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Content Warning




This book contains stories that talk about sexual assault, sexualized and physical violence, self-harm, body image, discrimination, mental illness, suicide, and other potentially triggering or difficult topics. Please note that all stories and poems mention or discuss sexualized violence to some degree.


You’ll find more specific warnings throughout the book, at the beginning of certain stories.


Please take care engaging with this material, and make time for self-care if you need to. 


This book will still be here when you’re ready!











  
  



Land Acknowledgement




We respectfully acknowledge that this book was written on unceded Indigenous territory across the settler state of Canada, whose sovereignty relies on continued exploitation, violence, and the ongoing settlement of stolen lands. 


Given the subject matter of this anthology, we would be remiss to begin without specifically acknowledging the high rates of physical and sexualized violence faced by Indigenous peoples—particularly by women, girls, and Two-spirit individuals—that are part of both an historical and ongoing genocide of Indigenous populations.


Many, if not all of the post-secondary institutions written about in this anthology are complicit in this violent, ongoing colonization. 


As an editorial team made up of settlers, we take responsibility for learning and seeking long-term transformation in our relationships with Indigenous peoples and land, particularly as they pertain to organizing and taking action on issues of sexualized violence.











  
  






This anthology is dedicated to every campus activist fighting sexualized violence who has ever felt discouraged, let down, burned out, or defeated. 


We hear you. We see you. We believe you.


Change is possible. 











  
  

Foreword


Mandi Gray





Over the last decade, there has been a resurgence of anti-violence activism on post-secondary campuses across Canada. Much of this labour has been fuelled by  what we faced when we reported sexual violence or supported a friend who had been harmed. In 2015, I was in the first year of my PhD when I was sexually assaulted by another student. Only a decade ago, there was no sexual assault policy nor were there any dedicated staff for supporting students like me. There have been many changes that have happened on campus that we can attribute to the dedicated labour of survivors and their allies. This work has filled massive policy gaps and challenged discriminatory rape myths in institutional responses (or lack thereof). 

We couldn’t have done this without the labour of the feminist activists who came before us. We are indebted to the feminists of the 70s and 80s. They provided us with the language of sexual violence to identify our experiences as such. They advocated for much-needed legal reform in criminal law. They identified sexual harassment as a critical problem on campuses across the country. The feminists of the 90s and 00s fought for sexual harassment offices, circulated Chilly Climate reports to document the sexism and racism in many university departments across the country, and created feminist-led safety audits to assess the physical safety of campuses for women and racialized community members. 

For many of us, the institutional failures have been just as harmful as the initial act of violence—whether it is senior administrators minimizing the report of sexual violence as simply an interpersonal conflict, long waiting lists for counselling, or being forced to continue taking a class with the perpetrator. Experiencing sexual violence while attending a post-secondary institution has unique consequences. Survivors often continue to attend classes with the person who harmed them, or the perpetrator might even be their instructor who has incredible power over their future. The campus, which may have felt at one time like a safe community, now feels like an absolute betrayal after their disclosure wasn’t taken seriously. Some may abandon their studies and future career plans altogether. Some survivors face backlash for reporting, as demonstrated by the growing number of defamation lawsuits that faculty members accused of sexual violence have initiated with the intention of intimidating survivors into silence. 

Survivors who face numerous forms of intersecting structural marginalization also come up against unique barriers to justice. For example, international students risk losing their visas if they fail or drop out after they experience sexual violence. Students who engage in sex work might be fearful of reporting out of fear of blackmail by the perpetrator. Black, Indigenous, racialized, members of the 2SLGBTQ+ community, and disabled students are often subjected to intersecting discriminatory stereotypes that diminish their victimization and are often even far less likely to make formal reports despite experiencing disproportionate rates of gendered violence. While we should be proud of how far we have come, we still have a lot of work to do to ensure that all members of the campus community are safe from violence and oppression. 

This Wasn’t on the Syllabus is critical because it documents the many challenges that survivors and their allies face when advocating for much needed change in institutions that are often resistant and at times out right hostile. The pieces included in this collection provide stories of feminist victories, survival, and collective rage, which help us to see just how much work has been done and provide future generations with lessons learned to continue fighting for a future that ensures that all campus community members are safe. 

The latter chapters of this book provide a glimpse into the possibilities for the future. It is important that we spend time dreaming and imagining a future that is safe for everyone and what that could look like. Safety is far more than simply the absence of violence. It is a space where everyone is heard, validated, cared for, and accountability is not just a hollow word. This is what we must continue to strive for.








  
  

Introduction


Addy Strickland and Emma Kuzmyk






  No one gets into activism on purpose. When it comes to combatting sexualized violence, you don’t wake up one morning and decide “I’m going to fight my university’s administration,” or “I’m going to rewrite my school’s sexualized violence policy;” rather, you listen as an upper-year student tells you which professors to worry about. You cringe while reading poorly worded emails from administration. You decide not to go out because you don’t feel like being cat-called or groped and the walk across campus is dark and empty. By the end of your first year, you listen as every single one of your female friends tells you they’ve been harassed or assaulted. 

For far too many, sexualized violence is an unfortunate and unexpected side-effect of the post-secondary experience. It’s something you’re forced to learn about, even though it might not appear on any of your course syllabi. Statistics Canada found that one in ten women were sexually assaulted while attending post-secondary institutions in 2019 alone, and that 71% of all students experienced some form of unwanted sexualized behaviour.1 These statistics are shocking enough at face value, but those involved in prevention and response work will also concur that both are most likely under-representations due to ongoing barriers in reporting. 

For decades, activists and allies have been fighting to change those statistics and to rewrite the culture of sexualized violence on post-secondary campuses. There have been protests, petitions, sit-ins, walkouts, and endless campaigns, alongside tireless work towards policy and systems change. Our own experiences encompass only four short years of activist work—much of which would not have been possible without the work of those who preceded us—and it often feels as if we crammed decades of learning into what is, in the grand scheme of things, not a whole lot of time. 

Coming to the end of those four years, as most senior students are prone to do, we started to reminisce on everything that happened. What went on in the classroom was, perhaps unsurprisingly, only a small part of our conversation. Instead, we remembered writing an open letter to university administration part way through our first semester. We remembered marching onto the basketball court in the middle of an open house with megaphones and linked arms. We remembered planning protests from the basement of an old residence hall, and painting words of resistance onto the windows of another. We remembered how it felt to march across campus in a pack of badass women, and to scream our worth at the top of our lungs. We also remembered how it felt to be told “no” and “never” and “not here” over and over again. We remembered the dozens, if not hundreds of stories of trauma we heard from our peers, and we remembered sitting across the boardroom from administrators, trying to hold ourselves together while they asked us to prove that increased student supports were necessary. 

Reminiscing about everything we went through and everything we learned in the process, we wanted to create something to honour the experiences we had while also passing on what we learned to future generations of activists. Somewhat jokingly, we threw out the idea of writing a book—we’d both written, published, and performed in various other media, so why not tackle something bigger? Evidently, we quickly stopped joking. Rather than only telling our own stories, however, we wanted to include the voices of other activists across Canada who were doing similar work and facing similar challenges. Hence, the idea of writing a book morphed into the anthology you’re holding now. 

Throughout this anthology, you’ll find an array of stories, poems, and speeches written by student activists—both past and present—fighting sexualized violence on Canadian campuses. Sending out our call for submissions in 2021, the goal was to achieve as wide a range of stories as possible, representing the diversity of experience that exists across Canada, across campuses, and even within movements. We wanted to show the world the amazing work being done by students that is so often overlooked, and so rarely celebrated. The stories presented in this anthology come from twenty-four activists from seven provinces, writing about their experiences at fifteen different post-secondary institutions. Each of the stories are unique and demonstrate the diversity we were looking to achieve, yet by virtue of the work we do, also highlight the common experience of fighting for action and justice on issues of sexualized violence. 

Across three categories—What We Faced, What We Built, and How We Survived—this anthology makes space for conversations about active protest, collective action, contentious movements, community care, institutional failure, combatting rape culture, creating solutions, and more. In the first section, What We Faced, our contributors write about and reflect on what it’s like to confront post-secondary institutions and their troubling policies (or lack thereof) head on. Among others, you’ll hear from the two of us, as well as from a few of our peers, about various movements that occurred during our time at St. Francis Xavier University (StFX); from Michelle Roy, who led a series of protests against sexualized violence at Mount Allison University in 2020; and from Caitlin Salvino, who founded the national OurTurn movement in 2016.

In What We Built, you’ll read stories about how peer support programs had their start at various institutions, including StFX, Dalhousie, and the University of Toronto. You’ll hear from Shelby Miller, who founded a near-national ribbon campaign in support of survivors; from Cameron Smith, who worked to rewrite Acadia University’s sexualized violence policy and from Maddie Brockbank, who has led award-winning work, engaging men in conversations about sexualized violence prevention at McMaster. In How We Survived, you’ll hear from the co-founders and co-chairs of Students for Consent Culture Canada (SFCC)—a national, student-led non-profit supporting student activists across the country—about how they integrate practices of care into their work. You’ll read stories about recovery, about community care, about taking back power, and so much more. 

Scattered amongst these stories and personal essays, you’ll find a variety of poetry, as well as transcribed speeches from the women’s marches, Take Back the Night events, and protests that our contributors have organized and spoken at. We don’t believe that activism has any one form, so writing about it shouldn’t either. In our own activist experience, creative work was a place of grounding, and a way to deal with the messy, complicated emotions that came with standing up for what was right; it was an alternate means of expressing what was often too difficult to process or say out loud. In many cases, poetry came first, and activism was a way of putting poetic imaginings into action. And so, it has a home here on our pages—offering a window into the hearts and souls of student activists from across the nation.

It would be unjust to begin, as well, without acknowledging those who have come before us. Activists have been speaking up against institutions for decades, fighting for policies where before there were none and then continuously fighting to improve them, and believing and supporting survivors since before there were specific platforms and hashtags created to do so. It was their bravery and commitment to justice that have made the activism detailed in this book possible, and through our own work, we hope to continue honouring theirs.

This work has never been easy. It can be exhausting, isolating, triggering, and at times, frustrating beyond words. Often, it can feel as if you’re fighting a battle that can never be won, and yet, there are wins happening all around us. For many of us who are just leaving our campuses, we might not understand how much change we’ve made until we think back on what our campuses looked like four, five years ago—recognizing change, especially gradual, messy, high-level, complicated change that happens over the span of so many years, is not an easy task. Sometimes, in order to see the progress we’ve made, we have to stop and reflect on where we started, and on how far we’ve come. We hope that the stories highlighted here will help start you, our wonderful reader, on that path of reflection and recognition, and that you might find hope and energy in the collective memory and experience of our contributors.








1.
       “One in Ten Women Students Sexually Assaulted in a Postsecondary Setting.” Statistics Canada, September 14, 2020. https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200914/dq200914a-eng.htm. 
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This book is a collection of stories about real life experiences of activism. Each contributor’s story is their own, and reflects their experiences, memories, and emotions. Others who were part of the stories featured here may have different experiences. The intention of sharing these stories is to bring awareness to the pervasiveness of sexualized violence in post secondary spaces, draw attention to the courageous actions of activists across Canada, and create a space for those activists to pass on their learnings to new and emerging activists doing similar work. 











  
  










What We Faced





Stories of protest and collective action against rape culture, institutional inaction, ineffective policies, and more.













  
  

I Wonder


Emma Kuzmyk





Content Warning: Description of sexual assault and physical violence 


I used to wonder
When the simple act of walking home made us 
So small,
And wonder
Why she feels the need to pretend to make a call
To her fake boyfriend,
And wonder
Why this fake boyfriend has been used 
So much,
And wonder
When these questions will be pulled back up 
From under the rug,
And wonder
When they will respect our “no”s 
More than the idea of being someone else’s possession,
And wonder
When bringing this up will create more 
Than just tension.

And then I began to wonder
Why it was that him having drank too much 
Makes it okay,
And wonder
Why when she does the same, we tell her that 
Well, she shouldn’t have drank so much anyway,
And wonder
When we will finally start to shift the blame

And now,

I wonder
If you felt her heart break 
When you broke into her
I wonder
If the halt of her breath ever made you wonder 
If maybe you should halt as well
I wonder
If the impact of your fist 
On her skin 
Had any impact on you at all
I wonder
If hurting her ever made you hurt 
As well
I wonder
If telling her that she was 6 years younger 
Than your younger sister
Told you anything 
At all
I wonder
If the strength that you used to hold down her arms 
Made you feel strong
I wonder
If it was her complete lack of appetite 
That fed into yours
I wonder
If her complete inability to respond made you pause 
At all


I wonder.

I wonder
Why this has happened over and over 
And only right now 
Seems large,
I wonder
Why this fucked up justice system 
Makes it so hard
To come forward,
I wonder
When we started to take plagiarism more seriously 
Than sexual assault,
I wonder
Exactly who it is that makes that call,
I wonder
When this will stop.


Almost as much as I wonder
When we will start
To fight back.
I wonder
If we can raise our voices loud enough 
To finally be heard.
I wonder
When every single one of us will stand 
Behind her.
I wonder
When this silence that’s been established 
Will finally 
Be disturbed. 
I wonder

If it is now.
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X-Resist: Responding to Institutional Inaction


Addy Strickland





The air in the hallway is tense with anticipation and nervous energy. We are silent, out of necessity, eyeing the X-Patrol officers stationed at the gymnasium doors as we shuffle closer—anxiously adjusting the teal ribbons pinned to our jackets and sweatshirts, readying cameras and megaphones. Half our group makes their way to the opposing entrance, and we wait until we see them through the opposite window to make our move. It’s the loudest quiet I’ve ever felt, waiting in that hallway—you can almost hear the energy buzzing. 

“Now!” someone behind me shouts, breaking the silence with what is still almost a whisper, and we surge into the gym from both ends—interrupting the university’s open house with gusto. Another student, who was one of the driving forces behind the protest, takes centre stage as she shouts a list of demands into a megaphone, the rest of the group linking arms behind her. It’s a powerful image of solidarity and dissent that will accompany national headlines for weeks to come. It is also just the beginning. 


      [image: image-placeholder]Shortly after the start of the new school year, news broke about a student who had left the university. She’d returned to campus excited to see friends and start classes, only to find out that the man who’d harmed her—who she’d been told had been suspended—had returned as well. What the university had failed to tell her is that despite being found responsible by the university’s internal investigation the previous year, the man had issued an appeal, and the suspension had been put on hold.

The news sparked rage and devastation for a lot of people. On the tail of another noteworthy case the year before, the fire had already been started—most of us didn’t know the woman who left, but we knew too many others with similar stories. We were tired of watching sexual violence get swept under the rug, tired of watching the university do too little to support survivors. Two days after the article came out, a professor in our Women’s and Gender Studies department organized a series of meetings for concerned individuals to come together, share their own stories, and channel their rage into action. It was a powerful, emotional space. I remember sitting in the packed auditorium with tears in my eyes, listening as so many people stood up and said it happened to me too, and watching the overhanging grief transform into a plan. What came out of those meetings was an array of ideas for protests, a critique of the school’s reporting and disclosure system, and the following message (copied verbatim from a follow-up email): 

“WE WON’T STOP UNTIL CHANGE HAPPENS!!!!! THIS ISN’T GOING TO DIE DOWN IN A WEEK! KEEP PUSHING!!” 

The conversation continued online, and plans for what came next quickly started to take shape. The university’s upcoming open house was identified as a prime location for having our voices heard, with a guaranteed audience of prospective parents and students, as well as the university’s president. In preparation for the event, the hashtags #IStandWithHer and #IAmHer began to circulate on social media as survivors and supporters posted messages of solidarity with the woman who left and shared their own stories. Similar messages soon began to appear on residence whiteboards, and in windows across campus. Posters emphasizing survivors’ rights to education and furthering messages of solidarity went up by the dozen, and volunteers folded, pinned, and distributed teal ribbons to anyone who wanted to wear their support. A list of demands, drafted at the initial planning meetings, was finalized. 
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It was a hectic few days for those involved—myself included. As plans fell into place, there were a lot of moving parts to keep track of, and not everyone on campus was friendly to the idea of protest. Soon enough, however, we ended up in the hallway outside of that open house. Earlier that morning, we congregated in “the pit”—an auditorium-like space in an old residence, temporarily home to faculty offices because of construction. Someone brought poster board and markers, someone else a Tupperware container full of teal ribbons. A friend from Toronto sent me twenty dollars for tea and Timbits, which were passed around as we hammered out the last few details of our plan. The weather was still reasonably nice for that time of year, and the short walk across campus to the rec centre helped the group shake off some nervous energy. After moving inside and waiting in the hallway for what felt like eternity, we ended up where I started the chapter: facing off against the university president in the middle of an open house. 

The demands read were as follows: 

1) We demand that survivors be informed and protected throughout the entire reporting and investigation process, including any actions that might be taken after the process is complete. 

2) We demand that all decision-makers and contributors to the sexual violence policy need to receive education about sexual violence that is survivor-centred and trauma-informed. 

3) We demand that the university make a financial commitment to sexual violence prevention. 

4) We demand tangible models of assessment for concepts such as risk and foreseeable threat. 

5) We demand a communication plan that informs the campus community of incidents of sexual violence and action taken. 

6) We demand a reconstruction of the sexual violence policy that centres survivors and is done with expert oversight.

We didn’t wait around for a response, and as we left the gym, the sound of the president’s voice carried as he pointed out the teal ribbon someone had pinned to his lapel. 

We made our way back to the pit, where campus security had revoked the keycard access of the professor who had let us in and helped coordinate the protest. Someone else managed to get us back into the building, and we settled into a circle on the floor—utterly exhausted, but still buzzing with the excitement of what we’d just pulled off—for a group debrief. Going around the circle, we shared what the action meant to us, and what change we hoped to see. While listening to everyone speak, I downloaded the protest photos from my camera, sent off an email to the media, and posted the images on Twitter. We were making national headlines the next day, and word from the remainder of the open house was that parents weren’t too happy about sending their kids to a school that couldn’t properly address sexual assault. 

In the weeks following the open house, StFX organized a series of open forums for admin to “listen” to the voices of students, staff, faculty, and community members. They were, from the point of view of many, yet another excuse for administration to take a few performative steps in the right direction before going back to their usual means of operation: pretending they don’t have a problem. Still unsatisfied with the university’s actions, X-Resist interrupted the second forum dressed in a uniform of all black with teal ribbons and toting a sign declaring “WE ARE THE RESISTANCE” over and over again, representing the thousands of people calling for change. During question period, Kait was handed the mic, and presented the university’s president with a hard copy of a petition that was launched shortly after the initial protest, now containing more than five thousand signatures. The number might not seem huge, particularly to those who attended larger universities, but for a school of just over four thousand students, it was nothing to laugh at. 
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There were other, smaller continuations of protest as the semester came to an end, but that open forum marked the beginning of a resolution, if only temporarily. Ultimately, it was the cumulative impact of not only our semester of resistance, but of the decades of anti-violence work being done on campus before our arrivals, that led to action on the part of the university. Later that year, StFX welcomed an external panel of experts to review our sexualized violence policy and implemented a much-improved version of the document. They introduced a permanent position for a trained individual to handle disclosures, reports, and support survivors. They finally added a resource list to emails regarding sexualized violence. At some point in the semester, the man whose return sparked the protests voluntarily withdrew from the university. These were all demands made by students, faculty, and community members.

Many of the demands on our petition were met, but many were not, and the university’s response is still not perfect by any means. Two years later, the student who was initially suspended returned again to the StFX campus after being acquitted by a Nova Scotia Supreme Court judge. Despite a resurgence of protest (virtual this time, due to COVID-19), unfavourable media coverage, and the fact that they had, two years earlier, found the man responsible through their own internal processes, the school claimed they had no reason to deny his admission or enrolment. The new policy, at the time I’m writing this, while leagues better than the previous, still relies on legal jargon that is largely inaccessible to much of the student body. Training on receiving and responding to disclosures or on preventing sexualized violence still isn’t mandatory for all staff, faculty, and students.  Survivors are still forced to deal with systems that feel like they aren’t built for them. There has been progress, certainly, but we are nowhere near where we need to be. 

X-Resist was a breaking point, but it was also a turning point, and a starting point for something better. It was dozens, then hundreds, then thousands of people deciding they’d had enough—that they wouldn’t put up with inaction and insufficient policies any longer. It was an interruption. The active protests and petitions happened over the span of only a few months, but the energy I felt at that first open house has lingered. Consistently, when issues of sexual violence have come up since, someone has put out the call, and people have stepped up—offering legal resources and information about support services, coordinating media coverage, circulating open letters and petitions, contributing to zines and newspaper features. In contrast to what happened at the open house, those smaller acts of resistance haven’t been revolutionary, but they’re a testament to the lasting effects that collective and contentious action can have on university campuses.










  
  

#MeToo


Kylee Graham





This poem was first published online in  Laurel & Bells Literary Journal




’Cause you think you’re so big and so tall
and us so scared and so small
but we’re not
we’re done hiding
we are rising
Does our truth hurt?





Hurt like those words
and your hands
their stares and demands
you did this to yourself 
It couldn’t possibly be their
boss
friend
brother or lover
as long as they were admired and covered
by the strength of cowards





You showed us that there’s power in numbers
well then I’d be scared because while you all slumbered
on your thrones of entitlement and institutionalized security
we’ve been building bridges out of each other’s despair
climbing mountains of self-worth
you were so unaware
of us pulling our sisters and brothers up too





Our voices now loud enough to shake your foundation
and cause you to fall, because without hesitation
we were forced to thread shame into the ends of our hair
and carry it with us





but not anymore





This conversation is so long overdue
our time has come, we know this is true
as there are skeletons willing to rise from their grave
if it means justice finally coming our way
and shining light on all those who thought they could
take what was not theirs





Now we are here and our numbers are strong
we will build our own empire out of what was done wrong
Our first ruling order is not a request
you WILL understand
no doesn’t really mean yes
it doesn’t matter the length of my dress
your position doesn’t make my autonomy mean less—





My body is not some quest for you to conquer
We are tired of shrinking ourselves just for you to be comfortable





Time’s up





Your rule is over, this is our kingdom now
and so we ask
Does our truth hurt?















  
  

The Poet


Anonymous 





The poet 
sees her school in the news
reads about three charges 
of sexual assault
listens to a male student say 
“I feel safe here”
as tears stream down her face
listens to her friends say “me too”
and thinks “no more”
pens a poem.



The poet
sits nervously on stage
clutches her notes
as she addresses the outraged
in gratitude
calls for action to be taken 
and prays that it will 
hopes it won’t take long
but understands that it will
pens a poem. 





The poet 
realizes that justice 
is a lot like poetry
because both are always messy 
and always hard 
decides that poetry is rebellion
that justice is rebellion 
and that both are always worth it
calls herself a rebel with pride 
pens a poem.











  
  

All of the Noise


Anonymous





Content Warning: Moderate description of rape and ensuing legal process 

Disclaimer: all names in this story have been changed to protect the identities of those involved.



The first time I ever said “I was raped” out loud was because my father thought some boy had pictures of me. I didn’t mean to say that, especially not to him. I hadn’t even fully admitted it to myself yet. Not really. I knew what happened was wrong, but rape? That couldn’t have been what happened to me. Not by somebody who was supposed to be my friend. You see stories in the news, but you never think it will happen to you. 

On Christmas break, I decided to talk to my mom. I remember telling her how scared I was, after it happened. I was scared to leave my dorm room, but I was also scared to be there. I had a double room to myself, so I tried switching beds, but it didn’t help. It just changed the view when I watched that night play out over and over in my head. I’d see it in flashes, but I could never fully remember. I was scared to see my friends because they were all friends with him too. I remembered times I’d stop by their rooms and be asked not to come in because he was there. I was scared to be alone; what if something happened? I was scared to not report, as I just wanted to feel safe again, but I was more scared of reporting. I’d heard the stories, read the statistics. On top of all that, taking into account I had a hole in my memory, I didn’t think I had a chance of obtaining justice. 

When we returned to school in January, I had more of a grasp on what had happened to me. I was fucking angry, and rightfully so. I confronted Jacob via text. 

He wanted to finish the conversation in person. I think I was hoping that sending those messages would give me some closure. It didn’t. Instead, I locked myself in the bathroom and began hyperventilating. He just wanted to make sure I wouldn’t tell anyone. At the time, I had no intentions to, but what he was focused on, himself and not how I was affected by his actions, shocked me.

A few days later, after an incident where I had to go to the hospital, I started to open up to a residence staff member. First, I made a statement to the school without going to the police. Time went on, and I decided to make a report. I’d had enough. I ran into him constantly, and I was tired of living in fear. The school opened an investigation into my assault and found him responsible. They decided that he would be suspended and not welcome on school grounds the next year. Unfortunately, reporting him didn’t make a huge difference for the current school year. I didn’t want to switch residences, as I’d made other friends by then, and the school refused to move him out of the residence for a long time. There were supposed to be restrictions in place. He was not allowed on the fourth floor, especially the lounge. I found out later that the residence staff were never informed of any restrictions, or even the fact that an incident had occurred. 

I remember getting the news that he had appealed the school’s decision. They told me it would take a couple days, but it took nearly two weeks. I had people telling me that he would win the appeal because ‘his family are all alumni’ because ‘he’s their music prodigy.’ I was hearing all these reasons that the school would overturn their decision and not one of them had to do with my case. That’s when I decided to go to the RCMP. Once I got to the station, I gave my statement and went home. It was all so surreal. I just go home after unloading all that? It wasn’t until I got the call that he’d been brought in and charged that it finally felt real.

I spent my summer doing anything to distract myself from the upcoming school year and preliminary inquiry. I decided to go back to school to try and start fresh. I wouldn’t say I was excited to go back, but I was certainly hopeful. I had reported to the school and to the RCMP, and Jacob had been suspended for the year. This was my fresh start. I’d switched to a new residence to have a more social experience. I was in contact with a student involved in the weightlifting club and planned to join. I had started new medication and set up appointments at the hospital and women’s centre to stay on top of my mental health. I really thought I’d put everything in place to have a kick-ass second year. I may have had to avoid a certain fast-food restaurant because Jacob was living in town and working there, but that was okay. I always had campus as my safe space. This campus, this community, this family. I chose it. I chose to return despite my assault the previous year. I chose to move forward and heal. I wish the school had given me that chance. 

On the first day of classes, and for the first time since returning to the province, I felt excited. But then I heard through a friend that Jacob had been seen at the radio station on campus greeting new students. I was sure that the school had made a mistake and that they would fix it. How could this not be monitored? I packed my bags for class and went over to the residence life office to inform them about Jacob. Someone brought me in to talk to the director, Katherine. I started to recount what I’d heard and the look on her face made my stomach drop. She started off with, “There’s been a miscommunication, I’m sorry.” My heartrate started to speed up. She continued, “His lawyers got in contact with our legal counsel, and he’s been permitted to take classes this year.” 

I still don’t think I have the words to describe how I felt in that moment, but I’ll try. It hit me all at once. I was scared. I was angry. It felt like my heart was breaking. I felt insignificant. This school that was supposed to protect me, be my community, but had betrayed my trust and treated my assault like a joke. I got up to run outside because I felt a panic attack coming on. Katherine shouted as I was running out the door, “He’s only allowed on campus for classes,” as if that’s fucking consolation. I bolted out of the office and called my mom. I was crying. Shaking. Yelling. She could barely make out what I was saying. I was utterly devastated—my university cared so little about my safety. My mom told me she’d book me a flight home for the next morning, that she would never leave me somewhere I would never feel safe. Before I went to pack my things, I stopped into the residence office one last time. I told Katherine I consented to the sharing of information with my mother and that, “No, I will not be staying to handle my academics. You guys are going to do that, as well as reimburse us. I’m going home.” It broke my heart, but I left the university. I left the city. I left the province.

When my mother and I talked to a reporter, I remember them telling us that it was possible none of the news outlets would pick the story up. We weren’t sure anything would come of it. When I woke up to multiple news stories and messages asking if it was me in the news, if I was the anonymous survivor, I was so overwhelmed. I turned my phone over and cried for a long time. I was thrilled the story was gaining momentum so fast. However, seeing my story all over the news was a lot. Constantly reading and reliving what happened to me was not good for my mental health. Then, other stories started to come out. About students who had experienced similar situations. Students who were tired of the campus culture. Students who were starting to speak out. There was such an outpouring of support, not only for me, but for all survivors and members of the community. That’s when I began to realize that as hard as it was going to be, it was the right thing to do. 

Even with all the noise being made about my case, I still wasn’t ready to face what had happened. I tried to avoid thinking about it, but the upcoming preliminary inquiry kept nagging at me. My anxiety was through the roof. I’d been asked earlier if I wanted a screen in front of Jacob at the hearing so I didn’t have to see him. I told the Crown, no, I wanted him to have to look at me and see what he’d done. I was offered a support person to sit beside me while I testified instead. I reached out to an individual from the city’s women’s centre, and she was amazing. She used grounding techniques like rubbing her feet on the ground to bring me back to the room when I would get too in my head. I got the news that we’d be moving on to trial. This was great, as that’s what I wanted, but I also realized the amount of time and energy this would take and that this was only the beginning.

It took what felt like forever to get to a trial date. When we finally did, I was scared. I’d spent the last couple years trying to not think about the assault. Then I had to go over every detail of that traumatic event that happened nearly three years ago. I hated preparing for trial. Reading and re-reading all those transcripts. My statement to the university. My statement to the RCMP. What I had said in the preliminary. The Zoom calls with lawyers. Morning, afternoon, night, I was reading about what happened to me or playing it in my head. Here was the worst thing that has ever happened to me and in order to get the justice I deserved, I had to continue to relive that moment.

Those couple of weeks between the trial and verdict were like a vacation. It was the first breath of fresh air in a long time. I had said my piece, and it was out of my hands. All vacations end, though. Getting the call with the verdict crushed me. I’d gotten my hopes up, though everyone had said not to. I had expected a follow-up article due to the case being highly publicized. What I hadn’t expected were the Judge’s comments. I expected somebody of her status to understand that her words have an impact and consequences. It didn’t go unnoticed that she decided to omit Jacob’s text messages in evidence. She did, however, feel the need to include that he apologized. 

I’m still trying to deal with the aftermath, and I’m learning how to be okay. It’s hard because what happened to me and what happened at trial is never going to be okay, and I can’t change that. I just have to be okay with the fact that it sucks and let myself be sad about it. Reading back and reflecting on all that’s happened, I know that as hard as it’s been having my case publicized, I’d do it all again. It was not an easy road, and it didn’t end the way I had hoped, but I am proud of myself and all that has come of this.








  
  

White Woman’s Work


Sufia Langevin






I leave this work to the white woman 
She is more likely to be heard, believed, and helped
In white woman’s hands, the task is safe and held
Far from my reach
Our institutions simply aren’t ready
Not ready to hear about the intersections of race and sexual violence
Not ready to know that women of colour are more likely to be victims
Not ready to hear and support them in their reports
No one wants to have these conversations
Not about fetishization and exoticism
Not about the “conquest” of a woman of colour
Not about interracial rape
The only time race is mentioned
Is not to highlight vulnerability or risk
But to demonize men of colour
We have the short end of every stick
To be silenced by perpetrators is hard, but expected
To be silenced by allies, who share our goal of protection?
How can we be expected to fight that,
With so much on our backs?
To support only white women is seen as the first step
The rest of us will be helped once they are saved
In a never-ending battle, if you support your most vulnerable
Will you not have helped your most powerful too?
How do we make progress?
In a PWI1, unseen, unheard, and hurting
I leave my safety, foolishly,
To be white woman’s work
























_____________________________________________
1.   PWI stands for "Primarily White Institution," used to describe academic institutions where the majority of staff, faculty, and students are white and have historically been white.
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The After


Rebecca Mesay






In 1 the stories we read in school, we would hear about the main character overcoming tribulations time and time again, until finally at the end of the story, they would fulfill their purpose and be allowed to live in peace. This, of course, is not reality. These stories rarely tell us about the “after,” what happens in the days, weeks, and months following these difficult, life-changing experiences. I think this sometimes makes us forget about the “after” in real life too. 

In 2018, I published an article in The Xaverian Weekly titled, “An Open Letter to the X-Men Basketball Team Captain.” It was an impact statement that described how my life had changed after an incident with the aforementioned captain. I wrote the statement at the beginning of April 2018 in a twenty-four-hour Tim Hortons, when I was supposed to be writing a paper. At the time, I had pursued all my options for holding this person accountable and the process had reached a point of stagnation that made me realize he was going to escape almost all responsibility. 

In the aftermath of this incident, I thought I had done everything right; I had reported it to the university and then to the police. I had filed my police report, been patient, offered witnesses, and communicated weekly with the case officer, but it wasn’t going anywhere. A small part of me thought, I have done everything I can so he cannot harm anyone else; just let the system do its thing. Then another, larger part of me would respond in indignation, When has the system EVER protected someone like you? And what about how your life was forced to change? 

So, I wrote about what it was like—the fear, stress, and anxiety—and about watching the systems fail me. I wrote about the toxic, male athlete culture that allowed a person like the captain to thrive. My statement not only expressed derision for how the system was treating me, but also for how it had treated those who came before me, and how it would continue to treat those who came after me. The year had left me tired of seeing and hearing about violence against women, especially because it went largely unchecked. It was pervasive in our student body’s social scene and also existed in more nuanced forms outside of that sphere. It simply takes one glance around any campus to understand how these power dynamics exist in a way that conspicuously protects certain people while leaving others entirely vulnerable.

What I thought was going to happen versus what actually happened when my letter was released could not have been more different. The article was posted on April 24, 2018, at approximately 2:00 p.m. I was sitting in the Tall and Small Café, palms sweating, continuously checking The Xaverian Weekly’s website waiting for it to appear. Finally, the editor texted me … it was up. I anxiously refreshed the website; there it was, in black and white. I thought I would immediately feel liberated, but I was nervous about how it would be received. I looked around, wondering if anyone could sense my disquiet, but it seemed the world was still spinning. So, I stayed in the Tall and Small and tried to work on my paper, even though I was too jittery to really focus. 

The world paused for a moment at 2:52 p.m. This was when I received my first message. It was from a young woman one year above me. She commended me on my statement and said that it had made her reflect on her own experiences. She asked me if I could go for coffee the next day. After this first contact, there was half an hour of almost nothing. Then the world stopped spinning—for real this time. I started receiving calls on my cellphone, one after another after another, from journalists across the province. Simultaneously, I was getting a torrent of text and social media messages from people far and wide. I didn’t understand right away how the journalists had gotten my personal number, and then realized too late that it was on The Union website under my profile as a student leader. The following year when I was Student Union President, I set a guideline with my team to only put their office phone numbers on The U’s website.

At this point, I started to understand that it maybe wouldn’t just be the twelve people I had envisioned in my head reading my article. It began to feel overly warm in the Tall and Small, so I texted one of my mentors telling her what was happening, and she told me where she was. By coincidence, she was getting her hair done not far from the cafe. Despite my stressed state when I entered, the hairdressers welcomed me with open arms, and their funny banter helped lighten my mood. It truly was the perfect place for me to be in that moment, among warm and kind-hearted people. And really, who would think to look for a coily-haired Black girl in a white folks’ hair salon? It was the perfect hideout. I stayed there the whole afternoon with my mentor as I tried to process what was happening.

People were reading my impact statement. A lot of people were reading my impact statement. I was getting tagged on Facebook by family, friends, and strangers. I looked at the shares on the original link, and the number just kept getting bigger and bigger until I couldn’t believe it anymore. I was receiving an onslaught of text messages, Facebook messages, and emails, again from family, friends, strangers, and even some professors. People from across the province, the country, and in some instances, from across the world, were reaching out. I was in disbelief. Was this even real life? The messages I got were so overwhelmingly supportive—friends and colleagues reaffirming that they were there for me, people telling me that I was courageous and that they wanted their children to be like me. It was so much to take in, and as much as I tried to respond to each person, I knew it would take me days to get back to everyone.

Two days after the article was released, a former member of The Xaverian Weekly reached out to me with the statistics on the piece. I did a double take when I saw the number and then felt my face flush. It had received over 49,000 views. By the end of the week, that number would be closer to 61,000. What would this all mean? I simply did not know. 

On the day the article went out into the world, and in the weeks and months following, I would receive disclosures from women around the country. There were even women who now lived on different continents that reached out. The disclosures came from young and old, from mothers, grandmothers, friends, and teachers. I was reeling. Some of these disclosures included accusations against certain varsity teams going back decades. I listened to repeated stories of coaches, some well-known and others not so much, condoning their players’ behaviours, failing to report violent or inappropriate incidents to administration, and not complying with the simplest of requests made by survivors to change the culture of their teams. After hearing from so many people, I couldn’t help but wonder how many women could have been spared pain, finished their degrees, or positively impacted their communities had there been any real consequences for the players who perpetrated these behaviours and for the coaches who fostered environments that allowed these issues to go unchecked. 

It was from some of these very coaches and players that I would receive the harshest criticism and endure the most disrespectful conduct from after the statement was published. I was not surprised by it—the guilty always show their hand in the end; but I simply marveled at their arrogance. These people were fully aware of how their actions had contributed to what happened to me, as well as to all these other women. And yet, instead of keeping their heads down and hoping no one would point them out too, they got on their soapboxes and claimed that I must have antagonized the captain and that his response was warranted, or that I was making too much of the situation. It has always intrigued me how previously incurious and unambitious men suddenly become investigators, judges, and lawyers when faced with a situation like mine. I understood that the reason for their defence of a man so clearly in the wrong was because they were afraid their own crimes would come to light. The whispers in the corridor of a university and the quiet revelations after a night-out are powerful. I knew well what lurked in the closets of my loudest detractors. I think they may have feared me. If a powerful captain could be held accountable, what was keeping them from being liable next?

To fully understand the treatment that I received from the male athletics sphere at that time, it is important to contextualize what the environment at StFX is like for young, unambiguously Black women. In a majority white town and university with maybe two to three hundred Black students, there is a heightened visibility for Black people. In Antigonish, like in other small university towns, male athletes on team sports are treated like deities on and off campus. By virtue of these two realities, Black male athletes become amongst the most visible and well-known members of our campus community. Through their own admission, this makes life easier, especially in social settings. There is ease of access when entering establishments, going to parties, and meeting women. And as uncomfortable as it is to say out loud, they namely have easier access to white women. This fact is also true for white athletes and non-Black athletes of colour. This phenomenon is in part explained by sheer numbers; there are significantly fewer Black women on campus than white women (less than 100 Black women and approximately 2,500-3,000 white women). Furthermore, deeply seated misogynoir (a bias that intersects misogyny and racism) and classism dictate that white men do not date Black women. And certainly not on a campus like StFX, where whiteness and wealth often walk hand in hand. I cannot describe to you how far outside of the norm white men dating Black women was at StFX during the time I was there, especially a white varsity athlete dating a Black woman. 

In contrast, what then explains how Black men, especially Black male athletes, treat Black women at StFX? An early and imperative disclaimer: not every Black man or Black male athlete at our university has treated Black women badly. What I am aiming to point out is that there is an underlying culture that exists among certain Black athletes where shunning and vilifying Black women is not only the norm, but actively encouraged. Sometimes it does not even have to be said, as actions always speak louder than words. 

The reason for this phenomenon is complex and multi-faceted, including factors such as colourism, classism, and internalized racism. The discussion of these systems of oppression is nuanced and complex; regardless, there is another reality that is important to point out: Black women typically represent and uphold the values of the communities that Black men come from. During the time that certain Black men are athletes at StFX, they reject these values and are unwilling to uphold the standards that would be expected of them otherwise. Therefore, these Black men do not date Black women because Black women would hold them accountable for their actions. To top it all off, the Black men who have these beliefs and who engage in these behaviours will never admit it, but instead use coded language such as “Black women are difficult,” “I’m not attracted to Black girls,” or, popularly, “It’s just a preference.” Do not be fooled, a preference does not repudiate everything outside of its category—what they are showing is internalized racism. 

The realities that I described above connect to how I was treated by the male athlete sphere in the aftermath of my article because their response was aligned with how they already treated and thought of Black women. This behaviour also mimics how Black women are treated in the larger Black community. I was a Black woman who had faced violence coming from a Black man and because he was Black, I was supposed to have stayed quiet about how I was treated, because Black men are already treated unfairly by the world. The idea of Black women “being difficult” was created to inherently undermine Black women, and more importantly, to promote not believing them if they ever decided to come forward. Above all, this is intended to gaslight Black women into thinking they have not been hurt in the first place. It is clear how these attitudes and stereotypes shaped the narratives coming from the men on the soapboxes. The issue with these stereotype-based narratives is that the people who are inclined to believe them are also inclined to act upon them.

In the days and weeks following the publication of my letter, my friends sent me posts of people who were trying to undermine what I had written. I think the popularity and resounding support of the statement probably deterred more aggressive public stances, seeing as most of the posts used coded language and did not make direct reference to my statement. In contrast, there was one young man from a cohort of football alums making some of these posts, who messaged me directly. I was suspicious of his intentions from the beginning of the message, so I perused his Facebook profile. Sure enough, the third picture was of him and the very captain in question. At the conclusion of his messages, the recent alum asked me if I could tell him what had happened the night of the incident. I rolled my eyes and debated responding to his query with the picture of him and the captain, followed by, “This you?” I wasn’t interested in taking the conversation further, so I simply responded that I had nothing more to say publicly. 

As you can imagine, some people with direct relationships to the captain had in fact responded openly and intentionally to my statement. In the meal hall on release day, one of the captain’s friends who had been present at the altercation started telling people that I was lying. My friends overheard, confronted him, and asked him how an impact statement could have been a lie. They also pointed out that he had previously acknowledged that an altercation had happened, and that he himself was one of the people who had intervened to prevent me from being harmed. That day, he was saying things like, “Why do Black women gotta do this to Black men?” As I said before, these types of attitudes are directly connected to how Black women can be harmed in and by their own communities.

A few days after April 24, I was out with some friends at the bar in an attempt to return to some semblance of normalcy. I had expected it to be a relatively dead night, with most students gone for the summer. Everything was okay for about fifteen minutes, until two Men’s Basketball leaders walked in. I saw them and I knew that they had seen me. This was not going to end well. To offer you a synopsis, other than when I was in the washroom or when they were trying to pick up girls (which they seemed too drunk to do), they were no further than a metre from me and they used their height and ability to take up space to make their presence known. If I was on the dance floor, they were on either side of me, blocking me from getting to my friends. If I was sitting in a booth, they were standing conspicuously close to it, and even toasted their captain over my head at one point. After finally making it through what ended up being an awful night, I crossed the street to the pizza place. Within ten minutes of my arrival, they also entered the establishment. The captains came in and started to speak loudly to a friend of mine at the pizza counter, telling him that I was “salty.” I had given them little to no response the whole night, knowing that they wanted to anger me. It was only by reminding myself repeatedly of this fact that I did not, for the most part, say anything to them. I walked home weary and frustrated, thinking that I should probably prepare for that type of behaviour from the rest of the team when they returned in September.

As part of my case’s whole debacle, the officer who processed it had encouraged me to participate in a Restorative Circle organized by the John Howard Society. I was told that because the captain was a first-time offender and because the Crown was unlikely to take the case, this was one of the few options available to me to ensure my report remained on record. This circle was supposedly part of a program they were developing for the captain to help him deal with his anger and address the underlying misogynistic attitudes he had towards women. Dear reader, let me say: don’t ever participate in a Restorative Circle with someone who is facing consequences for violent crimes against women. Frankly, I don’t even know why this is an option for adults who are offenders. No kumbaya is going to change what they did or what happened to you. I only did it because I didn’t know any better. 

Both the offender and the harmed party got a support person (yes, you heard that right) and the other participants included the case officer, the John Howard facilitators, a university official, a member of the Naomi Society, and a probation officer. The support person for the captain worked in the Men’s Basketball program. In the circle we were told that each person had the chance to speak, uninterrupted, and then the next person could talk. During his turn, this individual took the opportunity to yell at and lambast me. In his rant, he lauded the achievements of the captain, saying that he was a member of the national team and recognized in the AUS. Then the person pointed at me and said that I did not know about the team or its players (not true, seeing as I had volunteered as one of the team’s study hall coordinators the year prior), and that I should not expect the organization’s members  to know what their players were up to off the court on weekends. I did not break eye contact with him the entire time, and then it occurred to me—this man, several decades my senior and employed at StFX, was fundamentally unhappy with his life. Why else would he be so easily pushed to anger that he would rage at a twenty-one-year-old woman, during a Restorative Circle of all places, and risk his career in front of a university official? In later discussions, a friend would offer that maybe it wasn’t that he was unhappy with his life. Maybe he was completely satisfied with his existence, and he did what he did and said what he said, because he knew that his privilege as a man, university employee and member of the athletics realm at StFX, would protect him and permit this kind of behaviour with little to no consequences. Perhaps he knew there was little risk to him and his position, which encouraged him to be as bold as he was during that restorative circle. After all, he remains both employed and involved with Men’s Basketball  and will continue to serve as an “example” of acceptable behaviour for generations of StFX basketball players to come. In my article, I stated that the behaviour of players was often condoned by the university’s athletics sphere. Whether this person realized it or not (and I am inclined to think he didn’t), he had just proved my point exactly.

There were a few more incidents like this, mainly from the same types of people, for the remainder of my time at StFX. Usually, it bothered me in the moment, but I did not, or at least I tried not, to hold onto those instances for very long. Of course, the process of moving on and healing is much more complicated than that. But when it seemed too difficult, I would focus on the tens of thousands of people who had read and supported my article, and I was comforted to think that people cared. Even though most of my critics had come from the athletics sphere and basketball in particular, some of the most touching messages that I had received came from members of that same basketball team. Unexpectedly, a year later, I even had a conversation with one of the team’s leaders who had been following me at the bar. He took the opportunity to apologize for his actions that night, and expressed how deeply sorry he was for what he had done.

When I think about the 2017-2018 school year, I think most often about the things that I lost. It had been a difficult year at StFX, with multiple high-profile assaults and the arrests of various varsity athletes. And yet, a year of pain and loss for so many of us would become the foundation for our advocacy against sexualized and gender-based violence on our campus. The following year, another high-profile assault would emerge, and the activism that StFX students led during that time would again make national news. The bystander intervention and sexualized violence prevention programs, the introduction of a new sexualized violence policy, the town halls and feedback forums—and the shift that has happened at StFX in the last several years would not have been possible without the tireless efforts of StFX students.

Without exaggeration, I could probably write a book about my years at StFX. The stories that touched me that year and the ones that I heard about after publishing my letter will always live with me. At its core, my statement discussed one person’s experience, and yet it resonated with so many people because it echoed what women at StFX and in universities all over the country had endured for generations. Before writing the piece, while I was dealing with the incident and the case that followed, I felt so alone. I kept a lot of things to myself, hoping that if I pushed them down far enough, I would forget about them. I swiftly found out that this is not how emotions work. I was only able to move on after I had fully acknowledged each part of what I was feeling. In the months before I wrote the impact statement, I hadn’t truly been living, and though the letter didn’t solve all my problems, it did allow me to finally stand up for myself on my own terms. I never could have believed what it would become or how many people would see it. After all, my letter had one simple message: what happened to me was wrong and it should not happen to others. The responsibility to change systems should not just fall on activists and survivors, it falls on every single one of us to act and to move these systems forward each and every day.






1.
       As I begin this conversation, I would like to preface by stating that this is the type of discussion I typically reserve for debate within the Black community. I am pulling the veil back on my experiences for the sake of transparency and mainly in hopes that young Black women who have experienced or are experiencing what I am about to describe, will benefit from me talking about it openly. My aim is not to invite criticism or judgment from people outside of my community for what happens within my community.
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