the walls)


� Code of silence often connected to the mafia


� Unione Donne Italia - Italian Women’s Union





