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For all the survivors who came before me, and all those who will come after.
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‘My silences had not protected me. Your silences will not protect you’

Audre Lorde

‘Do not become the ones who hurt you. Stay tender with your power’

Chanel Miller

‘The only way to survive is by taking care of one another’

Grace Lee Boggs



A Note on the Title

This book denotes the way I have survived through my own experiences of sexual violence and explores various aspects of our rape culture. I want to remind us all that not everyone survives sexual violence – whether they are murdered in the attack or whether they die from the after-effects.

This book is for survivors, but it also remembers those survivors and victims who didn’t survive.



Author’s Note

During the publication process for this book, the manuscript was read by a lawyer to assess the text for any risks it might present, particularly in relation to defamation. This process was primarily to ensure that I hadn’t implied guilt or made accusations against any individual who hasn’t already been found guilty of such crimes in a court of law. To do so would illegally damage the accused’s public reputation and applies to the reader’s ability to identify them explicitly as well as to something called jigsaw identification, whereby readers could piece together the identity of the accused with small, seemingly insignificant details. As such, there are certain things I am not legally permitted to say or write about, both relating to my own abuses as well as the experiences of others. My voice has been moderated, moulded, and in some cases silenced by the need to adhere to the legal system we currently live in.

This is a reality for anyone talking publicly about abuses they’ve suffered. I wish I could tell you the truth in its entirety, but that isn’t possible.

Upon reading this book, and other accounts of serious violence, I invite you to read with an inquisitive mind – perhaps asking what’s missing, why things must be worded in certain, careful ways, and, perhaps most pertinently, about the stories we’ll never get to hear.



Trigger Warnings

Trigger warnings are vital because they are about accessibility. I want this book to be as accessible as possible for those who want it in their life. These trigger warnings are here to equip readers who need them to stay safe. To quote the disability activist and writer Eli Clare, ‘without trigger warnings many of us would lose access to conversations, communities and learning spaces’. I want to try my hardest to keep this access possible.

This book will talk, almost constantly, about rape and sexual assault, childhood sexual abuse – as well as a plethora of actions and experiences on what we call ‘the continuum of sexual violence’ – and the after-effects of such violence. It also discusses various prejudices and violences in the world, such as transphobia, homophobia, racism and ableism. My story itself may trigger you, or it might be something completely random that acts as a trigger. By ‘trigger’, I mean remind you, in any sense – physically, psychologically, emotionally – of something bad you experienced in the past.

You may be ready to relive the feelings of this trauma, or you may not be. I urge you to gently care for yourself whilst reading this. Take it as slowly as you want; read it for a whole day straight and then don’t look at it for six months; read a paragraph a week; read it and be angry or upset with the world, or even with me. Do whatever you need to do to feel safe and held. That might mean reading it with a loved one in the room with you, or it might mean reading it in private with the door closed.

I hope it finds you wherever you’re at, and know that you can always put it down. You can come back to it at a better time for you, or you can never come back to it at all.



Introduction

This book will often hurt; it will make you angry and will hopefully make you feel. My hope is that this hurt, this anger and these feelings will move you to change the way we think and talk about surviving sexual violence. Sexual violence is a pandemic happening across all intersections of society. The fact is that nearly a quarter of women and over 4 per cent of men have been sexually assaulted, or have had attempts made. Many of you will know this fact of sexual violence through your own bodies, or perhaps through the bodies of your loved ones. The knowledge in this book should not be a shock, nor is it new – Angela Y. Davis recounted the same problems back in 1981: ‘Appallingly few women can claim that they have not been victims, at one time in their lives, of either attempted or accomplished sexual attacks.’*

On a wider scale, people have finally started talking openly about this reality of sexual violence. Since the #MeToo and Time’s Up movements that began in 2017, a cultural conversation has been ignited about the prevalence, immediate impact and long-term effects that sexual violence has on people. Even more recently, after Sarah Everard was kidnapped and killed in March 2021, women and people of other marginalised genders in the UK took to parks, streets and social media to decry the violence we live with every day. Such movements brought to the cultural foreground conversations about sexism, misogyny, consent and trauma. From the entertainment industry to governments, from India to the USA, people began to listen to the pain we have been living with for ever. There have been a vast array of think pieces, academic articles, short films, psychology journals and mindfulness practices to come out of this gradual revelation of sexual violations in the world. Yet, in the aftermath of the most recent sexual assault I was subjected to, I struggled to find centralised spaces where survivors themselves talked openly and honestly about what this world is like; about what it really feels like to be in a body that was once taken away from you. Some of this book will be social critique, some of it memoir, and some of it my own guttural sounds of the pain and injustice I have felt. I largely wrote all of this for myself – for the young girl who used to feel so alone, hopeless and scared. I am only in my mid-twenties, so I still have much to learn, but I hope the wisdom I have been simultaneously unfortunate to learn as a result of my experiences, and privileged enough to gain through my ongoing education and societal position, will also help others.

Back in 2010, I was a teenager first realising that I’d survived sexual abuse as a young child. I spent most of my evenings surfing Reddit and Tumblr, searching for any reliable or accessible resource that I could identify my experiences with. I would only find stale web pages that looked like they’d last been updated in 2006, or books written by psychotherapists in the 1990s. Then, when I was later sexually assaulted at the age of twenty, I came to the brutal realisation that there was so little I knew both before and during my process of reporting this assault to the police. There were so many questions I had, so many things I didn’t understand about it all, and I’d been too scared to ask. I needed to speak on this strange culture we live in, the anger and pain it ignites in survivors and the radical (yet achievable) changes that need to take place for any real progress to be made.

This book will take a deep dive into the nuanced experiences I’ve had as a survivor living in our rape culture. Most of the themes in this book are both strikingly simple and impossibly complex at the same time. The vein throughout is one of holding multiple truths and multiple feelings at once; of allowing complicated and messy feelings towards huge topics. We do not live in a binary world. The topics I talk of will be hard, complicated, nuanced and confusing. That is OK; sit with the complexities that may arise. I oscillate between spectrums of our power and vulnerability; anger and forgiveness (or indeed non-forgiveness, as will later become apparent); sexuality and asexuality; beauty and disgust. It’s an attempt to look at the root system of rape culture and a survivor’s place within it. I am proud of my identity aspects as a survivor, as being disabled and queer. But I also have many contradicting thoughts about these aspects of my identity. Writing this book has helped me learn endlessly, so you’ll read the growing pains of my coming to terms with such contradictions. I’ve learned through discussions with loved ones, through reading books and blogs, through impossible thoughts and feelings, through rage and anger, through knowing it’s OK to change my mind. I’ve learned all through all these things to ultimately realise that it’s OK if we don’t have a definitive answer for everything.

I struggled with the idea of splitting the pieces into chapters or sections – the nature of survival means everything is so intertwined. For ease and to allow people to dip in and out where they see fit, I have split the book into five sections and fourteen chapters. But know that, equally, all the parts could fit in any pattern; survival and healing are non-linear. I wrote this book in a way that means its parts and chapters can be dipped in and out of. The chapters can be read in isolation, skipped altogether or read chronologically. This was done for the purpose of accessibility. I don’t want anyone who feels averse to certain topics to miss out on the book as a whole, and it’s important to note that it’s OK to read it however you see fit. There’s also an index at the back of the book, so if you want to directly pick and choose what you read, please feel free to use this.

I need to make a few things clear at this point. I talk mostly on the reality of sexual violence perpetrated by cis men against women, but the things I talk about are by no means an exhaustive list of the lived realities of people across the world. Women are more likely to have experienced sexual violence, and cis men are more likely to perpetrate such violence, with 98 per cent of rape survivors in the last three years saying their attackers were male. I myself have only been victimised and survived violence by cis men. However, no single gender can claim victimhood, and none can be ascribed perpetrator status. Sexual violence is about the abuse of power, but currently our patriarchal societies mean that men are in power, and accordingly are in more of a position to abuse it over marginalised genders. Women and feminised bodies (i.e. people on the trans and non-binary spectrum, as well as cis men who are feminised in various ways, including their sexuality and gender expression) have to negotiate sexual violence in its various forms on a daily basis.

I feel I should also state, for full transparency, that there are still various restrictions over what I can and can’t say, which is in itself typical of rape culture and the nature of abuse. I talk about the various abuses I’ve suffered throughout the book, but I am still gagged in various ways, both psychologically and legally, and thus certain deep truths have had to be avoided. I can’t say absolutely everything I want to say. I can, assuredly, say more than I could when I made a podcast for a major broadcasting corporation, but until rape culture finally comes to its knees, there will always be limits. A large part of this gagging is for the purpose of protecting others; I fall into what Rebecca Solnit refers to as ‘woman’s learned helpfulness’. Maybe one day I will be able to say everything I want to say, claim everything I truly want to, but right now it’s not reachable for me. Everything in this book, to my knowledge, is true. However, I have changed some names and places to protect myself and other people, or to avoid unnecessary legal hassle from perpetrators. The general story is the same, except for small details.

Another note that must be made is that, whilst I do use statistics throughout the chapters, statistics cannot provide the whole picture. While they’re helpful to refer to and to give grounding to our arguments, most statistics only paint part of the picture, not the whole thing.

My words will often step out of line from the expected narrative of the perfect victim or good survivor. I am indeed normatively identified with many qualities of the perfect victim: I am white, middle class, perceived as cisgender and conventionally attractive. Yet, I hope my words rebel. I rebel with my words because I can, because I am seen as respectable by the wider world and have been given the privilege to use my voice. I want to use this voice to speak of the truths of our current realities and the defunctness of our current justice and support systems. Will this voice only be heard in an echo chamber? Perhaps, but it’s worth shouting it all anyway.

Throughout the process of writing this book, my mental headspace was, for the most part, pretty good. I was stable, grounded, supported. I’m not always this levelled. We must keep in mind that not all survivors can keep such a straight face in the wake of violence. We are often deemed ‘crazy’, ‘insane’, ‘nasty’, ‘bitches’. We are not always eloquent, and we shouldn’t have to be for those in positions of power to sit down and try to understand what we’re saying.

Too much time over the past few years has been spent focused on the perpetrators of sexual violence. We, as survivors, are left in the shadows, often protecting ourselves for the sake of anonymity or as a result of not wanting to be reduced to some of the most traumatic moments of our lives. I want to speak out, adding my voice to the cacophony of survivor’s stories. But I also want to talk about things not often addressed in mainstream survivor circles. I want to talk about the chronic physical pain and illness many of us live with daily; the frequent suicidal ideations that appear throughout our lives; the way our vulvas can hurt for years after the violence takes place; how plainly devastating it is to have gone through such trauma; how abysmal the criminal justice system is at finding justice and the fact that abusers (despite what we often want to believe) are human too. It’s not fluffy and it’s not fun, but it’s real. All of it is the way that I – and the way that we together – survive. I also hope to share some of the survivor skills I’ve had to develop over the years: openness, understanding, holding complexity, rage and empathy. Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha draws light to this fact that survivors gain direct skills from their survival. I am not this effective in conveying my feelings despite my survival, but indeed because of it. Survivors adapt and these adaptations can be genius.

This book should make you angry. I know that I am endlessly, relentlessly angry. From the intrusive police process to the cruel or thoughtless reactions society breeds in the people around us, to the lack of support we receive from various institutions that we thought would protect us – the information in this book will often hurt. But my hope is that it will also help you work with that anger to create change, both in yourself and in the world around you. Anger is important and it is necessary; it should not simply be scrubbed away or buried further inside you. Use the anger – channel it into activism, care work, community and art. Channel it into trying to change this hellscape for those who come after us. For there will be more after us, trying to survive in this painful place.

If you’re a survivor, I hope that you may recognise parts of my story and outlook, and hopefully you may find some company. Survivorhood is a lonely and scary place at times, so if you’re struggling to find the words or space to access your feelings, or if you just need to read someone who ‘gets it’, then I hope my words can be a small path to follow. I hope the company can make you just a little more comfortable in the discomfort of it all, if even for a moment. If you don’t consider yourself a survivor, I hope that you’ll be able to learn something from my embodied experience. Empathy, understanding and care is the only way I can see through all of this, so please do try to keep an open mind throughout. I question society and its norms through the lens of my own experience, that of surviving childhood sexual abuse and sexual assault in adulthood. The personal is always political, and this is my personal. Accordingly, I can only talk about these topics from my own embodied experience, but I will also try to shed light on the ways that other people can be and are affected by sexual violence and trauma. My experience is just one story, but the kernels of my story echo those of millions of survivors across the world.



* Angela Y. Davis, Women, Race and Class Penguin Classics, 3rd October 2019



1

Language and Definitions



Chapter 1

The Infinite Grey

What are we talking about when we talk about rape and sexual violence? Our views around this are inextricable from what we are told by institutions and what we are shown by the media. We have been told by the Sexual Offences Act 2003 that rape is the penetration of a vagina, mouth or anus by a man’s penis (the pronoun ‘he’ is exclusively used in the documents). The act itself does not tell us this next part, but from the media and the world around us we can intuit that the rapist is a stranger, or near stranger, and the fragile woman victim will be innocent and at no fault – the perfect victim. Rape is still perceived as an act in which a strange, shadowy man drags a woman down a back alley at knifepoint. This perfect victim implies the existence of the imperfect one; the one who is to blame; the one who had it coming; the victim that so many of us are seen as.

The words that we use matter. That’s why it was so painful for me to be told that what happened to me three years ago was ‘sexual assault by penetration’, as opposed to rape. The authorities, the police and the rape crisis centre insisted that this was ‘just a legality’, and that no hierarchy was being enforced upon my situation. So why did this hurt so much? Why does it still hurt so much? It makes me question whether I have the right to name my rapist a rapist. Do I have to refer to him each time as ‘the man who assaulted me’? That’s quite a mouthful. He feels like my rapist so that is how I choose to refer to him, no matter what the law regards him as. What that man did to me, and what other men had previously done to me, exists within the grey area of sexual violence.

So, what are these grey areas? The ‘blurred lines’, as a musician once sang in a long-forgotten song. Although the experience of stranger rape denoted above does indeed occur to a small number of victims – 15 per cent of women and almost half of male victims were assaulted by a stranger (Office for National Statistics, 2020) – the reality is that 90 per cent of victims know their abuser prior to the violence. In the year ending March 2020, it was found that more than half of women who had experienced rape or assault by penetration had been attacked by a partner or ex-partner, whilst 10 per cent had been by a family member. More than this brute fact, there are so many experiences that happen to us that we are unsure about, hesitant to label as assault or rape, because we are too scared and ashamed: scared to label ourselves with the purportedly pathetic brush of victimhood; ashamed to be seen as too weak. Scared to claim something that doesn’t belong to us, to be seen as attention-seeking or overexaggerating. We shame ourselves, mirroring what society tells us, that what happened wasn’t ‘that bad’, that we’re making a big deal out of nothing. I have had multiples of these ‘things’ happen to me that fall into this grey area of trauma and violence. Perhaps I was too afraid to acknowledge it as assault out of a fear that yet another violation would have been made against me. The acknowledgement would have led me once more to ask the question, ‘Why my body, why me?’ I also would have been afraid that had I been ‘found out’, had I told someone about one of these elusive times, perhaps my other experiences of abuse would have become less legible. I would have cried rape too many times. Instead of chasing away the wolves that had done these things to me, I thought (or knew) I would have been left in the snow for more to come. I had already denied myself before I could speak those stories to anyone. So, I didn’t let myself feel those abuses, didn’t let myself process them. Some of these nights I speak of are only small holes at the back of my brain now. I can see them like a painting at the back of an attic, dust-covered with flecks of vividness. Maybe I will pull them out one day; or more likely, I will not.

When I talk of the events that shaped the course of my life, I employ varying degrees of honesty (and sometimes brutality) in the language I use. I talk about my extended and complicated family history in Ireland and the USA. I talk of my cherished childhood friendships and the way we made potions out of mud in my garden. I talk of my first love and its tumultuous (read: toxic) effects on my early adulthood. I talk of the people I’ve dated and the confusion they often leave me in. I talk of the biphobia I experience and the homophobic attacks I’ve been subjected to. I talk of having mental breakdowns, periods of hypomania, being suicidal, the effects of my medication and related problems with substance abuse. I talk of the everyday physical pain I live in. I talk of the amount of emotional labour demanded of me in the work that I do. It’s pretty easy to be upfront about all that.

Talking about rape culture and survival is my job, so you’d think I would automatically and proudly claim my survival and the things that I’ve lived through. But lately, I’ve begun doubting the unashamed confidence I thought I had for my survival. I am deeply proud of myself for my tenacity against these terrible things, but I began to notice something about the cryptic language I use when speaking on my survival. My language, both personally and publicly, often falls short of the confidence I promote in celebrating my survival. When I talk of my assaults, I find myself avoiding the brutal facts. The norm when I talk of the assaults usually follows the theme of: ‘what happened with (insert name)’; ‘the thing that happened in (insert place)’; ‘what happened when I was travelling’; ‘the thing that happened in 2017’; ‘the thing that happened when I was young’; ‘the childhood stuff’. I understand why I use such elusive phrases with most people – I do not owe the brutal truth to everyone I meet, no matter how much of an oversharer I may be. But, even with those closest to me, those who have helped me sift through excruciating details and seen me cry – my best friends, my mum – why can’t I say, ‘when I was sexually assaulted’ or ‘when I was sexually abused’ or the most dreaded of all: ‘when I was raped’? There are also those euphemisms used by the wider world, the doubters, devil’s advocates, neutral press junkets; the legal jargon and gaslighting techniques. For example, when a woman accused Donald Trump of raping her (allegations he denies), her claims were reported as him having forced himself ‘on’ her, not ‘in’ her, as was the brutal reality of the accusation.

The real words hit me in my stomach, open me up as I try to say them more often in all the truth that they are. The words, the truth of what happened, sometimes become more muddied than the acts themselves, slick with the shame and guilt that society has taught us to feel as survivors of sexual violence. You worry it’ll make you seem dramatic or ‘crazy’, that it’ll make you seem too loud or too controversial. You worry it’ll make the person you’re talking to uncomfortable, and you know it will make you uncomfortable. But aren’t we already uncomfortable? The silencing of the truth, the avoidance of reality, perpetuates the stigma that already falls so hard on survivors. This use of language is not a fault of us survivors – really, it’s a strength; a way of protecting ourselves from the harshness of what the world thinks of us. We have to protect ourselves and we do so with euphemisms and brevities. We make things just that bit easier for ourselves by not having to voice the terrors of our pasts. We make the words lighter because we think it will stop them feeling so heavy.

We shouldn’t have to use these devices to protect ourselves – we should already feel safe in speaking our truths. We should be supported by those around us in our society to speak our realities, and we should be allowed to use whichever words feel right in expressing ourselves. With the risk of being predictable here, let’s compare the use of our language of rape culture to the usual honesty used with other crimes: ‘when I was beaten up’, ‘when my house was broken into’. For these crimes, we don’t use timid, cotton-wooled language. The crimes, though obviously very different in nature, still all consist of some person taking something from another; they all consist of a victim who was not to blame; they are all a form of violence. The language used when talking of sexual assault and rape extends the shame and guilt that survivors suffer. The hiding, the quietness of it all, makes us wonder: was it my fault? If I can’t say it out loud, if I can’t put it in the right words, maybe it wasn’t that bad? If it just makes people feel awkward, perhaps I shouldn’t bring it up, maybe I shouldn’t speak of it at all?

The elusive language of survival can be comforting and is often nothing to do with protecting perpetrators. It is solely to do with protecting ourselves, and that is completely fine. The only thing that matters is that we have to do what is right for us and what feels best in the aftermath of our trauma; our own personal language, and whatever feels right and will best support us. This may mean switching your language around and trying out different terms for a while. Personally, I am going to start trying to reclaim the words of the terrible things people did to me to try and clear out the tough stains of shame and guilt. I am trying to say it more. So, I will write it: I was sexually assaulted, I was sexually abused, I was raped.

When I was about to begin recording my podcast, I had an existential crisis about how I would define myself in regard to my childhood sexual abuse. Sure, I am a survivor of sexual abuse, but there are certain other details and terms I can label myself with in relation to this (I am deliberately being elusive here). I felt so much guilt for not claiming these other terms, so much guilt for leaving those experiences further in the dark, shrouded once more in shame. I had a therapist at the time, a friendly woman called Melissa from New York. I spoke to her about this guilt, this burden of perpetuating shame. If I was calling myself such an activist, how could I still be hiding a part of my experience? Her surprisingly simple solution: you don’t have to be an advocate for absolutely everything you’ve experienced. She told me it was OK to know my limits, to reserve a part of myself I am not yet ready to share with the entire world. This advice follows me now, a kind reminder in my ear when I start to spiral about my work. I didn’t know that it was OK for me to protect myself in this sort of activist work. I thought I had to be endlessly, radically honest, to write my whole self on the page to exorcise the pain out of me in order to show others that they weren’t alone and, in the vein of honesty here, to prove to others that I am qualified to hold this space as someone who has had it ‘that bad’.

I find myself in a conundrum: is it better to be honest, by which I mean radically, completely, peeling-my-skin-off honest, or protected? Wouldn’t it be more honest to admit to myself that I have boundaries, that I cannot be everything for everyone all the time? The type of childhood sexual abuse I survived is stigmatised. All childhood sexual abuse is stigmatised, but different kinds can be more or less so. I have struggled over my creative career in coming to terms with the fact that I can’t label myself in certain honest ways because of personal reasons. Who gets the right to decide how I tell my story? I would like to say solely me: I am a strong survivor and I reclaim my story. But that isn’t the truth. It isn’t just my story to tell. I, along with everyone else on this planet, exist in a structure of relationships. I exist in various institutions: school, university, family, the state. Grace M. Cho, in reference to her work about the Korean diaspora after the Korean War that centres on her mother’s own history with trauma and mental illness, discusses how some of her family members objected to her writing about her mother’s personal history. Cho still decided to write the book with the honesty that some of her family could not accept. Is it her story to tell? In her case, I am not in a position to judge. In my own case, I am talking of my own personal history, but it’s also a history that intrinsically involves other people. What is sexual violence but something that occurs between more than one person?

So, I wade between the two: sometimes honest beyond my bounds and sometimes protective of my stories. There are some things that are too hard to write and some things I am not supposed to say for the protection of others. There are some excruciating, life-shattering things that occurred as a side-effect of my abuse that I can’t write about here. How do I come to peace with that? Is this anger I still have intrinsically tied to this enforced quietness on some matters in my personal life? And how do you write about something whilst not writing it, avoiding the actual words? Is it the in-between space that speaks?

Sexual violence is incredibly complex and strikingly simple at the same time. Sexual violence is the catcall we hear on the way to work when we take out our headphones for a moment. It is the fact I was spiked in a club when I was eighteen years old and brushed it off as a slightly scary anecdote to tell in the years following. It is the fact that almost all of the women and non-binary people I know have been sexually assaulted or abused in some capacity. It is the fact that all of them have definitely been sexually harassed. Sexual violence is the insidious monster of patriarchy and misogyny, concoctions of brutal power and cruelty. It’s also the millions of stories we will never hear from individual victims and survivors within these systems of power and violence. Sexual violence is both the black and white and the infinite grey in between.

In workshops I teach where we talk about sexual violence and the ways in which we can help by intervening when we witness it, we discuss something called ‘the continuum of sexual violence’. Liz Kelly coined this term in 1988 to propose that people’s lived experiences of sexual harm can’t be contained within legal parameters, for example those set in the Sexual Offences Act 2003. The continuum, distinct from a hierarchy, is comprised of an endless number of sexually violent behaviours. All of the behaviours contribute to the culture that enables some people to exercise power, control and violence over other people’s bodies. All of the acts of harm I talk about within this book exist within this continuum, and each act is entwined with one another. When a rape joke is made or enabled, it makes room for leniency when sexual violence and harassment are discussed. Consider how far people take the idiom that it’s ‘just boys being boys’ – we may hear it in a schoolyard one moment, then in regard to the United States’ Supreme Court nomination in another. A rape joke that is laughed off, a proclaimed ignorance of groping in a nightclub or a belittling of a catcall makes room in our culture for ‘worse’ forms of sexual violence to be ignored too. When acts of violence are seen as ‘not that bad’, it ensures the continuation of the rape culture we live in. If someone jokes ‘She was asking for it, though’, a hollow space is carved out for sexual violence to be laughed at, lightened, excused.

Societally, different acts of sexual violence are indeed placed on a hierarchy, but there is no good to be found in placing one act of violence at a higher level of importance over another. Seeing a physically violent rape as ‘worse’ than being groped by an acquaintance in a bar does nothing but place some experiences in the shadows of silence. Both of these occurrences are acts of violence and both of these things need to be confronted and prevented, and the victims of both deserve community help. As Amy Dorris, actress, model and just one of the accusers of Donald Trump said when she accused Trump of forcefully kissing her: ‘A violation is a violation.’ Prioritising sexual violence that is ‘worse’ is also laced with various prejudices that we all hold. If we place acts of sexual violence on a hierarchy, we depend on forms of testimony and a belief that harms those whose lives and experiences exist on the margins. To prioritise a violent physical rape that has led to the prosecution of the rapist at the ‘top end’ of the scale relies on the defunct criminal justice system, ingrained beliefs about who is to be believed and in what ways, and the myth that visible physical violence is synonymous with ‘true’ rape. In her essay on female pain, Leslie Jamison says, ‘Sure, some news is bigger news than other news. War is bigger news than a girl having mixed feelings about the way some guy slept with her and didn’t call. But I don’t believe in a finite economy of empathy; I happen to think that paying attention yields as much as it taxes.’ We don’t need to have limited empathy when we hear varying accounts of survivors’ experiences of sexual violence – there is room for all of us on the continuum.

When dismissals are heard, we have to question whether an experience is being seen as ‘not that bad’ in comparison to another act of sexual violence, or whether it’s being being seen as not ‘that bad’ to begin with. Those who argue against the severity of an individual’s experience of sexual violence tend not to be doing so in the selfless name of defending other survivor–victims. It’s akin to when misogynists decry ‘Men Too’, only ever in response to a woman’s declaration of sexual violence – all too often, these decriers are nowhere to be seen in places where male survivors actually need advocating for.

The ways we will react in the aftermath of experiencing sexual violence also exist in a vast grey area. Some people may recover quickly and will be satisfied with leaving the memory of abuse or assault behind them. Others will live their life alongside the abuse, circling around it, feeling its intensity to varying degrees over the years. Others may forget about it for years to come and remember it when they experience something similar, or they may remember it seemingly out of nowhere. Some survivors may be severely affected their whole lives by something that was deemed ‘not that bad’ by society. The infinite grey can manifest in an endless number of ways. If it happened when you were a child. If it happened yesterday. If it happened twenty years ago. If it happens next week. If you reported it to the police instantly. If you waited a year. If you went forward with your case. If you dropped the case. If the police let you down and sprinkled seeds of guilt in your mind. If the police helped you. If the police interrogated you in interviews. If you didn’t go to the doctors. If you went to the doctors and they invalidated you. If you are on medication. If you are disabled (physically and/or mentally). If it was a friend. If you initiated the intimacy. If the court case was too much. If the abuser was found ‘innocent’ by the court. If they didn’t get prosecuted. If they are still in your life. If you were drunk. If you were high. If you were young. If you were out late. If you walked home alone. If you were wearing a certain type of clothing. If you are queer. If you loved them. If you still love them. If you’re a sex worker. If you can’t remember everything. If you said yes at first. If you said yes later on. If you are involved in kink. If you’re involved in BDSM. If no one believes you. If you don’t believe yourself. If you have recovered. If you haven’t confronted it. If you have had therapy. If you haven’t had therapy. If you are angry. If you are so, incredibly, incomprehensibly angry. If you have forgiven your abuser. If you haven’t forgiven your abuser. If you never want to forgive your abuser. If you have repressed it. If you know other people who have had ‘worse’ things happen to them. If it’s ‘something that happens to everyone’. If you have hurt people too. If you are trans. If you are a man. If you are a woman. If you are gender-non-conforming. If you had to do certain things to escape the attack. If you fought. If you ran away. If you froze. If you befriended your attacker. If you are not ‘surviving’.

If you are all of the above, some of the above, none of the above: you are valid. Your survival is valid, and no one can tell you that you are experiencing your truth wrongly. You are the only one who can know what it’s like in your body. We are not defined by what happened to us, but we are defined by the fact that we survive it – by the fact that we are still persisting despite it all.

The word ‘trauma’ literally translates from the Greek word for wound or injury. We can be traumatised by any number of things in our lifetimes: families, break-ups, grief, accidents, racism, bullying. In our modern common vernacular, however, ‘trauma’ tends to be equated with some form of violence or abuse, namely war and rape. Some trauma, as with wounds, can be healed; some can be partially healed, and some will never heal. Healing does not have to equate to finality, something I hadn’t realised until I began the process of writing this book. Originally, this segment was a seething take-down of notions of healing within the survivor sphere. Journeys, scars, battles and healings crowded the vernacular I saw across social media and in literature about sexual violence. I worried that all these notions of healing suggested some sort of end-goal we must aspire to ultimately reach.

Healing, as it is commonly discussed, evokes an end-point of an idealised ‘wellness’, a cure for the craziness. Scars suggest the end of an injury, a cauterising of the hurt. My original qualm with narratives of healing was rooted in the woo-woo culture that can be found across so many discussions of being a survivor. Faux spirituality and memes would come to the fore, declaring that we’re like butterflies erupting from our chrysalis of trauma, or that we’re women warriors against the evil monsters who have harmed us. Buzzwords are used: journeys, honouring, manifesting. To me, these felt tiring. In my life, there will be no finality to the effects of trauma. As a survivor of both childhood sexual abuse and sexual assault in adulthood, the aftermath is both ever-present and ever-evolving. I will never reach the ‘end’ of my trauma. It will forever be a part of me, and that is not something to be ashamed of. The way that I survived what happened to me has helped to sculpt me at my very core.

In a talk you can find on Vimeo, Johanna Hedva talks on how the mark of trauma, and the continuation of your life despite it, may be better described as a callus rather than a scar.
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