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Advance Praise for Queering Sexual
Violence: Radical Voices from Within the Anti-Violence
Movement




“Queering Sexual Violence is the much-needed
book that has been simmering within the "violence against women"
movement for decades. These testimonies don't just break silence;
they bust it wide open in order to redefine, resist, and reclaim
the movement to end intimate violence. They dismantle the false
binaries between genders, between consent and coercion, and even
between survivor and perpetrator. Editor Jennifer Patterson has
skillfully and lovingly assembled a stunning diversity of voices,
centering trans and gender non-conforming people and folks of
color. This book is essential for us all in finding the way toward
a healthy sexuality movement and a post-sexual-violence
future.”

— Minal Hajratwala, author & editor of
Out! Stories from the New Queer India

 


"This book is a fierce tenderness. This book begins
the hard work of not writing violence, but unwriting it, giving our
bodies back to us, moving our voices from silence to song."

— Lidia Yuknavitch, author of The Small
Backs of Children, Dora and The Chronology of Water

 


"…shame, silence, isolation, shame, silence,
isolation … again and again I’ve witnessed this ternion of cyclical
coercers hinder us from sharing our survivor wisdom and evolving a
sustainable collective healing movement. On a bad day, I myself
will surrender to the pervasive messages that tell me there is
something desperately wrong the ways I love, heal, use my voice and
come together with survivor communities. On a good day, I am handed
a resource like Queering Sexual Violence: Radical Voices from
Within the Anti- Violence Movement. This remarkable anthology
is a touchstone. It reminds us that both speaking up and hearing
each other is an act of resistance; it is how we break shame,
silence and isolation. This anthology is also a multi-voiced
mentor, my understanding of healing from individual and systemic
trauma evolved with each and every chapter."

— Amber Dawn, author of How Poetry Saved My
Life: A Hustler's Memoir

 


“Queering Sexual Violence is the anthology I
wish I'd had at 13, at 21, last week. When I was in an abusive
relationship in my 20s, I searched through all the books in the
library in vain looking for some book that showed my story- two
queer, tattooed, non-binary people of color in a relationship full
of love, freedom struggle, trauma and scary violence. Queering
Sexual Violence gives voice to the stories of folks who know
that queer sexual violence happens in youth lockup, immigration
detention hold, our bedrooms and families, that the vision of the
white, cis, straight, middle class non-sex working able-bodied
"perfect victim" is killing us, and gives a space for our queer and
trans brilliance and freedom dreams to breathe a future of true
safety and justice into being."

— Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, author,
Dirty River: A Queer Femme of Color Dreaming Her Way Home, Bodymap,
Love Cake, co-editor, The Revolution Starts At Home

 


"One of the burdens of living in the margins of a
culture is that recognition, if and when it finally comes, often
comes in a voice not your own. It comes in the voice and language
of the institutions and systems that have marginalized you. True
visibility means self-representation and the most effective agents
of social change—be they artists, activists, or editors of
anthologies—understand this. This book brings a glorious chorus of
voices from the queer community who are speaking for themselves—in
story and ideology, poetry and polemic—and it is as dazzling and
devastating and various as I know such people to be. To simply call
them survivors is reductive; they are warriors, artists, lovers,
and intellectuals—they are my favorite kind of people: ones who
have survived with grace and gumption, whose bodies and minds have
suffered violence and who have responded by healing and speaking
out, by opening their hearts and lives to show us that it is
possible. This is not just survival; it is activism on the most
intimate level. It is proof that we can live in a broken world
without losing ourselves, and without giving up on it."

— Melissa Febos, author of the memoir, Whip
Smart, and the essay collection, Abandon Me

 


“Violence disrupts. Out of fear, trauma, and a desire
to clean up and re-package survivorship the anti-sexual violence
movement/support industry has created categories, boundaries, and
norms that erase the experiences of survivors of color, trans
survivors, queer survivors, survivors with disabilities, and all
marginalized survivors. Queering Sexual Violence is a refreshingly
complex and ambitious anthology striving to make room for the full
experiences of sexual violence. With an analysis of structural
oppression and highlighting the explicit violence of the criminal
legal system, this anthology is a powerful charge to the
anti-sexual violence movement to address the harm and erasure that
the professionalization of the movement has caused. As a black
queer organizer I see this book as a powerful tool for movement
building. As a black queer survivor I am so damn thankful.”

— Ejeris Dixon, Founding Director of Vision
Change Win Consulting

 


"In a movement saturated by strictly heteronormative
understandings of violence against women, Queering Sexual
Violence is a watershed moment for those of us whose bodies
have been pushed to the margins. This anthology urges us to build
new and expansive ways to think about violence in our queer and
trans lives - and each of the 35 contributors help lay the
groundwork for moving that thinking forward. Reading this book as a
survivor, I felt seen—and as a longtime worker in the anti-violence
against women non-profit world, I felt like I’d finally been given
the perspective I’d been craving. This book records more than just
a moment in our collective thoughts, it gives us the tools to think
ourselves into a future in which we dismantle the systems that put
us here in the first place.”

— Morgan M. Page, trans artist, activist,
and cultural worker

 


"This is a dangerous, powerful anthology — a new way
of seeing and believing survivors without hiding our messy truths,
our grief, and desires. Yes, this work queers sexual violence, but
it also queers everything we know about healing. This book will
change lives - I know it would have changed mine."

— Leah Horlick, For Your Own Good

 


“When our bodies and identities are sites of sexual
violence and we have been denied the basic recognition of that
which we have survived, Queering Sexual Violence is nothing
short of life-saving testimony. To do the labor of truth telling,
to weave the analysis born of the systemic erasure of one’s
survival, to tear down the binaries surrounding survivor-hood that
we never consented to, these are the undeniable integrities we bear
witness to in Queering Sexual Violence. These are the
stories that give us back to ourselves and challenge the
anti-violence movement to fundamentally shift and embody the work
to keep us all alive.”

— Jai Dulani, co-editor of The Revolution
Starts At Home: Confronting Intimate Violence in Activist
Communities

 


“Our intimate lives—whole, scarred, transcendent,
connected—make our whole selves. In the borders and boundaries of
our bodies we find sweet isolation, connection, and resilience.
These hard journeys comprise no single or simple answers. As a
survivor, as a victim, as a lover, advocate, supporter and
activist—this book is my heart, and an invitation to tell my own
queer story, to question and integrate the stories of others. The
sacredness of sexuality, the tense and layered bonds of power, the
unrelenting reality of its targeted abuses are opened here in
verse, essay, memoir, email, sketch and fairy tale. Gratitude
blooms in the vulnerability and power here.

 


I now know for myself, and maybe others too, that
being a traditional victim as a white cis woman, temporarily
able-bodied, middle-class and educated, lands me deeply in the
story of racism, of us using whiteness and femininity to power over
people of color and poor people. I did experience multiple forms of
sexual violence. I also admitted, accepted, actively created
self-harm and complicity by taking on the only narrative I thought
would grant nurturance and transformation: as a then-silent,
now-powerful victim-survivor. How sad, that my healing story cut
off my reality as a racialized, classed, temporarily able-bodied
person whose story is entwined with others; and that I thought I
had also to dissociate also from the vulnerability, joy and
treasure of my bruised queer heart. I am privileged too that only
sadness, not compounded violence or death, came through this
mainstream experience.

 


Queering Sexual Violence cups the joy, power,
and brutality of naming and healing, or not healing, from sexual
violence. Too often, experiences of sexual violence become
tight-lipped narratives laced with controlling images of gender,
race, class, ability, and systems access. If you have survived or
not survived sexual violence, and you don't fit the dominant images
and/or can't access resources, what stories and possibilities grow
beyond the binds of sexist and racist imagery and triumphant
individualism? This book centers the stories often on the margins,
opening and holding space for trans, queer, poor, nonwhite, and
anti-racist white voices on sexual violence.”

— Susannah Bartlow, educator, writer and
activist

 


“This is an informative and useful book on an
important subject our community is reluctant to face– rape. Here
you will learn about the impact sexual assaults have on our queer
lives no matter where they originated—from when we were kids, from
heterosexual encounters, or from deep in the beating hearts of our
own relationships. I highly recommend Queering Sexual
Violence as a book to snag off this bookshelf and devour. Tell
your friends.”

— Jane Eaton Hamilton, author of
Weekend

 


“Jennifer Patterson’s timely and sensitive book,
Queering Sexual Violence, is truly an original work of
memoir, narrative nonfiction, poetry, and grace. By raising the
voices of poor, trans and genderqueer people, sex workers, people
of color (obviously overlapping categories) and more, Queering
Sexual Violence pivots the center of the conversation about
what sexual violence is and how we can resist, reject, reclaim, and
redefine our lives. You will cry, laugh, smile—and then you’ll want
to take to the streets and act for all victims and survivors
of sexual violence. Patterson is a master editor and the authors
have done an outstanding job teaching us about their queer
experiences. This book belongs on the shelf of any activist who
cares about sexual violence.”

— Stephanie Gilmore, Ph.D., Author,
Educator & Activist

 


“Queering Sexual Violence questions the
binaries—man and woman; victim and perpetrator; innocent and
guilty—that have made spaces for survivors of sexual violence
inaccessible to so many of us. For too long now, mainstream
movements against sexual violence have operated under and
perpetuated hierarchies of violence and victimhood, telling us what
counts as harm and who deserves protection. After reading this
book, I not only understood, but also felt more deeply, that
consent, victimhood, and violence are not stable categories with
simple definitions. We cannot tell those we love what has or has
not been done to them; rather, we need to do the work of listening.
The voices in this collection push me to hold the complexity of
violence and survival without looking to simple solutions that
erase so many people’s experiences.”

— Grace Dunham, writer and activist

 


“Would it be a queer thing to live in a world free
from sexual violence? I think so. And by queer I mean
transformative. I am ready for that queer feeling of embodied
freedom. Are you? The queer thing would be a future where we don't
reproduce the systems of oppressions we are surviving right now.
And I mean queer like the authors of this collection mean it, as a
command. We must queer our days and queer our nights and queer our
questions and queer our responses and most importantly queer our
actions, QUEER!!! until the world we are experiencing is a world we
recognize only from our wildest most luscious dreams. This is a
book full of insight for and examples of how we can queer our
relationships to justice and addressing harm, our relationships to
our movements and each other.”

— Alexis Pauline Gumbs, co-founder of
UBUNTU (a women of color/survivor led coalition to end gendered
violence), co-editor of Revolutionary Mothering: Love on the Front
Lines

 


“In her introduction to this important collection,
Jennifer Patterson writes: "Every person in this anthology is doing
vital and radical work. We are filling in the gaps where systems,
institutions, families, communities and partners have failed us. We
are speaking our truths even when they aren't welcomed. Or even
asked for.” The courage it takes to put together an anthology, with
such an acute sense of what is missing, from a cultural
conversation about sexual and domestic violence in the queer
community, is formidable. I offer my support to this necessary
creative and critical work.”

— Bhanu Kapil, Naropa University and
Goddard College

 


“Over the past decade there has been an escalating
proliferation of books addressing the epidemic of sexual violence.
It would be tempting to celebrate as the conversation grows more
boisterous, but the reality is that even in a conversation about
power and violence, silencing still occurs. Even among survivors,
some stories are heard while others are ignored. The general public
still struggles to understand trauma and healing even though there
have never been more resources available to comprehend the
epidemic.

 


The gift of Queering Sexual Violence: Radical
Voices from Within the Anti-Violence Movement is the
extraordinary grounding and vision of its contributors who
centralize and expound on the systematic power that feeds the
social and moral disease of rape and sexual violence, as it is
experienced by the most marginalized survivors and advocates. By
queering this heteropatriarchal conversation, the possibilities of
healing and reflection are endless.

 


There is still so much to learn and unlearn about
violence and healing, and this anthology is an incredible resource
to help the reader do both. Jennifer Patterson has orchestrated an
incredible symphony of voices to underscore the landscape and
realities of what is happening inside the movement to eradicate
sexual violence. Queering Sexual Violence is the beginning
to a new and overdue conversation. This book teaches us how to
deepen our consciousness, believe survivors, and simply evolve as a
human being.”

— Lisa Factora-Borchers, writer and editor
of the anthology, "Dear Sister: Letters from Survivors of Sexual
Violence"

 


“This long-awaited and much-needed anthology queers
the cultural conversation about sexual violence and sexual abuse.
In Queering Sexual Violence, editor Jennifer Patterson has
gathered essays that tangle with and complicate the stories that we
as a society tell about sexual violence: that it's a male-female
problem, that queers are not perpetrators, that queer space is
always safe space. These poems, stories, and essays are songs of
resistance, truth-tellings, visionings of a different future, as
well as calls-and-response with and maps for those queer survivors
who are (unfortunately) following us on the path of healing and
recovery. The structure of the text itself offers up the editor's
and authors' visions for this book's impact: Redefining,
Reclaiming, Resisting, and Reimagining—these pieces give voice to
the lives and realities of queer survivors of color, trans*
survivors, femme survivors, kinky survivors, those who have been
abused by women, those who are survivors of abuse at the hands of
other queer folks. The book questions the “solutions” of
incarceration and isolation that many of in the mainstream sexual
abuse industrial complex have favored. Many of the pieces wrangle
with the myth of the “good” survivor, striving to dismantle a
narrative that still dictates what a survivor of sexual violence
must do or say or be in order to be believed, in order to deserve
support and empathy, in order to deserve to heal. We survive and
heal in innumerably, queerly beautiful ways, we all deserve a whole
liberation, and we all deserve to heal.”

— Jennifer Cross, writer, editor, and
founder of Writing Ourselves Whole

 


"Sexual violence and trauma permeate in places where
we are most tender and driven. What happens when our communities,
families, and those most intimate internalize systemic and state
harm? How can we debunk the myths of “good survivor” and who gets
to claim that experience anyway? Queering Sexual Violence
engages truth in a stunning multidimensional approach of poetry,
storytelling, political strategy, & collective reflection
brazen with testimony. In an evolving social justice culture, this
text dares to address the trauma, hold the responses and losses,
and carve space for achy complexity. In doing so, this book
centralizes those most affected and marginalized. As a trans,
gender non-conforming, disabled, brown survivor, who’s witnessed
sexual violence among comrades, who’s been informed by & caused
harm, one who's felt erased by social service providers— the words
in this anthology are beyond text, they offer an honest compass to
help to repair and regenerate. Queering Sexual Violence goes
beyond what has been polarized or structurally possible and seeks
to be a liberatory resource we’ve needed for quite some time."

— Kay Ulanday Barrett, nationally
recognized poet, educator, and cultural worker
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Foreword

 Reina Gossett

 


“If uniforms are replaced with civilian clothes —the
guard’s and the prisoner’s—then the act of strip searching would
look exactly like the sexual violence that is experienced by the
prisoner who is ordered to remove her clothing, stoop, and spread
her buttocks. In the case of vaginal and rectal searches, routinely
performed on women prisoners in the US, this continuum of sexual
violence is even more obvious.” Angela Davis, Abolition
Democracy

Last year, shortly after I wrote a piece about the
legacy trans activist Marsha “Pay it No Mind” Johnson in honor of
the role she played in the Stonewall rebellion, the Sylvia Rivera
Law Project sent out the piece to members of SRLP’s Prison Advisory
Committee, a group of trans, gender non conforming, and intersex
people currently incarcerated in various institutions throughout
New York state. One of the members of PAC wrote me the following
response:

“Much like Sylvia Rivera. And Bambi. Marsha was my
good good girl girlfriend. I met her in 1977 when I was 13 years
old and I was with her the night that she was murdered. She was
supposed to be at the Anvil later that night! But never did. When
Marsha’s body was found all bloated! Floating in the water of her
2nd home. The West Side Highway. Several of the working
girls, queens came forward to report seeing a car full of boys with
Jersey plates pick Ms Marsha up and drive off with her okay. The
6th Pct, who at the time had the most notorious “fag
bashers” in their employ—POs Big John and Jimbo Fleming—never went
above and beyond to investigate it simply because it was
Marsha.”

I relate this story in detail to give a historical
context for the importance surrounding this anthology and its
function as interrupting long-held mainstream narratives about what
sexual violence means, what communities navigate everyday sexual
violence and who are the primary predators for communities most
impacted by sexual violence. So often trans and gender non
conforming lives are not held, especially trans women of color who
have been homeless, worked in the sex trade, have HIV/AIDS, are
incarcerated, disabled, or immigrants. The tools used against our
community are sterilization procedures, strip searches performed by
the police or prison guards, the murdering of trans women who are
in the sex trade, and the shaming and silencing of our stories
within movement, direct service or survivor spaces.

Whether it is the street based violence of strangers
that culminated in the death of Marsha or the institutional
violence of the police that lead to many other deaths and harm,
this Prisoner Advisory Committee member’s letter helps historicize
the kind of sexual violence that people experiencing multiple forms
of oppression, such as low income trans women, trans women of
color, and trans women doing sex work, must navigate every day. And
many of us are unable to survive it, as more and more people are
coming to understand trans women and gender non conforming people
assigned male at birth are disproportionally murdered as a form of
sexual violence.

Over the last ten years I have witnessed broad
cultural shifts in terms of what people understand to be sexual
violence and what strategies people should use in responding to
sexual violence. More and more people are naming interpersonal and
institutional sexual violence as inextricably linked to other forms
of oppression. More and more people are working to reframe who
exactly they mean when they say survivors of sexual violence and a
more focus is going towards centering strategies that work through
prevention, intervention, reparations, accountability and
ultimately collective liberation.

This anthology offers a crucial range of voices,
experiences and wisdom drawn from people who understand ending
sexual violence is inextricably linked to disability justice, sex
worker rights, gender self determination, queer and trans
liberation and prison industrial complex abolition. Not only does
this anthology present some of the most brilliant minds in the
movement to end sexual violence, but Jennifer Patterson also frames
this anthology in such a way as to center reflections and
strategies for resistance, healing and ultimately liberation.

Queering Sexual Violence further expands the
understanding of sexual violence as a tool of larger institutions
such as the military and prison industrial complex. This book also
challenges the reader to consider how these relationships are
replicated outside of institutions and played out within families,
intimate partnerships, on the street, in hotels and within the sex
trade.

This book represents a tremendous contribution to
this shift and takes it even further through the reframing of
sexual violence through the lenses of Redefining, Reclaiming,
Resisting and Reimagining. And yet the contributors in
this anthology still manage something incredibly challenging:
holding the multiple layers of complexity that make up sexual
violence while pushing the reader towards liberation.

Queering Sexual Violence asks the reader to
hold these difficult questions while pushing us to re-imagine our
own contradictions and complexities as central to transforming
sexual violence. This book is a vital text for anyone invested in
movement where our own truths and communities are the key to
creating strategies to prevent sexual violence, interrupt it when
it happens, repair relationships harmed by sexual violence and
create alternative forms of accountability when harm does happen,
in order to inhabit a world in which all our lives matter.

 



Introduction

 Jennifer
Patterson

 


What is queering sexual violence?

In a broad sense, it is considering sexual violence
while centering the discussion on experiences and identities that
often place us in the margins, be it gender, race, sexuality,
economic, immigration, and sex worker status. It's an affirmation
of all of the bodies that experience violence and all the forms
that violence takes rather than what I consider to be the more
reductive focus of the "violence against women" framework. But I
should start off by defining queer, though the definition changes
from person to person. Queer defines me both politically and
sexually—a radical position within the larger mainstream LGBT
community; a commitment to exposing the systems that criminalize
rather than serve. It’s a space to dream up new systems that do
serve us. For me, it is a rejection of mainstream ideas around
sexuality and gender and the home to critical thought organized
through radical love and compassion. It’s also an umbrella term
that offers more flexibility than something a bit more fixed like
gay or lesbian. So, to “queer” sexual violence means I ventured to
dig deeper into the dominant narratives around sexual violence. I
want to highlight those of us whose survivorhood doesn’t follow a
predictable path. I seek to shift what people consider "normal."
And a whole slew of amazing people are in this book doing it with
me.

I came to this book as I left mainstream anti-sexual
violence work—burnt-out but searching for radical queer
perspectives in this work. And I came with a deep love for my
communities and a desire to recommit to the work I love. I was
intending to make the heterosexism and transphobia in the
anti-violence non-profit industrial complex the focus. While you
will definitely find people speaking towards that, this book became
so much more; the contributors in this anthology thoroughly
examine and critique norms, dominant narratives, ideas, and
assumptions about sexual violence through sharing personal and
critical writing about experiences as queer survivors.

None of us are immune to experiencing violence,
perpetrating violence or to knowing of and not responding to
violence. Sometimes we forget things. We forget how limiting and
exclusionary binaries are: male/ female, victim/ survivor,
survivor/ perpetrator, safe/ unsafe. We forget about
accountability. We forget that our queer partners can abuse us. We
forget that even when we try to create “safe spaces,” these spaces
can be unsafe to members of our community. I'm thinking a lot about
"safe spaces" and "community.” I'm thinking about the lessons we
learn about violence outside our community, that we carry
with us; lessons about who experiences it, who perpetuates it and
who is allowed to heal from it.

The contributors move beyond a mainstream
understanding of violence in which the “victim” is (assumed) to be
a white, cisgender, heterosexual, virginal woman—the perfect
survivor. We work to blur the binaries. We acknowledge that the
survivor and perpetrator binary is not clear-cut; that many of us
and those we love have complicated histories as both survivor and
perpetrator. We look at interpersonal sexual violence as being but
a part of the larger structural systems of violence like the
military and prison industrial complex. For me, part of the issue
with the "violence against women" framework is that sexual violence
is not just a gender-based violence. And while it feels important
to not only recognize that people with all different gender
identities have both harmed others and have been harmed by sexual
violence, it’s also recognizing that sexual violence has been,
historically, and still is a tool of racism, of economic
exploitation, of criminalization and state violence.

And it is increasingly frustrating to see organizing
only for "violence against women" because when I think about all
the survivors I know or have engaged with over the years, not all
of them are women. And not all of the "perpetrators" are men. Not
even close. When we expect all survivors to fit the mainstream
survivor narrative, we miss opportunities to organize and mobilize
in a larger capacity.

 


 


 


 


Studies have shown that people in LGBTQ relationships
experience violence at the same rate as people in heterosexual
relationships and this only reflects those of us who report and are
actually included in studies to begin with. We are not immune to a
systemic culture of rape, for example, simply because we are queer.
In fact, we often experience violence because of who we are.
The kinds of violence we face and how/ whether we survive is
influenced by our race, ethnicity, disability, whether we do sex
work and our economic status. But the amount of funding, research,
non-profit prevention and advocacy work, direct care, organizing,
and healing spaces centered on queer people is severely lacking.
Non-profits and organizations are usually focused on and funded to
address violence against (heterosexual, cisgender, middle to upper
class, white) women. Beginning with the emergence of battered women
shelters in the 1970's, the new legislation that came soon after
intended to protect survivors but the growth of what can now be
considered a full-blown industry came with a heavy reliance on and
investment in the state and the criminal (in)justice system. This
reliance had and continues to have a pretty detrimental effect.
Some communities look to the state for justice but many other
communities have historically experienced and continue to
experience an imbalanced amount of criminalization through the
prison industrial complex. Fortunately there have been growing
challenges to non-profit anti-sexual violence work that relies on
and assumes the state to be a site of safety and justice rather
than one of the most significant sites of sexual violence,
particularly in trans communities and communities of color.

Through my time working in non-profits and
organizations, as a rape crisis counselor in an emergency room, and
simply as a survivor, my personal experience confirms that when it
comes to mainstream anti-sexual violence work and activism, the
survivor receiving most of organizational attention and support is
a certain type of survivor. In this anti-violence fantasy world,
she is virginal, she is sober, isn’t "crazy," wears the right
clothing, has the right job and so forth. The centering on certain
communities of survivors while erasing others has a huge impact;
coupled with the reliance on the state, survivors outside the
communities of mainstream focus are lacking some pretty serious
resources. This means that a trans woman of color who is a sex
worker will most likely be unable to come forward after
experiencing violence on the job (not to mention the fact that she
most likely won't be believed to be a survivor). This means that a
gay man or a person who is gender non-conforming or someone who is
trans or someone who is read as a man will feel —and might actually
be— physically or verbally shut out of support groups. This
means that a survivor who is undocumented will be unable to receive
even basic forms of medical care and support because of language
barriers or fear of deportation. And this also means that queer
people who are incarcerated are rarely counted as survivors.

As a white queer woman working in the anti-violence
movement, I saw women who looked just like me demanding space,
going over other peoples' heads and making decisions that affected
the larger group, all the while relying on racist, classist,
homophobic and transphobic assumptions about sexual violence,
survivors, and those imagined to be committing forms of violence. I
also remember how small I tried to make myself when I felt shutdown
in these spaces, shifting away from my queerness, my survivorhood
or my "radical" ideas.

This narrow focus on what is considered sexual
violence and who is considered a “legitimate” victim has historical
roots and has played out for decades, not only in non-profits but
activist spaces as well. The politics of respectability and
assimilation within feminist, gay and lesbian, and anti-violence
activism and work has erased activists for being too queer, too
radical. Looking back to the 1970’s, organizers like Stonewall
veteran Sylvia Rivera, who spoke out about the violence and
injustice that she and her trans sisters experienced, were quickly
pushed aside in order for the gay rights agenda to appeal to a
heterosexual majority.

In a video of Sylvia's speech at the 1973 Christopher
Street Liberation Day, archived by Reina Gossett, the exclusion of
trans women, low-income queer and trans people, those in the sex
work and incarcerated survivors is on full display. In the speech
Rivera asks the crowd (that boos her and works to violently tear
her off the stage) to remember "your gay brothers and your gay
sisters in jail" saying:

“They're writing me every motherfucking week asking
for your help and you don't do a damn thing for them. Have you ever
been beaten up and raped and jailed? Now think about it. They've
been beaten up and raped and then have to spend much of their money
in jail to get theirself home... I have been to jail. I have been
beaten and raped many times... You want to tell me go and hide my
tail between my legs. I will no longer put up with this shit. I
have been beaten, I have had my nose broken, I have been thrown in
jail, I have lost my job, I have lost my apartment for gay
liberation and you all treat me this way?”

In the speech, she also asserts that women and
lesbian groups were unreliable, that trans women seeking care
didn't write the "womens' group" for help; instead they wrote
Street Transgender Action Revolutionaries (STAR), the activist
organization Sylvia began with Marsha P. Johnson. After Rivera
worked alongside the gay and lesbian community for collective
liberation, it’s heartbreaking to see the booing, violence and
dismissals that she experiences. And it’s very telling. This
response from the mainstream gay and lesbian community doesn’t
exist only in the past; the pushing out of trans women, people in
the sex trade, queer and trans people who are low-income and people
who are incarcerated continues in the movement to this day.

Once I realized the myriad ways we, as queer and
trans people, continue to be shut out of mainstream anti-sexual
violence activism, to varying degrees, it was all that I could see.
I was left with so many questions: Where was the acknowledgment of
those of us that fell outside of the rigid gender binary?
Recognition of the violence that gay men encounter on the street or
at home with partners? Where were the connections between the
criminalization of queer people, people of color, and
institutionalized state violence by the police or the prison
industrial complex? When were we going to acknowledge that sexual
violence is used as a tool of intimidation and control within the
prison system? Where was the recognition of trans womens' vital
contributions in anti-violence work? Who rallied around sex workers
experiencing violence? When would mainstream activism and
organizing embrace those of us that have historically been
dismissed and erased? Who is allowed to seek justice and what
is justice for our many varied communities?

After months of frustration, I left the
community-based project I belonged to knowing that it wasn’t doing
the radical work I believed was necessary. I left angry and
disappointed. It became clear to me that anti-sexual violence work
is not only ineffective in the long run but also shortsighted when
it doesn't intentionally include and center the experiences of
queer people, trans women, people who are gender non-conforming,
sex workers, trans men, people of color, gay men, those that have
been previously incarcerated, lesbians, bisexual-identified people
and the myriad of intersections in between.

While inequities and harm in mainstream anti-sexual
violence work serves as the genesis for this anthology, my own
personal frustration as a survivor played a part too. As I began
identifying as queer, I noticed how my survivorhood was challenged
by those around me. Having been "out" as a survivor for years, I
didn't shy away from being vocal. But I soon learned that being
queer and a survivor was different than when I was
"straight" and a survivor. My sexual identity suddenly made sense
to people as they connected invented dots between survivor and
queer. The stereotype of queer as deviant is pervasive and occurs
both outside and inside the queer communities. Within my larger
LGBT community, over the years, I have felt the push back from
other queer people who would rather I be silent because my
experiences could potentially confirm those stereotypes. At their
root, the ideas that sexual violence and queer identity are
always linked is homophobic, transphobic and heterosexist in
that they centralize heterosexual cisgender survivor experiences as
"normal." But as I write that, it is also important to note that
queer survivors are not a monolith; some of us believe that our
experiences with sexual violence have impacted our sexuality or
gender identity and then we find ourselves pushed to legitimize our
queer identities. The ways that we have to fight to simply claim
ourselves in the face of violence are endless.

As I quit the community organizing group I was
involved in, I told myself that it was essential that I next picked
a project that made space for all that I considered to be missing
from mainstream anti-sexual violence work. I wanted to immerse
myself in work that mirrored my beliefs, practices and political
ideology that I believed needed to be front and center. I drafted
the call for submissions for this book and then I tried to figure
out how the fuck I was going to edit a book, and get it published,
having no experience with either. I knew there were already so many
other people doing this radical work. I contacted organizations,
bloggers, activists, and writers who I knew were already deep in
radical community organizing. I thought about the dominant systems
and narratives I hoped we could collectively challenge and how a
collection of voices could impact the direction of anti-sexual
violence work. Then submissions came pouring in. There were so many
people ready that I couldn't even accept all of the pieces
submitted.

The contributors to this book are a feral but wildly
compassionate collection of writers, bartenders, professors,
students, therapists, sex workers, healers, sex positive educators,
organizers, musicians, bloggers, activists, academics, filmmakers
and rabble rousers. We celebrate the imperfection in our stories.
Our strengths lie in our resiliency, our contradictions, the
questions we ask ourselves and then the answers we demand from
others. It's in the way we hold ourselves accountable to something
bigger than us. We are cunning crafters of something more whole and
healing for ourselves, our partners, our communities, and yes, even
those that violate us. It's the messy stories, the drunk stories,
the ones complicated by mental health and a quest for wellness, the
stories complicated by racism, classism, fatphobia, transmisogyny,
disability. We have our eyes and hearts fixed on something bigger:
radical, affirming, accountable prevention work, activism and
direct care, collective healing, and a release from a culture that
shames, disbelieves, and erases our lived experiences. We believe
that until we, as a culture, acknowledge that all genders
experience and perpetuate violence, we will be working on
only a small piece of the larger puzzle.

Collectively, we aren't the white, cisgender,
straight, virginal, class privileged, English speaking, able-bodied
survivors held up by the mainstream anti-sexual violence movement
as legitimate survivors. Collectively, we are visionaries—
intellectually aggressive, queer, conflicted, messy and
complicated. Many of us are people of color, transgender, disabled,
and/ or poor and working class. We feel the way our identities
impact our survival. We know what it means to live in the margins,
to have our experiences challenged. And we are demanding more from
a movement that affects our very lives and communities.

This book elevates us, it disrupts the conversation,
it re-centers on those frequently excluded by the laws, the
non-profit industrial complex, the academic community and the
organizing that is central to the mainstream anti-sexual violence
work. Every person in this anthology is doing vital and radical
work. We are filling in the gaps where systems, institutions,
families, communities and partners have failed us. We are speaking
our truths even when they aren't welcomed. Or even asked for. But
while this book challenges so much, it's also focused on profound
healing and liberation and actively choosing to work towards that
every day, for ourselves and our communities.

Through the work of the contributors, a space was
created for us to dig into our roots, heal, resist and seek new
forms of collective liberation, one untethered to that which has
never served us. To get into the marrow of this work is to imagine
that there is a better, safer community in which we all can
thrive.

This anthology is organized into four sections:
Redefining, Reclaiming, Resisting and Reimagining. In the first
section, Redefining, the pieces look at how sexual violence and
survivorhood are normatively defined. You'll find explorations of
living with what are considered "complicated" survivor stories and
the way a focus on certain survivors impact a richer understanding
of familial, community and societal dynamics. We revisit how we
came to this work, how our personal history as well as history in
the movement helped to give us direction.

The next section, Reclaiming takes a closer look at
what it takes to move towards personal and collective healing.
You'll find reclamations and release; of bodies, of stories, of
labels. These pieces revisit how we came to this work, how both our
personal history and history in the movement helps ground us. You
will find the ways we integrate our fragmented selves. You will
find us fucking, breathing, sobbing, challenging, offering, loving,
sitting in the stillness, hoping, relearning.

In Resisting, there is push-back. In this section in
particular, you will find the ways we say no: to violence, to being
excluded from healing spaces, to being misidentified and erased as
survivors. You will find us creating our own solutions.

And finally, Reimagining celebrates what is possible.
It's knowing that we need to interrogate and rethink the current
anti-sexual violence movement and any resistance in our way. It's
believing in ourselves as well as our communities; it's knowing we
can do this work. You will find strong examples of the fearlessness
needed to live, work and love in spaces that are not ready to
affirm us.

What we share in these pieces are our hearts,
disappointments, our experiences, our successes, our multiple and
intersecting identities and our ideas for moving into sustainable
and transformative anti-sexual violence work. We don't believe we
have all the answers but are very ready to explore and further the
work that impacts so many of us.

There is a legacy of voices in this work; this
anthology wouldn't be possible without the organizations,
communities, and activism that paved the way, inspired us endlessly
and transformed how we think, organize, work and love. In no
particular order, I am indebted to GenerationFIVE, Communities
Against Rape and Abuse (CARA), Incite! Women of Color Against
Violence, the Sylvia Rivera Law Project, the Anti-Violence Project,
the book The Revolution Starts at Home: Confronting Intimate
Violence Within Activist Communities (edited by Jai Dulani,
Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha and Ching-In Chen), Persist Health
Project, UBUNTU, Generative Somatics, Philly's Pissed, The Audre
Lorde Project (and Safe Outside the System), Red Umbrella Project
and really, too many to name. I think these examples embody the
work we as queer survivors and anti-violence activists want to see
replicated in the rest of the movement.

We are ready for our voices to be at the center of
the anti-sexual violence movement.

 



 


Redefining





 


Fluctuations in Voice: A Genderqueer
Response to Traumatic Violence

 River Willow
Fagan

 


My voice is probably husky, as I have been crying;
either way, my voice sounds like a man's voice. Her voice,
emanating from the phone, is cold. "This number is only for
survivors of sexual violence," she tells me.

"I know," I say. "I'm a survivor."

"I'm sorry but this number is for people in crisis
only," she says. "You'll have to call the business line." She
sounds angry, as if by calling I have invaded her space as
egregiously as a stranger walking into her backyard birthday party
and scooping up chunks of uncut birthday cake with his hands.

"Okay," I say. I feel too unwelcome to protest or ask
questions.

She rattles off the digits of the business line. I
thank her, as if she has helped me.

 


* * *

 


My voice may sound like a man's voice, but it is not.
I have trouble speaking of my gender identity with a clear, strong,
articulate voice, for at least two reasons. Both of them involve
the fear of being misunderstood, misread, rendered indecipherable,
or worse, relegated into the category of "disordered.".

The first reason that I struggle is because my gender
is complicated and shifting, roaming from place to place without
settling down anywhere. I find relief and comfort in the word
"genderqueer" but even that covers too vast a territory for me to
feel like it truly conveys my gender identity to others. Sometimes
I want to abandon completely the male identity assigned to me,
sometimes I want to retain pieces of it, creating my own collage of
a queer gender, and sometimes (less frequently) I want to reclaim
some kind of queer-positive, anti-oppressive male identity.
Recently, I have felt like I have multiple genders; sometimes I
feel like a boy, sometimes like a girl, and sometimes neither. This
is too fresh a development for it to be solid, and besides I am
scared that such a gender will not be understood or accepted by the
people around me.

The second reason is that, for me, my genderqueerness
is inextricably bound up with my history of being sexually abused;
my father's violence seared into me the deep conviction that I did
not want to be like him, i.e., a man. I am scared to write about
this truth, as it seems to confirm some nasty stereotypes about
queer people. However, the idea that a shift in gender identity
and/or expression in response to trauma is dysfunctional is rooted
in trans- and queerphobic ideas: that traditional cisgenders are
healthier and more natural than queer genders, that genders must be
innate to be valid, that a change in gender is suspicious and must
be justified.
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