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Dear Beloved Reader, we're going to be real with you. We're asking you to join our membership program so we can become fully
financially sustainable (and you get some cool perks too!) With plummeting ad rates across the media industry, we're at an urgent risk of
shutting down. And we don't want you to face Trump and his kind without the unique resources we provide. If everyone reading this only
gave $12, we could raise enough money for the entire year in just one day. For the price of a single lunch out, you can help save us.

We're an independent feminist media site led entirely by people of color. If Everyday Feminism has been useful to you, please take one
minute to keep us publishing the articles you've come to rely on us for. Thank you!
Click here to join!

Intent vs. Impact: Why Your Intentions Don’t
Really Matter
July 30, 2013 by Jamie Utt

Imagine for a moment that you’re standing with your

Enter Your Email Here

friends in a park, enjoying a nice summer day.

CLICK TO SUBSCRIBE

You don’t know me, but I walk right up to you holding
a Frisbee.
I wind up – and throw the disc right into your face.
Understandably, you are indignant.

FOLLOW US!
Source: Getty Images

Through a bloody nose, you use a few choice words to ask me what the hell I thought I was
doing.
And my response?
“Oh, I didn’t mean to hit you! That was never my intent! I was simply trying to throw the Frisbee
to my friend over there!”
Visibly upset, you demand an apology.
But I refuse. Or worse, I offer an apology that sounds like “I’m sorry your face got in the way of
my Frisbee! I never intended to hit you.”
Sound absurd? Sound infuriating enough to give me a well-deserved Frisbee upside the head?
Yeah.
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Intent v. Impact
From Paula Deen to Alec Baldwin to your annoying, bigoted uncle or friend, we hear it over and
over again: “I never meant any harm…” “It was never my intent…” “I am not a racist…” “I am not
a homophobe…” “I’m not a sexist…”
I cannot tell you how often I’ve seen people attempt to deflect criticism about their oppressive
language or actions by making the conversation about their intent.
SEARCH FOR ARTICLES

At what point does the “intent” conversation stop mattering so that we can step back and look
at impact?

Search the site ...

After all, in the end, what does the intent of our action really matter if our actions have the
impact of furthering the marginalization or oppression of those around us?
ADVERTISEMENTS

In some ways, this is a simple lesson of relationships.
If I say something that hurts my partner, it doesn’t much matter whether I intended the
statement to mean something else – because my partner is hurting.
I need to listen to how my language hurt my partner. I need to apologize.
And then I need to reflect and empathize to the best of my ability so I don’t do it again.

MOST POPULAR THIS MONTH

But when we’re dealing with the ways in which our identities intersect with those around us –
and, in turn, the ways our privileges and our experiences of marginalization and oppression
intersect – this lesson becomes something much larger and more profound.
This becomes a lesson of justice.

What we need to realize is that when it comes to people’s lives and identities, the impact of our
actions can be profound and wide-reaching.
And that’s far more important than the question of our intent.
We need to ask ourselves what might be or might have been the impact of our actions or
words.
And we need to step back and listen when we are being told that the impact of our actions is
out of step with our intents or our perceptions of self.

Identity Privilege and Intent

7 Reasons Why White People Should Not
Wear Black Hairstyles
9 Phrases Allies Can Say When Called Ou
Instead of Getting Defensive

For people of identity privilege, this is where listening becomes vitally important, for our
privilege can often shield us from understanding the impact of our actions.

After all, as a person of privilege, I can never fully understand the ways in which oppressive
acts or language impact those around me. What I surely can do is listen with every intent to
understand, and I can work to change my behavior.
https://everydayfeminism.com/2013/07/intentions-dont-really-matter/
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The reason?
It ensures that you and your identity (and intent)
stay at the center of any conversation and action
while the impact of your action or words on those
around you is marginalized.
So if someone ever tells you to “check your
privilege,” what they may very well mean is: “Stop
centering your experience and identity in the
conversation by making this about the intent of
your actions instead of their impact.”
That is: Not everything is about you.

“What They Did” vs. “What They
Are”
The incredible Ill Doctrine puts it well when he
explains the difference between the “What They Did” conversation and the “What They Are”
conversation, which you can watch here.
In essence, the “intent” conversation is one about “what they are.”
Because if someone intended their action to be hurtful and
racist/sexist/transphobic/pickyourpoison, then they must inherently be
racist/sexist/transphobic/pickyourpoison.

No, We Won’t Calm Down – Tone Policing
Just Another Way to Protect Privilege
What’s Wrong with Cultural Appropriatio
These 9 Answers Reveal Its Harm

On the other hand, the “impact” conversation is one about “what they did.”
For you, it takes the person who said or did the hurtful thing out of the center and places the
person who was hurt in the center. It ensures that the conversation is about how “what they
did” hurts other people and further marginalizes or oppresses people.
And it’s important for people to understand the difference.
Just because you did something sexist doesn’t mean that you are sexist. Just because you
said something racist doesn’t mean that you are racist.
When your actions are called into question, it’s important to recognize that that’s all that is
being called into question – your actions, not your overall character.

Listen. Reflect. Apologize. Do Better.
It doesn’t matter whether we, deep down, believe ourselves to be __________-ist or
whether we intended our actions to be hurtful or _________-ist.
It.Doesn’t.Matter.
https://everydayfeminism.com/2013/07/intentions-dont-really-matter/
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better
in the
future.

What does that look like?

MOST POPULAR THIS WEEK

Well, to start, we can actually apologize.

7 Reasons Why White People Should Not
Wear Black Hairstyles

I don’t know about you, but I am sick of hearing the ““I am sorry your face got in the way of my
Frisbee! I never intended to hit you” apologies.
Whether it’s Paula Deen weeping on TV or Alec Baldwin asking us to simply trust that he’s not
a “homophobe,” those are not apologies.
That’s why I was incredibly inspired and relieved to see a major organization do it well when
Kickstarter apologized and took full responsibility for their role in funding a creepy, rapey
seduction guide.
They apologized earnestly and accepted the role they played in something really terrible. hey
pledged to never allow projects like this one to be funded in the future. And then they
donated $25,000 to RAINN.
At the interpersonal level, we can take a cue from Kickstarter.
When we are told that the impact of our action, inaction, or words is hurtful and furthers
oppression, we can start by apologizing without any caveats.
From there, we can spend the time to reflect in hopes of gaining at least some understanding
(however marginal) of the harmful impact.
And we can do our best to move forward by acting more accountably.

Jamie Utt is a Contributing Writer at Everyday Feminism. Jamie is a diversity and inclusion
consultant and sexual violence prevention educator based in Minneapolis, MN. He lives with
his loving partner and his funtastic dog. He blogs weekly at Change from Within. Learn more
about his work at his website here and follow him on Twitter @utt_jamie. Read his articles
here and book him for speaking engagements here.

Found this article helpful?

Help us keep publishing more like it by becoming a member!

What’s Wrong with Cultural Appropriatio
These 9 Answers Reveal Its Harm
9 Phrases Allies Can Say When Called Ou
Instead of Getting Defensive
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