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Chapter 6
Resisting Sexual Violence: What Empathy
Offers |

Sarah Clark Miller

Abstract The primary aim of this essay is to investigate modalities of resistance to
gexual violence, It beging from the observation that the nature of what we under-
stand ourselves to be resisting—that is, how we define the scope, content, and
causes of sexual violence—will have profound implications for how we approach
the possibilities of resistance. I critically engage one model of resistance to sexual
violence: feminist philosophical scholarship on self-defense, highlighting several
shortcomings in how the feminist self-defense discourse inadvertently frames sex-
al violence. Holding these criticisms in mind, I expand the landscape of resistance
to sexnal violence by considering new possibilities that empathy might offer. The
work of two contemporary women of color feminists—Roxane Gay and Tarana
Burke—launches further exploration of empathy’s alternative modes of resistance.
In focusing on empathy between survivors of sexual violence, we can expand our
understanding of the possibilities of resistance by redisiributing and broadening our
tention in three main ways: from action to affect and attitude, from a spatially and
f:_empora]ly limited event to something more expansive, and from the individual
through the interpersonal to the structural.

6._1' Introduction

This article begins from a desire to unseat the assumption that when we resist sexual
violence, we already fully understand that which we are resisting. Challenging this
‘assumption is urgent, as the nature of what we understand ourselves to be resisting
‘will have profound effects for how effective our resistance can be. The ultimate aim
‘of this article is to bring greater clarity and expansion to the methods and modes of
sistance to sexual violence that empathy can cultivate. The project might thus be
best understood as an exercise of investigating possibilities. My aim is to consider
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underexplored angles on resisting sexual violence that originate in the empathic
engagement of survivors with themselves and with one another, In the first section,
I note that how we conceptualize sexual violence matters deeply for the likelihood
of widespread, resistant engagement with sexual violence—let alone effective resis-
tance. We must therefore think carefully about how we define the scope, content,
and causes of sexual violence.

To demonstrate this point, I examine one well-mapped method of resistance to
sexual violence: feminist philosophical work on self-defense. I highlight several
shortcomings of the implicit framing of sexuval violence that one finds in theories
and praxes of self-defense: a prioritization of sexual violence as an act; a prioritiz-
ing of resisting rape rather than the broader spectrum of forms of sexual violence; a
framing of sexual violence as a discrete, temporally bound event; and a focus on
individual responsibility.

Holding these issues in mind, T then turn to the possibilities of resistance that
empathy might offer. Roxane Gay and Tarana Burke——two prominent contemporary
women of color feminists—creatively and brilliantly construct alternate modes of
resistance through empathy. Gay’s exploration of the mindset of “not that bad,” that
sexual violence survivors evidence when they diminish their own experience of the
trauma and suffering, reveals the foundational role that empathy plays in learning
how to resist the affects and attitudes of rape culture. A second major contribution
comes from Burke, who boldly situates empathy at the core of the #MeToo
Movement, detailing how it can initiate and support the healing of survivors, while
also challenging the very continuation of sexual violence. At certain moments, 1
bring Gay and Burke’s work into conversation with philosophers and psychologists
to amplify and extend aspects of their rich insights. Concentrating on cultivating
empathy between survivors of sexual violence, as well as cultivating self-reflexive
empathetic engagement, expands our understanding of the possibilities of resistance
by redistributing and broadening our attention in three main ways: from action to
affect and attitude, from a spatially and temporally limited event to something spa-
tially and durationally sustained, and from the individual through the interpersonal
to the structural.

6.2 The Nature of That Which We Resist

When we aim to resist sexual violence, what exactly is it that we are resisting?
Another way of approaching this same issue is to ask what kind of thing sexual
violence is. Ts it an act? [s it an attitude? A system? A form of power? All of the
above? The nature of what we understand ourselves to be resisting will have pro-
found repercussions for how we resist. This is true in multiple senses. While one can

imagine how this would hold for various instantiations of oppression currently oper- -
ating in the world, it is perhaps particularly true for those instances about which

there is consistent disagreement. Sexual violence is one such example. There is
substantial cuttural, scholarly, political, and historical dispute regarding precisely
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: what sexual violence is—which acts constitute it, when it occurs, how often it takes
—place, who can be subject to it, and ultimately, how to define it—as well as when,
why, and how it is morally wrong (Cahill 2001, 10-12 and 167-169). Bven within
the feminist scholarly literature, there is considerable disagreement regarding the
nature, harms, and wrongs of rape.

. Recent feminist history saw the emergence of two main feminist camps that
regarded the nature of rape in fundamentatly different terms. One camp, most
_famously represented in the work of Susan Brownmiiler, understands rape as pri-
;-'__man'ly a form of violence rather than sex (Brownmiller 1973). Another camp, rep-
: 'resented in the work of Catharine A. MacKinnon, holds that most rape is not seen as
violence (from the dominant perspective) because the eroticization of domination
“that defines masculinity within compulsory heterosexuality authorizes, in effect,
sexual aggression as simply sex (MacKinnon 1989, 178). Other, more recent theo-
= Ties of rape and sexual violence have found both of those views wanting, as repre-
sented, for example, in the work of Ann Cahill (2001).

-+ Cahill argues for an understanding of the wrongness of rape that is richly
informed by the continental philosophical tradition and that reads rape through the
lens of women's embodied experience and the cultural significance of the female
body in erder to advance “an understanding of rape as embodied experience that...
reject[s] the dichotomy of sex/violence while simultaneously naming rape and sex-
- ual violence as fundamental threats to embodied subjectivity” (Cahill 2009, 363).
7 To note that there is a dispute regarding what exactly constitutes sexual violence
-does not mean that it is ultimately undefinable or that there is no way to identify
when it has occurred. To my mind, an adequate feminist approach to sexual violence
must be a pluralist one, leaving ample room for the debates and tensions that arise
between different conceptualizations of sexual violence. It is in the points of tension
and the deliberation it takes to sort through them that admirable nuance comes to
exist. Those points of tension can engender understandings of sexual violence less
« likely to be epistemically hubristic and more likely to evidence ample sensitivity to
context, culture, and history. This does not mean that absolutely any theory of sex-
1_'3_&11 violence goes, however. Pluralism is not relativism.

In order to demonstrate the point that how we understand sexual violence has
profound implications for the nature and possibilities of resistance, T turn to an
-~ established literature on resistance—the feminist scholarship on self-defense and
sexual violence. By critically engaging this literature, we can see how self-defense
as'a mode of resistance has implicitly shaped the accompanying concept of sexual
vielence, to which it understands itself to be responding. I will highlight three ways
~ifirwhich this is the case.

-~ While much of the literature regarding women and self-defense has come from
_l_}e disciplines of Psychology and Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies (exam-
ples include MeCaughey 1997; Hollander 2004, 2016; Weitlauf et al. 2000; Marcus
1993}, feminist philosophers have also made important contributions. The work of
-{wo feminist philosophers, Ann J. Cahill (2001, 198-207, 2009) and Sylvia Burrow
2009, 2012), stands out for the skillful, nuanced, and instghtful analyses they pro-
vide. Part of what I will accomplish in this section is to point to the limitations of
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self-defense as a means of resistance to sexual violence because of the unwitting
framing of sexual violence that it incorporates. I want first, however, to pause and
nate that both the literature on self-defense and the practice itselfl are valuable. Both
attend to transforming how women and other sexually oppressed people experience
their own bodies and to expanding their agential abilities. As a result, theories and
praxes of self-defense can reduce the harms of sexuval trauma, In the context of a
rape culture, self-defense carries immense and diverse vatue. Bven so, it is impor-
tant to call attention to how self-defense as a means of resistance frames sexual
violence in potentially deleterious ways.

I will concentrate here on Cahill's work on self-defense because of the debate
regarding sclf-defense as a means of resistance that arose in response to the last
chapter of her 2001 book, Rethinking Rape. The exchange between Cahill and crit-
ics Susan Martin (2002) and Carine Mardorossian (2003) is valuable for how it
delineates some of the main lines of critique of self-defense as a means of resisting
sexual violence. Cahill continues this discussion in a 2009 article in which she pro-
vides the following summary of Martin and Mardorossian’s criticisms: “(1) That
self-defense only increases women’s fear and reifies the threat of rape; (2) That
self-defense unfairly places the burden of rectifying the effects of a rape culfure on
its most likely victims, that is, women; (3) That self-defense is an ineffective
response to the threat of sexual violence that contemporary Western cultures present
to women” (Cahill 2009, 366-367). Mardorossian {2003) issues critigues one and
two; Martin (2002) issues the third. Cahill offers thoughtful and largely convincing
responses to all three criticisms, drawing on and reaffirming her distinctive embod-
ied approach to understanding sexual violation in the process.

This debate forms an important backdrop for identifying the problematic ways
self-defense theories and praxes implicitly shape the concept of sexual violence. It
is as if leading with self-defense as a means of resisting sexual violence funnels
attention toward certain aspects of sexual violence, while overlooking or downplay-
ing other very important features. I will zero in on three main features of the con-
ceptual framing and its related limitations: sexual violence as an act; sexual violence
as an event; and sexual violence as an individual phenomenon.

A focus on resistance through self-defense implicitly conceptualizes sexual vio-
lence as a physical act or series of acts that must be resisted through embodied
defense. This is the first main concern regarding theories and praxes of self-defense.
There is, therefore, an unfortunate prioritizing of physical elements over affective,
attitudinal, and cognitive elements. The implication is that physical action is neces-
sarily the primary site of resistance to sexual violence. This form of resistance is
implied through what self-defense classes aim to teach, namely, how to physically
fend off perpetrators of sexual assault. In addition, self-defense training is often
framed as a form of response 1o stranger rape, which in the United States is statisti-
cally much less likely to occur than acquaintance rape. RAINN (the Rape, Abuse &
Incest National Network} reports that 28% of rapes are commiited by a stranger,
while 45% are committed by an acquaintance, and 25% are committed by a cur-
rent or former intimate partner. Thus, while 28% of rapes are committed by a
stranger, 70% are committed by someone the victim knows (RAINN 2018), which
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tenders the prioritization of stranger rape in sclf-defense training, when it happens,
unfortunate.

... There are several responses that proponents of self-defense might offer. One
promising counterargument is the idea that while self-defense trains students in
relation to specific possible future acts, it also teaches trainees new ways of com-
‘porting their bodies in everyday life, as well as “a different way of fiving one’s
body” which gives rise to “distinctly feminist ways of interacting with the world”
“(Cahill 2009, 367-368).

- These distinctly feminist ways of interacting with the world can take hold regard-
less of whether one ever needs to defend oneself from sexual violence in the real
~world. Thus, while the method of training may be based in Iearning how to defend
. oneself against physical sexual assault, that which the training imparts can generate
new forms of embodied living that have implications far beyond the specificity of an
imagined future physical assault. Maintaining this position, Cahill argues that femi-
nist self-defense courses therefore “have the potential to position women differently
with regard to hegemonic heterosexuality in general” (Ibid., 368). While feminist
self-defense courses may hold the potential to train students in defense methods that
exceed the specificity of physical acts, one might question how likely that is to take
place when responding to forms of physical assault is a primary purpose of the
training.

w0 A slightly different way to articulate this general line of objection is to ask what
falls from view when self-defense is prioritized as a main means of resistance to
sexual violence. What gets fost is that sexual violence is far more than a series of
physical acts. Put simply, not all forms of sexual violence involve physical attack.
Sexual violence also takes afffective, attitudinal, and cognitive forms. If we prioritize
- Tesisting physically, we may be less likely to tend to the incredibly important modes
of resistance that are primarily affective, attitudinal, or cognitive in nature. Of
;- Course, these different modes are necessarily intertwined with one another and with
the physical, too: you are likely to be more successful defending yourself physically
if you possesses not only the physical acumen to resist attack but also an opinion of
i yourself as being worthy of defending—which I take to be primarily a matter of
:psychology (or perhaps moral psychology, in this particular instance). In contrast,
+ the prioritization of physical defense in self-defense can have the unintended perni-
< cious effect of making other forms of resistance less visible and perhaps also less
- socially intelligible to survivors and non-survivors alike.

:- Taking sexual violence to be primarily a matter of physical acts or events also
. impedes an understanding of rape as existing along a continuum of behaviors, In
worder to effectively resist sexual vielence, we need to resist these other forms of
. sexual violence, too. Just as the modes of violation may be physical, affective, atti-
tudinal, or cognitive (and very likely some complex mixture of these components),
: sb, too, must the modes of resistance span and interweave these modalities. Self-
- defense thus represents only one element of a much larger landscape.

~The second concern about self-defense observes that concentrating on self-
-defense can result in an implicit framing of sexual violence as a single, temporally-
bound, spatially-discrete event, rather than as something that is durationally
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sustained (or incessantly repetitive} and spatially extended. Rape exists as a form of
sexual violence that has an event-based structure: it takes place in a particular loca-
tion during a certain timeframe. When women train to resist individual acts of sex-
ual violence, they train to resist significant events of atternpted violence that are
spatially located and temporally discrete. If a man jumps out of the bushes and
attacks, how will they resist? Can they be coached to respond beyond freezing in
fear? Instruction in self-defense addresses this issue (and, of course, other 1ssues,
to0). Without a doubt, this form of training can be a very positive thing. But rape is
only one violent, visible outburst of a much broader system of heteronormative,
patriarchal culture. Resisting rape alone won’t work to dismantle that system. Many
of the forms of assault that rape culture evidences are spatially expansive and tem-
porally incessant: street harassment, internalization of sexist attitudes, and the per-
vasive sense of feeling unsafe while walking alone at night on a deserted city street
are examples that come to mind. There is, therefore, the danger that feminist theo-
ries and praxes of self-defense will be only minimally effective because they set the
spatially- situated, temporally-limited moments of sexual violence as their prime
target, neglecting the wider structures and ongoing onslaught of rape culture.

The final concern echoes worries that other feminist theorists have raised about
self-defense (cf. Mardorossian 2003}, though in a different register. Direciing atten-
tion to self-defense as a means of empowerment in the face of a culture with wide-
spread practices of sexual violence implicitly centers attention on the individual, at
the expense of tending to systemic or structural elements. (For a defense of self-
defense against the assumption that it is individualistic, see Hollander 2016.) That
which is imagined and, in a sense, prepared for are future situations in which indi-
viduals would defend themselves against potential perpetrators. It is a form of prep-
aration that emphasizes individual modes of resistance. In contrast with this
approach, I want to argue that it is imperative to conceptualize sexual violence as
more than the individual acts that constitute it. Such an approach locks in certain
agential, ethical, political, and epistemological perspectives that limit the scope of
what we can see and understand. Tt therefore, in turn, limits the extent to which we
can resist. An individualizing conceptualization of sexual violence is not only prob-
lematic because it fails to disclose the fullness of the phenomena and their accom-
panying harm. It is also problematic because what we do not properly see and
understand, we cannot hope to adequately resist,

This is not to say that individual resistance isn’t important. There are sifuations
in the United States where being equipped with an ability to fight back physically
could render a person safer and less likely to be sexually assaulted. There are ben-
efits to learning how to take up space with one’s body, to make clear that those who
encroach will be repelled. It is important to note, however, that a perspective more
carefully attuned to matters of siructural injustice reveals the uneven distribution of
the need for such skills. Where and by whom such skills are required, as well as who
is encouraged to acquire them, will differ based upon context and access to social
power. For example, given the extensive history of the racialized use of rape

accusations in the United States, a wealthy white woman who physically defends ;
herself against a poor black male assailant is likely to fare better socially, politically, -
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and possibly legally than a poor black woman who fends off a wealthy white male
assailant.

.- In addition, the prioritization of the individual resistor that self-defense requires
creates an unjust distribution of responsibility for both the prevention of and resis-
tance to sexual violence. It places responsibility on individual women who must
frain to be ready to fight off future potential perpetrators. Should they fail to acquire
these skills, the thinking could go, they could be thought to be culpable for their lack
of preparedness and the sexual assault that could result. This approach reinforces
decades of thinking regarding what women should do so as not to invite rape—wear
skirts of a ‘reasonable’ length, walk in groups at night, never get intoxicated, and
now, train to be prepared to physically defeat or escape from rapists. Overall, the
individualizing of rape implicit in self-defense discourses problematically occludes
structaral and institutional components of sexual violence. Resisting and restructur-
ing these aspects of rape culture is necessary for ending sexual violence.

.. This section has hopefully demonstrated three points regarding how discourses
on self-defense and sexual violence need to evolve: from action to affect and atti-
‘tiide; from something that is necessarily a spatially and temporally limited event to
‘something more spatially and durationally sustained; and finally, from a focus on
the individual to include institutional and structural components, too. I turn next to
:__t'wo contemporary women of color feminists, whose work on empathy holds the
promise of exactly these transformations.

-6:._3 Resisting the Mindset of “Not That Bad”

In the introduction to the recent collection, Not That Bad, Roxane Gay (2018) illu-
minates a significant, underexplored aspect of rape culture that must be countered
‘and transformed in order to effectively resist sexual violence. After describing the
‘gang rape she suffered when she was 12 years old and the irreparable damage and
radical shifts in her self-concept and understanding of the world it issued in her life,
4y turns to an awareness she later began to assemble of the widespread nature of
sxual violence through the stories of women she met who were also survivors:

- As T got older, 1 met countless women who had endured ali manner of violence, harassment,
“'sexual assault, and rape. 1 heard their painful stories and started to think, What I went
" through was bad, but it wasn’t that bad. Most of my scars have faded. I have learned to live
“iwith my trauma, Those hoys killed the girl T was, but they didn’t kill ail of me. They didn’t
hold a gun to my head or a blade to my throat and threaten my life. I survived, I taught
myself to be grateful I survived even if survival didn’t look like much. {Gay 2018, ix)

- Gay’s writing evidences a certain logic of surviving sexual violence: by engaging a
‘Gomparative exercise designed to minimize the magnitude of one’s own trauma, one
haracterizes what others have experienced as more serious, as a more cgregious or
greater form of injury. In this mode, survivors can experience a somewhat perverse
sort of gratitude as a mode of recovery from trauma—gratitude that the nature of
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ttempt to diminish it in order to survive. By minimizing their own suffering, they
‘come to be deadened not only to that which has harmed them but also to the suffer-
-1ng of others. As they become empathically compromised, the threshold of legiti-
ate suffering seemingly moves ever higher.

++This extensive exploration of the “not that bad’* mindset is important for multiple
reasons. Most salient for present purposes is the detailed picture that emerges of the
set of attitudes and emotions that sustain it—attitudes and emotions that ultimately
license sexually harmful forms of treatment of oneself and others and that lead one
0 accept various forms of sexually violating behavior from others. That is, until one
oesn’t. Articulating her inceptive moment of resistance, Gay writes: “The list of
‘ways I allowed myself to be treated badly grew into something I could no longer
carry, not at all” (Gay 2018, x). With the “not that bad” mindset laid bare, that which
it is imperative to resist comes clearly into view.

- Gay’s reflections on her own shift in this regard are instructive:

their violation was not more extreme. What happened could have been worse. It
was, survivors tell themselves, all things considered, not that bad.

This framing of sexual violence as “not that bad” represents a diminishment of
the horror and harm of one’s experience in the service of survival, Surviving sexual
violence—continuing to live in its aftermath-—may involve a considerable invest-
ment in this idea that what one went through could have been worse. This form of
minimizing offers a certain form of salve: if another’s trauma is greater than yours,
then yours is more likely to be something that you can bear. Gay articulates this
point powerfully: “Allowing myself to believe that being gang-raped wasn’t ‘that
bad’ allowed me to break down my trauma into something more manageable, into
something I could carry with me instead of allowing the magnitude of it to destroy
me” (Gay 2018, x). Claiming a reduced foolprint for one’s trauma creates space for
the development of other aspects of oneself around and beyond the trauma itself.
Regaining the ability to develop new elements of identity and meaning in one’s life
can be central to recovery. Understanding one’s own experience as not that bad can
help to generate this kind of space.

The psychology of “not that bad” can serve as an essential tool of survival, But _
diminishment of one’s sexual violation is decidedly a double-edged sword. While
diminishment of the “not that bad” variety can begin to open space for possible
identities and meanings for one’s life beyond that of traumatized victim, it can also ;
operate as a tool of abuse and denial for both oneself and others. As Gay ohserves, ;
if gang rape is not that bad, then it follows that a spectrum of other forms of sexually
violent and demeaning treatment—rape while unconscious from date rape drugs,
attempted rape, sexual assault by an intimate pariner, non-penetrative sexual assault,
being groped on public transit, catcalls, termination for not complying with a boss’s
sexual demands, lewd comments in the workplace, the demand that one be grateful
for receiving unwanted sexual attention because one is fat or disabled or old—must
also be tolerable. If sexual violation exists on a continuum and gang rape is not that
bad, then a whole host of extremely harmful behaviors that precede it on the con-
tinuum are likely to be minimized, waived away, denied, and ignored.

Thus, the idea that what one has suffered is not that bad can tacitly legitimize
many iterations of sexual violation, not only for oneself as a survivor but also for
others. The mindset of “not that bad” can serve as an interpersonal measure of the
seriousness of the violations that others experience. Such minimization therefore
functions as an unwitting yet unfortunately effective means of furthering rape cul-;
ture. Gay notes that when we see a form of sexual violence as not that bad, even if
we are doing so in order to cope with something horrible that has happened to us,
we inadvertently condone other forms of sexual violation: “Buying into this notion:
made me numb to bad experiences that weren’t as bad as the worst stories I heard.
For years, T fostered wildly unrealistic expectations of the kinds of experiences wor-
thy of suffering until very little was worthy of suffering. The surfaces of my empa-
thy became calloused” (Gay 2018, x). The damage of the “not that bad” mindset
accumulates-its numbing effects building—until survivors of sexual violence.
are unable to feel their own pain, as well as the pain of others. Many survivors con-,
tinue to know the reality of the pain of their violation on some level, even as they

_Tdon’t know when this changed, when I began realizing that all the encounters people have

with sexual violence are, indeed, that bad. I didn’t have a grand epiphany. I finally recon-
~tiled my own past enough to realize that what I had endured was that bad, that what anyone
< has suiffered is that bad, T finally met enough peaple, mostly women, who also believed that
the terrible things they endured weren’t that bad when clearly those experiences were
indeed that bad, I saw what calloused empathy looked like in people who had every right to
~wear their wounds openly and hated the sight of it, {Gay 2018, x—xi)

Gay shows us two crucial, intertwined elements of what we must confront when we
resist sexual violence: (1) the affects and attitudes we hold toward our own suffering
as survivors of sexual violence and (2) how we feel about and approach the similar
suffering other survivors experience. The slowly growing realization that Gay artic-
}lfates~absem any cathartic epiphany or quick transformation—that the suffering
of all victims of sexual violence is “that bad™ is ultimately a realization that our own
nd ‘others’ suffering as survivors is morally significant. It has moral weight. In
short, it matters.

“In order to know and feel that one’s suffering matters, survivors have to first
know that they matter. Knowing that you matter morally is the bedrock upon which
the significance of your suffering rests. Rape culture chips away at the sense that
women and others who are sexually oppressed have equal moral standing specifi-
sally as women and mermbers of other sexually oppressed groups. This is impor-
antly different from knowing that you have moral standing in a general sense—as
a'human being, for example. What is under attack and what must be resisted is more
pecific than one’s humanity. Those who are raped are, of course, human—but they
afé' a particular sort of human—female, Black, trans*, disabled, queer. Here, one
'_ri'ds intersectionality at the root of resistance: It is not one’s general hummanity, but
ather the specificity of human identity that makes one a mark for sexual violation,
0, the form of mattering morally that needs to emerge is one that addresses this
pecificity and one that is intersectional through-and-through. Garden-variety uni-
ersal moral standing will be insufficient.

In the realm of sexual violence, the failure to recognize a survivor’s suffering as
morally significant displays the experiences, attitudes, and emotions that most need
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‘ Empathic connection between survivors not only initiates healing for those who
“have been sexually victimized but also provides a means of resistance. Healing, in
fact, can be a mode of resistance. By identifying and connecting with the signifi-
cance of another’s suffering or distress, survivors not only open the door to healing
but also generate the conditions of resistance through the cultivation of their agency.
ealing itself is a potential means of resistance, inasmuch as those who are healing
__é" more likely to have the emotional and cognitive resources necessary 0 resist.
Empathic connection between survivors thus potentially creates the conditions of
the possibility of resistance by promoting healing, Healing from sexual violence
lielps survivors return to increased and, in time, full agency. And it is from a position
f increased agency——in which we can name and seek self-determined ends—that
e are most likely to be able to resist.

In the literature of interest to hoth philosophers and psychologists, empathy is
confiected with moral agency in another important sense—-as constitutive for moral
"d_é_Veiopment. Social psychologist Martin Hoffman mapped five categories in the
development of empathic distress (Hoffmann 2000, 63-86), including egocentric
¢mpathic distress, quasi-egocentric empathic distress, and veridical empathic dis-
¢ss. While there are identifiable stages of development of empathy in childhood,
wccording to Hoffmann, our empathic abilities continue to develop throughout the
entirety of our lives (72). Of greatest interest is the final category that Hoffimann
articulates—“‘empathic distress beyond the situation” (80)—which holds particular
relevance for the present discussion. Hoffmann writes:

to be resisted. We will not resist that which we believe is not that bad. When we
upend these false beliefs and accord our suffering and the suffering of other survi-
vors the moral weight both deserve, resistance becomes possible. What does it take
{o come to see our own experience of sexual violence as “that bad”? What fosters
the transformation in perspective that permits such a realization about one’s own
past? And what fosters it regarding other’s experiences of sexual violence? I would
argue that both metamorphoses are crucial modes of resistance. And, building on
Gay’s work, I would argue that that which makes these particular modes of resis-
tance possible is empathy.

6.4 Empathy and Resistance

Tarana Burke, civil rights activist and founder of the #MeToo Movement, articulates
the power of empathy to fuel resistance to sexual violence. Burke originated the
phrase “me 100" over a decade ago (before the advent of hashtags) to support young
girls of color who were survivors of sexual violence. According to Burke, the
#MeToo Movement has a two-pronged aim: to provide survivors what they need to
begin healing and to work to end sexual violence. Empathy plays a significant role
in both of these goals. Both goals contribute in important ways to the process of
resisting sexual violence.

Empathy can be understood through multiple disciplinary lenses. Most relevant”
to our present purposes is empathy as a psychological concept and as a concept’:
intertwined with philosophical accounts of moral agency (as found, for example, in
the work of moral sentimentalists). We can gain a greater sense of empathy’s signifi-
cance for resisting sexual violence by connecting Gay’s insights regarding empathy
and resistance with Burke’s trailblazing incorporation of empathy at the heart of the-
#MeToo Movement. What exactly is the work that empathy does? How does it fos
ter resistance to sexual violence?

Elaborating further on the origins of the #MeToo Movement, Burke states that:
“Me Too® started, not as a hashtag, but as a campaign from an organization that I
founded: Just Be Tnc. ...And empowerment through empathy was the thing that
felt helped me. ...[Olther survivors who empathize[d] with my situation helpied
me to feel like T wasn’t alone and gave me entry to my healing journey” (CBS News .
2017). Burke highlights how empathy between survivors can initiate the possibility -
of healing, the first aim of the #MeToo Movement, as she sees it. Empathic connec- -
tion with others who have also experienced sexual violence can help survivors t
feel less alone. Empathy bere functions in a psychological sense as the recognition’
of the significance of another’s suffering or distress—in this case the specific suffer
ing experienced when one is a victim of sexual violence. Emotional resonanc
hetween survivors can support survivors who have yet to begin to heal through the
knowledge that they are not alone: Others have experienced similar suffering. Th
process of having a knowing Other bear witness to one’s pain can provide a power-:
ful opening to recovery.

“At some point in development, owing (o the emerging conception of self and others as
' continuows persons with separate histories and identities, children become aware that others
~feel joy, anger, sadness, fear, and low esteem not only in the immediase situation but also in
“the context of a larger pattern of life experience. Consequently, although they continue to
:Teel empathically distressed in response io another’s immediate pain or discomfort, they can
‘also respond with empathic distress to what they imagine to be the other’s chronically sad
“af ynpleasant life condition.

* This mental representation of the other’s plight ~ his or her typical day-to-day level of
* distress or deprivation, opportunities available or denied him or her, future prospects — may
ali short of what one considers a minimal standard of weli-being (socially determined).
80)

offmann’s work provides the opportunity to frame an indispensable insight regard-
i the relationship between empathy and resistance. The concept of empathic dis-
tress beyond the situation calls attention to the importance of framing the connection
between empathy and resistance in a broader, structural framework. When we read
fie empathic distress that survivors feel toward other survivors’ suffering through
Hoffmann’s concept of empathic distress beyond the situation, how a survivor’s
z_ﬁpathy relates to the broader conditions of rape culture can be seen. The nature of
he distress and the mechanisms that foster identification between survivors of sex-
al violence is interpersonal—-clearly an important level of interaction for healing
urvivors. But what the ability of empathic distress beyond the situation points to is
ow empathy connects with structural oppression. When sexual violence SUTVivors
espond to other sexual violence survivors empathicaily, what they are responding
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ituated in terms of certain oppression-based experiences of trauma. It is also
“through this connection that survivors are then able to speak up with bold declara-
tions that they, too, are sexual violence victims and they are not ashamed of this
status, They can do so secure in the knowledge that they will not be alone in their
.bravery of claiming the status of survivor. And, through empathic access to others’
‘experiences of systemic oppression, they can do so in ways designed to disrupt
_8tructural forces.

::Burke helps us to see that the relational bonds that empathy fosters can disrupt
he highly isolating, seemingly atypical (though in reality, shockingly common)
-experience of sexual violence, as well as how sexual violence hlocks healing and
Turthers rape culture through the mechanisms of the “not that bad” mindset that Gay
identified above. There is power in the empathic engagement of sexual vielence
sirvivors (Locurto 2018). The power available through empathic connection, as we
have seen above, is multifold, Understandin g another’s situation through empathic
connection between survivors is a keystone in healing and also as a linchpin of how
empathy can function as a tool of resistance.

to, I would contend, is the distress that other survivors feel as a result not merely of
the particular incidence of sexual violence they experienced (relating to the immedi-
ate situation, as Hoffmann would conceive of it). They are also responding to that
event of sexual violence set in the broader situation of the “day-to-day level of dis-
tress and deprivation” that those who are sexually oppressed experience living in a
rape culture.

With this piece in place, an important implication for the mindset of “not that
bad” appears. As we saw above, Gay’s discussion of the mentality of “not that bad”
highlights how sexual trauma can induce a limitation on survivors’ empathic capac-
ities. The impact on empathy is bidirectional: one loses core components of the
ability to empathize both with one’s own suffering and with the suffering of others.
With Hoffmann in mind, an additional harm of sexual violence falls into place:
sexual violence can arrest and destroy aspects of one’s empathic development. If
one is gang raped at the age of twelve and subsequently adopts the mentality of “not
that bad” as a coping mechanism, how this occurrence impedes the development of
one’s empathy in the process may gravely hinder a survivor’s ability to detect
aspects of structural injustice, as the capacity to engage empathic distress beyond
the situation allows one to meaningfully situate individual cases of sexual violence
in broader structural contexts of rampant misogyny and patriarchal culture. As the :
most advanced empathic capacity, development of the ability to experience empathic .
distress beyond the situation is an ability that people continue to master throughout
the entirety of their lives,

This means that healing opens the possibility for survivors to recover not only
their ability to recognize and give proper moral weight to their own suffering and to
the suffering of other survivors of sexual violence, but also the ability to recognize
and give proper moral weight to the structural oppression in which perpetrators car-
ried out their violation and the violation of others. The recovery of the ability to
detect and engage empathic distress beyond the immediate situation forms the bed-
rock of the capacity to resist sexual violence.

By returning to Burke, we can uncover one final insight regarding the interaction
of empathy and agency in the name of resisting sexual violence. Recall that Burke
articulates at jeast two meanings of “Me Too™: “On one side, it’s a bold declarative
statemnent that ‘T'm not ashamed’ and ‘I’m not alone.” On the other side, it’s a state-.
ment from survivor to survivor that says ‘I see you, | hear you, I understand you and:
I'm here for you or I get it.’...When you experience trauma and meet other people’
that have a similar experience, and you show empathy for each other, it creates a
bond” (as quoted in Santiago and Criss 2017). Burke’s reflections help us to zero in
on another way that empathy between survivors of sexual violence connects with
agency to produce resistance. Certain forms of empathy can help to foster the devel-
opment of solidarity (Hemmings 2012; Rodino-Colocino 2018; Ferguson 2009;:
Zack 2005; Bailey 2008), as well as collective agency (Bratman 2014; Gilbert ;
1990). The bond that Burke credits empathy with creating between survivors:
can form the bedrock of collective resistance. :

Surely, you can resist on your own, but it is a lot easier to do so when you fee
identification and connection with those who are in some significant sense similarly

65 Conclusion

Empathy emerges as an unexpected motor of resistance to sexual violence in and
through the trailblazing work of Roxane Gay and Tarana Burke. Empathy does
work that self-defense cannot. Through empathy, resistance becomes a process not
only of act, but also of affect, attitude, and cognition. Empathy shifts our attention
from a conception of sexual violence as spatially and temporally contained to an
_u_'nderstanding of the long-term, widespread healing that sexual violence requires,
And empathy explicitly moves us from an individualized model of suffering to the
possibilities of healing and insight that interpersonal and structural perspectives
offer.
:For Burke and Gay, empathy for oneself as a survivor of sexual violence and
tween survivors ultimately serves to interrupt and disrupt the ethical, political,
and cultural mechanisms that sustain sexual violence. Burke also reminds us that
while the larger goal of ending sexual violence overall is important, it is also imper-
 ative to focus on smaller daily disruptions of sexual violence. This day-to-day dis-
ruption is part of the work that empathy is particularly effective at accomplishing
Burke 2018). Burke advocates for a focus on healing, made possible by empathy
- ‘between survivors as well as the opportunities for resistance—intrapersonally, inter-
' personally, and structurally—that empathy offers, including the ways it can facili-
ate solidarity and collective agency.
Reading Gay through the lens of Burke, what Gay articulates above can be read
is part of the indispensable work that the #MeToo Movement has accomplished.
Through the #MeToo Movement, vast nurnbers of survivors move from a mentality
- 0f “not that bad” to come forth and say, “This is how bad it was for me” and to be
met with the empathic response of fellow survivors, saying, “I see you” and “Yes, it
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was that bad for me, too.” What emerges is a structurally-informed sense of the
widespread occurrence of sexual violence. This is a vital way of bringing rape cul-
ture into sharper focus so as to be better able to dismantle if.

Bringing Burke and Gay directly into conversation with one another, we see how
the #MeToo Movement helps us to understand exactly how crucial it is to resist cast-
ing one’s own or another’s experience of sexual violence as not that bad. In different
ways, both remind us that naming and claiming are tools of resistance: naming what
happened to one as sexual violence and claiming the moral significance of one’s
suffering. Doing so in and through empathy for oneself and through the process that
empathy uniquely affords of lovingly witnessing one another’s suffering is deeply
powerful. Validating our own and other survivors’ experiences disrupts the everyday :
business of rape culture. Doing so will not necessarily end sexual vielence, but it :
can jam a main mechanism of the rape culture machine: the necessity of victims .
denying the moral significance of the harm they suffer. Empathy can bring survivors :
out of the isolated level of the individual to the supportive level of the interpersonal -
and ultimately into greater, powerful understandings of the structural forces that
sustain rape culture. :
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