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Abstract 

This special issue seeks to re-situate perpetrators at the heart of discussions of sexually coercive 

behaviour. Acts of sexual aggression are intrinsically connected to historically contingent 

gender dynamics, as well as by social structures which foster the circumstances for sexual 

assault. In a wide range of geopolitical contexts, the perpetrators of sexual violence have been 

protected by ineffective and intrusive police, prosecution and court systems which ultimately 

place the burden of proof on victims, and by patriarchal social structures in which aggressors 

are more likely to occupy positions of power which can be exploited with impunity. Our 

contributors come from varied disciplinary backgrounds, including anthropology, sociology, 

media studies and history to explore perceptions and characteristics of sexual perpetrators in a 

range of geographical and cultural contexts. Throughout their work, the term ‘perpetrator’ 

emerges as both the individual agent of crime as well as the institutions, social structures, and 

discourses which facilitate and accommodate sexual violence. By recognising the historical 

contingency of sexual perpetrators, we eschew essentialising worldviews which present sexual 

harm as natural and immutable. 
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…because of two hundred thousand years of human history, 

thirty-seven of them my own – 

I do not believe in silence 

Clare Shaw (2012) 

Sexual crimes remain under-reported across the globe.1 Victims who seek legal recourse for 

harms suffered are often subjected to painful scrutiny of their own behaviour and personal lives 

by medical personnel, juridical authorities and the media. Survivors of sexual violence have 

described their frustration at the legal process, which seems to place them rather than the person 

who sexually assaulted them on trial.2 In particular, court proceedings are frequently influenced 

by pervasive rape myths which place the burden of responsibility for sexual violence on the 

failure of victims to protect themselves.3 At the same time, well-meaning attempts to recognise 

the trauma experienced by rape victims or to empower women through the use of anti-rape 

technologies can reinforce emphasis on the victim as the site of rape prevention, thus displacing 

(usually) male responsibility for sexual violence.4 This special issue seeks to re-situate 

perpetrators at the heart of discussions of sexually coercive behaviour. 

As Clare Shaw evokes in the poem they have contributed to this special issue, there can 

be a sense of historical inevitability to the perpetration of sexual violence in our society. 

Nonetheless, acts of sexual aggression are intrinsically connected to historically contingent 

gender dynamics, as well as by social structures which foster the circumstances for sexual 

assault. In a wide range of geopolitical contexts, the perpetrators of sexual violence have been 

protected by ineffective and intrusive police, prosecution and court systems which ultimately 

place the burden of proof on victims, and by patriarchal social structures in which aggressors 

are more likely to occupy positions of power which can be exploited with impunity. Our 

contributors come from varied disciplinary backgrounds, including anthropology, sociology, 
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media studies and history to explore perceptions and characteristics of sexual perpetrators in a 

range of geographical and cultural contexts. Throughout their work, the term ‘perpetrator’ 

emerges as both the individual agent of crime as well as the institutions, social structures, and 

discourses which facilitate and accommodate sexual violence. Similarities abound across the 

different contributions, from the omnipresence of certain—if shifting—‘perpetrator myths’ 

within modern societies, to the abuse of power which often accompanies sexual harm, whether 

this is linked to celebrity status, political authority, or some other position of privilege. By 

paying attention to such convergences as well as the divergences, we encourage greater 

scrutiny of the motivations, methods, and characteristics of sexual perpetrators throughout 

modern history. What have been the characteristics of sexual perpetrators across time and 

space? How have they represented themselves in legal settings? How have they been perceived, 

managed and ‘treated’ in the modern period? Why is the figure of the perpetrator often missing 

or obscured in legal and medical spaces? And why, when perpetrators do feature in the 

reporting of sexual crimes, are they commonly depicted as ‘other’, ‘extraordinary’ or a 

‘monster’? This special issue seeks to shed light on such questions, exploring the figure of the 

perpetrator within media, legal, medical, psychiatric, public health, and forensic discourses in 

a range of contexts during the modern period.  

Empathy is unevenly distributed by the media in relation to victims and perpetrators of 

sexual violence. While victims often become defined by an assault, certain sexual perpetrators 

are presented as three dimensional, even talented individuals. In some high-profile examples 

from recent years, we have seen self-confessed ‘pussy grabber’ Donald Trump elected to the 

White House; media commentary of Stanford rapist Brock Turner’s swimming times in articles 

about his alleged offences; and film director Roman Polanski continue to accumulate critical 

accolades despite an outstanding extradition order to the US for sexually abusing a thirteen-

year-old girl in 1977 when aged forty-three.5 This apparent willingness to accommodate or 
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overlook the harms perpetrated by abusers within society is reflected in the statistics on rape 

prosecutions. For decades, critics have drawn attention to the appallingly low prosecution rates 

for sexual crimes. Legal scholar Jennifer Temkin has shown how since the late 1960s, 

prosecution rates for reported rates have fallen from the already low 53 per cent between 1969-

74 to an abysmal 26 per cent in 1999-2000.6 Conviction rates for rape have continued to 

plummet, despite rises in reporting. In 2021, Justice Secretary Robert Buckland went so far as 

to apologise for low conviction rates as Victims’ commissioner Dame Vera Baird equated the 

figures to ‘the decriminalisation of rape’.7 As Joanna Bourke recently stated: ‘It is a disgrace 

that, in 1970s Britain, only one in three cases of rape that were reported to the police ended in 

a conviction. Today it is fewer than one in twenty. After forty years of feminist activism and 

legal reform, this is a disgrace’.8 Given the failure of justice systems to effectively prosecute 

rape or convict perpetrators, a significant contingent of feminist scholars now reject carceral 

approaches to sexual crimes altogether. They highlight the failure of a legalistic approach in 

tackling the root causes of sexual violence and the ways in which reliance on police, 

prosecutors and courts compounds racist practices that disproportionately imprison people of 

colour.9  

Like Bourke and many others, we remain frustrated by the continued focus on the 

behaviour of victims in popular discourse, which even in sympathetic renderings deflects 

attention from the root causes of sexual harm and perpetuates victim-blaming narratives. In the 

UK, coverage of the rape and murder of 33-year-old marketing executive Sarah Everard in 

March 2021 expressed dismay at the notion that a woman could be kidnapped while walking 

home at a reasonable hour on a busy street.10 Shortly after, coverage of the murder of London 

primary school teacher Sabina Nessa in September 2021 displayed similar outrage at the fact 

that such an attack could occur again on what should have been a five-minute walk to meet 

friends.11 Public discourse then shifted to scrutiny of the greater media and public attention the 
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Sarah Everard case received over Sabina Nessa’s, drawing on ideas of ‘white privilege’ to 

critique the phenomenon in which, even in death, white bodies demand greater public sympathy 

than those of colour.12 To be sure, as scholars such as Tanya Serisier and Hyunah Yang have 

pointed out, the politics of ‘speaking out’ about sexual violence is determined by the politics 

of listening.13  Such scholarship has shown how racialised and class-based notions of 

‘respectability’ mean that certain victims’ voices have traditionally been marginalised, even 

within the recent #metoo movement.14 Public and media discourses which centre the apparent 

‘ordinariness’ of a woman and her behaviour at the time of an attack reinforces ideas of her 

perceived ‘innocence’, with the underlying implication that those exhibiting opposing 

characteristics are somehow responsible for violence suffered. Such conceptualisations of 

‘innocence’ are shaped—consciously or otherwise—by social prejudices, particularly those 

linked to race, class, sexual orientation, disability and/or gender identity, and can have a 

significant impact on the kinds of sexual violence we, as a society, are willing to acknowledge. 

At the same time, some feminist scholars have called out as bogus the ‘politics of 

representation’ which ‘believes that justice is equal exposure for all murder victims’.15 Old 

tropes and new debates about the behaviour and identity of victims mask the reality that sexual 

harms would not exist without the aggressor. This special issue therefore sets out to recentre 

the root causes of sexual violence within the figure of the perpetrator, understood as both the 

individual abuser and the societal structures which enable him.  

Feminist scholars of sexual violence have identified multiple popular rape myths 

relating to the victims of sexual violence which have emerged throughout history. These 

include the notion that women, children and other victims tend to ‘lie’ or exaggerate cases of 

abuse, or that it is ‘impossible’ to rape a resisting woman—sometimes referred to as the 

‘vibrating scabbard’ myth.16 Alongside these popular fallacies lie a parallel set of 

misconceptions surrounding the figure of the sexual perpetrator, particularly with regards to 
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their relationship to the victim. Although the media minimises the harm rendered by certain 

powerful male perpetrators, it equally caricatures others as strangers or loners, who are 

abnormal in some way or mentally ill. As for their victim-related myths, such conceptions of 

the perpetrator are historically contingent and have evolved over time. From the 1970s, and 

particularly the rise of second-wave feminism, perceptions of sexual perpetrators as isolated 

and deranged individuals were challenged by pioneering feminist authors such as Susan 

Brownmiller, who pointed to the relative rarity of stranger rape, and argued that all men were 

implicated in the upholding of societal structures that facilitated sexual violence. As such, rape 

was not an isolated and rare act committed at random by ‘mad’ men, but rather a product of 

societal inequalities between men and women, or in other words, an expression of power, 

specifically male power over women. In her now iconic if contentious formulation, 

Brownmiller argued that rape was ‘a conscious process of intimidation by which all men keep 

all women in a state of fear’.17  

Brownmiller’s work subsequently received sustained critique on a number of points, 

not least for her limited assessment of how sexual violence intersected with questions of race.18 

Brownmiller’s work ignored black feminist scholarship on rape, and downplayed the ways in 

which racial stereotypes of predatory black men encouraged racialised violence and legal 

injustices, as in the infamous cases of the Scottsboro Nine and Emmett Till in 1931 and 1955 

respectively.19 In 1989, feminist lawyer and academic Kimberlé Crenshaw articulated the 

concept of ‘intersectionality’ specifically in relation to sexual violence.20 This was a direct 

critique of white feminist assumptions about rape, which failed to address the compounding 

nature of rape for Black women in America. Theirs was a long and violent history of sexual 

assault and rape by white perpetrators in positions of unfettered power, dating from their 

enslavement. Their experiences proved that gender could not be looked at in isolation, and that 

victimisation and abuse of power was compounded by race and other characteristics. Black 
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women were at the forefront of feminist thinking and activism against sexual violence in the 

1970s and 1980s, yet white feminists did not incorporate their theorising until much later.   

 Meanwhile, though Brownmiller’s naming of ‘all men’ as direct or indirect 

perpetrators of sexual violence has attracted legitimate critique, some discussion is needed of 

the reasons why it is men, rather than women or other gender identities, who make up the 

overwhelming majority of sexual perpetrators. In their article on the ‘missing’ perpetrator in 

rape prevention initiatives, Deborah White and Lesley McMillan discuss a generalised ‘failure 

to explicitly name men as perpetrators’ within our own, twenty-first-century society.21 A 

national survey carried out in the US in 2011 found that 99 per cent of female rape victims had 

only male perpetrators while 79 per cent of male rape victims had only male perpetrators.22 

This makes it important for us to assess how issues of gender, or more specifically what has 

become widely known as ‘toxic masculinity’, contribute to the perpetuation of sexual crimes.23 

At the same time, we must acknowledge other ‘constellations’ of sexual violence beyond the 

male-on-female paradigm, notably violence within same-sex relationships, male victims, 

female abusers, as well as disproportionately high rates of violence against trans men and 

women.24 As Rhian Keyse’s article shows, gender stereotyping around the ‘nurturing’ role of 

women as wives and mothers can obfuscate the role of female perpetrators in the most heinous 

of crimes, including rape and genocide.25  

Beyond such gender stereotyping, perhaps the most obstinate myths to challenge are 

those which continue to present rape and sexual abuse as extraordinary, as something which 

does not belong to the everyday. Despite the paradigm shifting interventions of second wave 

feminists, as a society we continue to fixate on egregious cases of sexual abuse committed by 

celebrities or those in positions of power—Jimmy Savile, Harvey Weinstein, and Jeffrey 

Epstein constituting key examples of this in recent times. Paradoxically, as Nick Basannavar 

argues in his article on Jimmy Savile, such heinous figures are in some senses comforting: they 
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facilitate cathartic episodes of collective moral outrage while precluding any need for self-

reflection on a deeper, societal level.26 Yet one does not need to be a celebrity to occupy a 

space of relative power, and some perpetrators of recent high-profile cases have shocked the 

public due to the perceived ordinariness of those who inflict sexual harm. Wayne Couzens, 

rapist and murderer of Sarah Everard, was a former garage mechanic and serving police officer 

at the time of the attack, who took advantage of his position amidst prevailing Coronavirus 

restrictions to falsely ‘arrest’ his victim.27 John Worboys, who is believed to have carried out 

over 100 sexual assaults on women in London, targeted lone women late at night from the 

relative comfort of his taxi cab.28 Serial rapist Reynhard Sinaga who operated in Manchester 

between 2015 and 2017—and according to the British Crown Prosecution Service ‘the most 

prolific rapist in British judicial history’—was a seemingly ‘nice, meek and inoffensive’ PhD 

student.29 Sinaga targeted scores of young men, often under the pretence of being a ‘good 

Samaritan’ helping them to locate friends or a place to stay after a night out. Unlike Savile, 

Weinstein and Epstein, none of these perpetrators were high-profile individuals, though they 

all found ways to abuse their relative positions of situational power to abuse their victims. Yet 

perhaps more importantly for understanding the attention these cases have received in the 

media, all three of these perpetrators conformed to the age-old stereotype of the lone-rapist, 

preying on ‘innocent’ victims previously unknown to them. 

As some authors contend within this special issue, one of the main obstacles to 

recognising (and therefore preventing) sexual violence is that public discourse, including 

within rape prevention initiatives, tends to foster a false binary between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ men, 

with the underlying implication that ‘good’ men cannot commit acts of abuse. In actual fact, a 

person can simultaneously be highly respected for their work in fields as disparate as medicine, 

politics, art, sport and music, while being implicated in worrying acts of harm against those 

less powerful than they. Personalities as well-loved as David Bowie, Mahatma Gandhi, and 
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Diego Maradona have all been implicated in sexually harmful behaviour.30 Focusing on 

notorious and universally condemned abusers distracts us from confronting serious questions 

about how our society creates, nurtures, protects and even loves the perpetrators of sexual harm.  

The high levels of attention received by the Couzens, Worboys and Sinaga cases in 

contrast to more ‘everyday’ forms of sexual harm, reinforce misconceptions around the 

prevalence of stranger rape over other kinds of abuse. The vast majority of sexual abuse never 

reaches the headlines, and is suffered in silence by those abused by partners, parents, siblings, 

friends, and other persons known to them. By all metrics, stranger rape is relatively uncommon; 

women and children are far more likely to be abused by someone who is known, or even close 

to them, perhaps even sharing the same home.31 As such, rather than a stranger, the sexual 

perpetrator is more likely to bear the familiar face of a father, brother, uncle, cousin, neighbour 

or acquaintance. Ideas about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ men exist in the everyday as they do in the public 

sphere and survivors fear they will not be believed if they speak out about their experiences. 

They point out that cultural assumptions in relation to religion or professional prestige can 

reduce the likelihood that they will be believed. As one sixteen-year-old British Pakistani girl 

who had been sexually abused pointed out, ‘it’s quite hard to believe that a person who is 

strongly religious could do that. In my family we’re all quite religious. Cause like mine – my 

family – I’m a Muslim and – so people think Muslims don’t do things like that...’32 Similarly, 

Clare Devlin—daughter of judge Patrick Delvin—did not speak out about her father’s long-

standing abuse of her until she was an adult, after all, he was ‘one of the most celebrated judges 

in the country’ whose ‘word was law’.33 

‘Everyday’ sexual violence has also provoked intense debates within psychiatry. In this 

issue, Joanna Bourke explores the controversy that arose in the 1950s in relation to whether 

rapists were mentally ill and should be classified as such in the American Psychiatric 

Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Disorders (DSM). Psychiatrists’ refusal to 
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pathologise ‘normal’ male sexual aggression was bolstered by feminists, who feared ‘ordinary’ 

rapists would plead insanity and be absolved of responsibility for the violence they inflicted. 

But the conflict over the DSM was as much about internecine professional conflict between 

psychiatrists, social workers, psychologists and anti-psychiatry activists over territory, 

authority and profit as it was about the ethics of such labelling. The medicalisation of thinking 

in relation to the ‘perpetrator’ as opposed to the ‘act’ had started more than half a century 

earlier. Paedophilia, for example, was part of the lexicon of sexual deviance devised by the 

German psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing in the late nineteenth century. While sexual acts 

such as gay sex and child abuse had hitherto been thought of as ‘unnatural’ or sinful behaviours, 

von Krafft-Ebing reconceptualised these as ‘symptoms of pathology’, and those who enacted 

them as ‘patients’.34 Yet, as historian Adrian Bingham has demonstrated, the term ‘paedophile’ 

did not come into popular usage until the 1970s in Britain.35 This increased visibility of the 

‘paedophile’ was driven by feminist activism and medical inquiry, with both parties conceiving 

of child abuse as a ‘social problem’ that must be exposed and eradicated.36 As Bassanavar 

points out in this issue, it was also paedophile interest groups such as the British Paedophile 

Information Exchange (PIE) who in the 1970s brought the ‘paedophile’ into popular awareness, 

through their lobbying—under the guise of ‘children’s rights’—for public acceptance of adult 

men’s ‘right’ to sexual ‘relations’ with underage boys. The figure of the paedophile has become 

the source of significant social anxiety in recent decades, often depicted in popular discourse 

as the very personification of ‘evil.’37 Yet more recent scholarship has sought to nuance our 

understanding of those who abuse children. Since at least the 1980s, feminists have emphasised 

that child sexual abuse could be, and usually was, perpetrated by a stronger and older male 

authority figure in a child’s life such as their father, brother, cousin or teacher. It was not 

necessary for the abuser to be a paedophile whose primary or exclusive sexual attraction was 

to children.  These ideas frequently resurface, however, for example, in 2017, when the US 
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politician Roy Moore was accused of molesting a fourteen-year-old girl when he was in his 

early 30s. He was labelled a paedophile on social media and in the press but, as the DSM 

defines it, ‘the paraphilic focus of Paedophilia involves sexual activity with a prepubescent 

child (generally age 13 years or younger)’.38 Moore was not a paedophile, but rather a powerful 

man exploiting his position for sexual gratification with both minors and adults.39 Conflating 

paedophilia with sex crimes against children may discourage adults who experience a strong 

sexual attraction to children from seeking treatment to manage their impulses.  

One obstacle to tackling the issue of sexual harm, therefore, is an inability or 

unwillingness to ‘see’ perpetrators of abuse or to see them only as a specific stereotype, 

particularly when to do so would imply challenging deeply-ingrained worldviews. Hegemonic 

narratives relating to a particular period in history or a particular conflict can also serve to 

overshadow or eclipse sexual harms which lie beyond the perimeters of these established truths, 

or where the realities of sexual harm conflict in uncomfortable ways with social narratives that 

a population might hold dear. As Camila Sastre’s work on wartime rapes in Manta (Peru) 

shows, within prevalent narratives which held the Peruvian military up as the defenders against 

the much-hated Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path), it has become difficult for victims of 

military rape to have their voices heard.40 Historical scholarship on rape in war is one of the 

most developed areas of research in the field of sexual violence, and offers some important 

insights for understanding the identities, motivations, and modus operandi of sexual 

perpetrators. Historians in a number of contexts have perceived the female body as another 

battleground in war, in which one side’s masculinity can be asserted over the other.41 In the 

1990s, such ideas found echo in new legal definitions of rape as a weapon of war within the 

genocides of Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia.42 Since this time, however, scholars have 

increasingly raised doubts over the utility of the ‘rape as a weapon of war’ paradigm.  In her 

work on rapes committed on the eastern front by members of the German Wehrmacht in the 
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Second World War, historian Regina Mühlhauser has shown how the drive to rape often came 

from below, from the ‘ordinary’ soldiers themselves, and that superiors were aware of this and 

incorporated it into broader war strategy.43 Historians do not deny the ubiquity of sexual 

violence in war, but they point out that understanding it only as part of a coherent top-down 

policy can obfuscate important continuities with peacetime rape, and mask the complex 

realities of why men commit sexual violence in times of conflict.44  

By contrast, Native American scholars writing about gender-based violence see rape as 

explicitly part of a broader strategy by colonial settlers to enforce racist and colonialist 

ideologies, a process that they see as perpetuated by the federal government in the 

contemporary US.45 For example, Sarah Deer explains that the federal government categorised 

‘Indian bodies …. as inherently “dirty” and “rapeable,”’ just as they classified Indian lands as 

‘inherently invadeable’.46 Rape was a tool of conquest from early colonisation and a means of 

demonstrating to the tribes that it was futile to attempt to resist colonial power. In the twentieth 

century, the federal government constrained tribal legal systems whilst imposing federal Indian 

law in ways that made native women particularly vulnerable to rape and their perpetrators 

unlikely to be brought to justice. As a result, activist scholars such as Angela Davis question 

the extent to which the US government can be entrusted with protecting indigenous women 

and children from sexual and domestic violence given its ‘racist, sexist, and homophobic 

brutality in dealing with Native Americans’.47 Such insights teach us that we need to understand 

the perpetration of sexual violence in a holistic sense, recognising the interplay between the 

individual agency and desire of the perpetrator to commit violence, and the ways in which 

states, institutions and their cultures tolerate, fail to condemn, or even encourage acts of sexual 

harm.48  

Indeed, to understand fully how sexual violence is perpetrated, it is vital to analyse how 

abuse is tied up, facilitated and protected by social structures, both formally and informally. In 
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recent years, scholars have increasingly sought to better understand how social, political, 

religious, medical and legal institutions have fostered and perpetuated harm. High-profile child 

sexual abuse cases in children’s homes, psychiatric hospitals and the Catholic Church have 

demonstrated how power differentials combined with silencing cultures of shame can provide 

contexts of impunity for perpetrators, who feel empowered to exert violence against vulnerable 

people, often under their care.49 Legal institutions in particular have been singled out as the site 

of the secondary victimisation or ‘second rape’ of sexual abuse victims, given that insensitive 

and victim-sceptic attitudes can often render the process of reporting and prosecuting rape as 

equally, if not more, distressing than the attack itself.50 Within this process of victimisation, 

the figure of the ‘perpetrator’ takes on new guises, from the police officer who might refuse to 

take a complaint seriously, and the defence lawyer who probes into the victim’s sexual history 

to deflect attention from the accused, to the medical expert who ‘reads’ the body of the victim 

in a way which undermines their narrative of events or examines them in a way that is 

experienced as another assault on their bodily integrity.51 As Stephanie Wright’s article shows, 

medical forensic experts are not objective witnesses to sexual assault, and often reinforce 

culture-based assessments of female ‘honour’ and ‘dishonour’ within the courtroom. This 

exploitation of medical evidence is particularly pronounced within authoritarian contexts such 

as Francoist Spain, where corruption and the removal of legal checks and balances can foster 

an arbitrary legal system which protects the impunity of sexual perpetrators.  

Aside from expanding scholarly understandings of perpetrators in modern history,  we 

and our contributors hope that this special issue will contribute to a constructive reframing of 

popular discussions around sexual violence. Some historians have studied the social and 

cultural meanings of violence ‘not in order to control it or to prevent it from recurring, but 

simply to gain a deeper understanding of past cultures’.52 As activist scholars, we hope that the 

articles included here do contribute to change by opening up a wider discussion about those 
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who perpetrate sexual harms, directly or indirectly. We recognise that perpetrators may 

themselves have suffered abuse and cruelty in their earlier lives, although that does not justify 

or excuse the harms they inflict on others.53 We also acknowledge that few perpetrators of 

sexual violence act alone, but are shaped, justified, and accommodated by the societies and 

communities they inhabit. Those who commit sexual violence often exploit structural 

inequalities and widespread discrimination against racial minorities, disabled, and 

neurodiverse people to cause sexual harm with impunity. While many remain unwilling to 

confront the ongoing phenomena of predominantly male sexual violence directed at those with 

less power—namely women and children, trans and queer people, disabled people, and other 

men—societies can change. By recognising the historical contingency of sexual perpetrators, 

we can reject essentialising worldviews which present sexual harm as natural and immutable, 

and begin to invest in strategies to make such violence less common. Whilst we may be some 

distance from a world free from rape, we can make perpetrators visible and hold them to 

account.  
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