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Manon Garcia’s Living with Men: Reflections on the Pelicot Trial opens with a view of the
courthouse in Avignon, France, where the rape trial of Dominique Pelicot took place. Across the
street from the courthouse is a banner that reads “rape is rape,” in protest to a line from one of the
defense lawyers, Guillaume de Palma, who tried to draw a distinction in the courtroom between
rape and rape (1). For American audiences, this slogan may prompt memories of Bill Clinton
saying that whether or not he had a sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky “depends on what
the meaning of the word ‘is’ is.”

Indeed, many aspects of this trial evoke other high-profile criminal and civil trials. The retired
women who devoted their autumn of 2024 to studying and attending the Pelicot trial is like the cult
following of women who devotedly watched YouTube clips of the Depp v. Heard trial as it
unfolded in the spring of 2022. The role of chemical submission (referred to in the US as drug-
facilitated sexual assault) recalls the trials of Bill Cosby, Marilyn Manson and Sean Combs. And,
finally, the moral courage Manon Garcia herself displayed by going to the court everyday, and
especially by mingling with the defendants who roamed free during the trial, evokes Margaret
Prescod, the Los Angeles-based activist who founded the Black Coalition Fighting Back Serial
Murders. Prescod protested the LAPD for their insufficient investigation of the murders of
working-class black women and girls by Lonnie Franklin Jr., nicknamed the “Grim Sleeper,” in the
1980s, 90s and 2000s.

None of these comparisons take away from the particular horror of the Pelicot trial. In the
introduction, Garcia posits a central thesis of the book: the Mazan rape trial is historically
significant because “it marks the end of the idea that we can place our hopes exclusively in the
legal system” (5). I wonder, what feminist worth her salt was placing her hopes exclusively in the
legal system? Certainly, survivors know the legal system is fraught, and that a preponderance of
evidence does not always ensure a just outcome. Yet, I see Garcia’s point: the scope of defendants
in this trial (Dominique Pelicot and 50 of the men he recruited to abuse his wife) is singular.
Merely changing the legal definition of rape is not the right approach, she claims, because “[...] the
real problem is neither the law nor the courts” (15), but rather norms of masculinity and
“heterosexuality as a political system” (51).
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Though he admitted to raping his wife, Garcia notes how Dominique Pelicot himself was
confused about the definition of rape at issue in the trial, mistaking the civil for the legal definition
of rape (16). This confusion is Eichmann-esque. Because Garcia is a philosopher writing a
journalistic book about a major trial, comparisons to Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem are
apt. However, Garcia makes an important departure from Arendt. Arendt was unimpressed with
Eichmann, whose thinking she found programmatic and dull. Garcia, by contrast, thinks
Dominique Pelicot is a mastermind who orchestrated aspects of the trial for his own pleasure (133).
Sharing observations from inside the courtroom, she writes “one has the impression that he reigns
over the whole scene, his cane a sceptre” (131). This passage is one of the most disturbing in the
book, and it accords importantly with the author’s carefulness not to eroticize the videos shown in
the trial or details of the violence shared in testimonies (96-98), lest she—Ilest all of us—
inadvertently play into Dominique’s abuse.

In the chapter on the videos Dominique Pelicot took of the rapes, Garcia reports that some
regular visitors at the trial believed there were people coming to the trial as voyeurs, interested in
viewing the videos as salacious material. Strikingly, those regular visitors believed the voyeurs
were older women. We never hear why the regulars think this. Garcia writes, “One of them tells
me: ‘I went right up to one of them and told her, we’re near the train station, there’s a sex shop
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across the street, go and get yourself a dirty video but stay out of here’” (89). This is a strange
interaction, and I want to know why the regular felt it was warranted, and what happened next, but
we get no more information. The book is short, and this was one of several places where I wanted
more exposition.

Throughout the book, Garcia critiques the lack of funding in the justice system and calls for
sustained social change through anti-rape activism (80-82), but she is most concerned with
interrogating the relations of individual women to individual men (8). She asks: can women live
with men? What do they sacrifice in choosing to live with men? Her answers, rightly, place the
responsibility with men. Returning to her philosophical roots as a scholar of Simone de Beauvoir,
Garcia writes how men today continue to fail in seeing women as subjects and not as objects. “Men
rarely talk to women; they remain prisoners of a socially constructed inability to reflect upon
themselves, to analyse their emotions, and to place themselves in the shoes of the other” (147). In

order for women to continue safely living with men, she claims, men need to give a little. The

paltriness of this request—that men humanize women, please—is bleak.
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Garcia makes the methodological choice to reflect on her personal experiences during the trial,
which allows her to capture not only the horrors of the trial, as so many op-eds have done already,
but also the sadness of it (8-9). She is sensitive to the indifference of men to women, the casual
cruelty of male entitlement. In one scene, Garcia reports from the court on December 19, 2024, the
day of the reading of the verdict. A daughter of one of the 50 defendants is devastated, sobbing as
she tries to get her father a coffee. Her father must not have been considering his family when he
raped a sedated woman, Garcia muses, before she points out that nearby, David Pelicot “shakes
hands with the journalists, taking the opportunity to plant a kiss on the prettiest one” (76). By
attending to these details at the trial, Garcia shows how the horrors and devastation of rape do not
even grant women a pause on casual sexism.

Gisele Pelicot and her daughter, Caroline Darian, have both written memoirs: Caroline’s was
published in 2022, before the trial, and Gisele’s was published in 2026. If you read nothing else
about the Pelicot trial, read these survivor accounts. Garcia’s poignant and slim book provides a

wonderful supplement.

Mary Peterson, University of Hamburg
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