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why this happened
(and to hell with anyone who thinks
'economy of language'’ is a virtue)

This is ultimately a product of my famous inability to cope in a timely
fashion,

For the better part of Iwenty years, the only safe or apparent means for
me fo deal with the trauma of being sexually abused was to not deal with
it at all. To not make any attempt whatsoever to understand it, to
occasionally and vaguely recall some momentary “bad shit” when | was
five or six, but never consciously reflect on ils consequences. Until two
years ago, my refusal to even honestly name said “bad shit” bordered on
the pious.

Pm reluclant to claim thal I've made any extraordinary progress towards
healing in the intervening two years since a moment of drunken courage,
sparked by a dear friend’s off-hand (and to this day, unexplained)
comment about child molestation, compelled me to finally .
ackriowledge—if only in the intensely privaie context of that friendship,
of that moment—that I had been abused, fairly extensively, when ! was
younger. Nonetheiess, the importance of that seemingly
inconsequential, tentative opening can’t be overstated,

There is no universal “experience” of sexual assault or abuse, and | feel
entitled to speak ONLY for myself, and from my experiences and still-
shifling understanding of what happened to me. Even though my
account necessarily focuses on a parficular dynamio of sexual abuse
within which men are survivors, | absolutely don’t wish to obscure the
more prevalent reality of sexual violence within larger communities and
sociely as a whole, whore sexual assault serves as a means for men to
exert control over women, Any useful suggestions offered herein are
dirested largely toward the goal of confronting sexism and violence
against women. - '

To alesser extent, this zine is also inspired by my intense frusiration
with the way my community’s most recent attempt to actively confront
allegations of sexual assaudt basically collapsed. The “process”
definitely broke new ground for a good number of folks in my hometown,



_ and may yel bear fruil in The sense thal it presenis a rare opening to
conslructively think aboul and institute an infrastruciure for “radical”
communilies lo proaclively deal witl the presence of sexual assauliers
somewhere in the future, i nonelheless failed in virlwally every sense of
the word; the assaulter in guestion was never parllcularly compelled lo
offer serious accouniability for his acis, and quielly rolled out of town
having sullered only a few mild slaps on the wris! (nawely, being asked
1o leave a few public spaces and contending with mean stares from some
people). Worse,.a shil 1on of mislakes, both subtle and obscenely
glaring, were made in the.process—some of the mosi careless and
harmful mistakes were made by me, and I'm still allempling to.deal with
the ramificalipns.

The enlire slory is simply too involved 1o adequalely summarize in whal
is nuickly evolving inlo an oul-of-conirol, bloated introduction. However,
| found.the classic symbolic moment of that fiasco to be the ofi-repealed
insistence on 1he part of the assauller’s de faclo suppori network on
characlerizing his aclions as “merely assaul),.not as bad as rape.” As |
undersiood.il, they were manipulaling the admiltedly ambignous legal
and praclical distinclions.batween "'rape!” and:“sexual assaull” lo insis
thal whal the assaulley did “wasn’l.as.bad as rape, since il. wasn/i
stereolypically violen}.ar.whalever” amd to argue in favor of a relatively
mild, compassionale form of accouniabilily, While his supporiers’
molives are undeniably open o interprelalion and may well have
proceeded from good inlentiops, § was and slill-am mad as juck aboul
Ihe crass, callous disregard for so many survivors’ experiences
encapsulaled by tha. notion thal some forms of sexual violence “aren’l as
bad as others.” | would never claim the right 1o speak forany of the
survivors.of this. parlicular.asshole’s violence—only a suryivor has lhe
license o understand and define her or his experience—bul having
been emolionally screwed in numerous, ofien hidden ways for the
majority.of my life by the aflermalh of a pallern of abuse that ddn’t fil
~ some slandardized concepl of a “violent rape,” the idea that an
objeclive slandard for how “bad” sexual assault is could exist
(especially 1o serve as a:smoke screen for people vnwise enongh lo
delend the characler of serial sexual assaullers) is offensive to me.

I bears repealing: just hecause 1 wasn't abducted at knifepoini,



viciously assaulted, and left for dead doesn’t imply that | haven’t been
forced to deal with the brutal consequences of sexual violence. This shit
has profoundly shaped my emotional and sexual life, and will continue to
: haunt me for a long ass time. | generally don’t have time for people who
publicly insist.that repeat sexual offenders “are reaily good people, deep
down, who’ve done some fucked up things.” That atitude may not
constitute the most forward-thinking, comprehensive, or compassionate
approach to dealing with sexual assault within self-defined communities,
but | have some.solid fucking reasons for tending to sympathize
exclusively with other survivors. While many, many dimensions of any
prospective.community response to sexual assault demand an immense
amount of serious.  thought and effort, the process of men becoming
ru:pomihla and effective allies to survivors-of all genders is especially
. crucial and overlooked; and one of my heavy, out-front motives for
writing this is to offer a rhetorical space (and if need be, considerable
nagging and harassment as added incentive) fo honestly examine what
we.as.men need Yo do.to accompllsh that goal.
3 by Twinhy
I's mni‘u or. Im mnmatm that men, even men who identify as feminist
.o rﬁﬁcal, are socialized not to openly discuss the fraumas fhat shape
lhul: minl :lwelupmwt, aspaalally with other men. It logically
.prnmmh that most men are likewise unwilling fo fully comprehend,
much less accept respons:blliiy for, the sexual traumas they have
inflicted in their intimate relationships, with both women and other men.
Witnessing. the slow and lortuous process of men “working on their shit”
In; ralatlnn ln :u:i:m ancl upprusiva hehawnr is as inspiring as
" the iﬁlim:lt}norlt nf fnlalligﬂﬂlly analyzmg one’s sexist and sexually
-coercive: hehavior.and faking concrete steps to correct it must, at some
early :iaga—,,ha dnnn in nnnluncliun with some.intense soul-searching on
thainature. of pna'uumal and gender socialization running back as far
iMmmdr childhood as memory allows. That task s rendered nearly
impn:;ihhﬂin my e:parima, by the gnawing, only somewhat irrational
fuat,,dmpeahng,hmsllr about sexual abuse. At this point, all | can do
is strongly.encourage, beg, and all but threaten my male friends, and
other men who identify as members of a “radical” or “punk” community,
to start talking about this shit, all of it, more openly. To stop holding
. back, to-be slightly less.afraid to address our negative sexual
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experiences and hehaviors and to fucking work together 1o make sense
of il all. Too many of us are anonymously sitling on {and il my experience
is-indicalive; barely mainlaining any sor! of grip on):an immense amouni

of pain, shame, and confusion for us 1o continue to colleclwely ignore
the impactof sexual-abuse.

A final point | want {0 make before we cul fo the proverbial chase
focuses on the accountabilily that ) momentarily louched on above.
Some feminis) activisls contend that the “intense sout searching” and
sell-critique of gender-norm socialization | allude 1o can easily be
distorled into an evasion of responsibilily for men's own oppressive
behavior, especially when conducled in the confext of formal “men’s
groups.” While | don’l perceive thal as inevilable or universally true, |
definilely have seen and can acknowledge that the process of men
openly discussing childhood sexual trauma could in some ways
degenerale into precisely such a rationalization {“see, I'm a victim too,
in many similar ways, and thus le’s forgel my sexist behavior”, efc.). A
any rale, that is definitely nol- my inlention here. The fact that | am a
survivor of childhood sexual abuse and an attempled sexual assault just
a few years ago in:no way diminishes my. responsibility for my sexis!
thinking and behavior, wliich } am slil) irying lo fully grasp and slop in
no wayay) la,bove Ihe lray.

And finally, this zine is not meant to serve as any sori of substanlive
resource for combaling or surviving sexual assaull. )t is oo exiensively
groumled in'my personal experience Yo be-easily generalized from. | am,
however, worlting in collaborallnn with a bunch of other people in my
homelown 1o compile a fairly comprehensive resource packet on sexual
assault; hopelully combining a-siraightforward lisling of lhe
counseling/safer-space/sell defense/mediation resources available in
Florida will some more involved, theorefical readings, This sori of
.project always moves somewhat slower thanit needs to, bul god knows
we'd like 1o have it finished by the: beginning of this summer. You can e-

mail me al the address on ihe lasi page for more information on this
projecl.

Thank you for patiently sifting through an needlessly involved
introduction. The ground covered in ihis zine has been examined much



for free. In retrospect, the fact that | was perfectly aware that I-had
been assaulted and didn’t have the stomach to admit was by far the
worst consequence of that incident.

truth and consequences
The fact that I didit tell a single fucking person for 20 years about
being abused, still amazes me,

Any conelusions | might have reached about what, precisely, the abuse
has meant for me emolionally and developmentally are still really
tentative, since I've only allowed myself the privilege of analyzing it for
about two years, and at that without the dubious benefit of professional
therapy. While it might be tempting to blame all of my faults on this six-
month period of abuse, I've never proceeded from that somewhat easy
assumption—I saw plenty of other sorts of lame but unremarkable shit
that in some way subeonsciously molded me, Nonetheless, Pm pretty
damn sure that my overwhelming fendency o repress negative emotions
and memories and avoid confrontation might somehow stem from being
convinced for the longest time that my abuser would in fact kill me ot
beat the shit out of me. That sort of nervous, offen physically-
experienced fear (which the scientific literature typically refers to as
some sort of manifestation of posi-traumatic stross disorder) has
definitely stuck with me, and over the years has managed fo evolve info
a broader tendency to get really depressed and not communicate when
shit gels thick, no matier the cost. |

Though I personaliy try not 1o invest too much faith in statistical data
analysis as championed by Western social science, there is a statistical
conclusion particwlarly salient fo my experience that scares the absolute
shit out of me, Namely, the fact that the vast majority of men who are
convicted of sexual offenses against children were themselves abused
as kids, and did not receive therapy at an.early age. Wow. To be
perfectly honest, | haven’t had any problems whatsoever along those
lines (and if I did, lord knows | would have conveniently skipped this part
of the story to begin with, and mos! likely would have killed myself
before it ever became an issue), but the fact that I managed fo repross



so much of the experience of being abused, only to have it squirm out in
unpredictablo ways when | leasi expect, still makps me_nervous. .

Piease understand that this simple overview oi somo qlma mqre
insidious ways in which my abuse atfected me over the long term i: nol
designed as a cry for help, an invitation for heaps. of pity, or-my well- .
rehearsed seli-nomination as a martyr. Pm simply puinigng out that
systematic repression and denial of the reality of sexual abuse is in’
many ways as damaging as the abuse itsel{ for the survivor. “Going it
alone’ is terminally unhealthy and ideally ought fo be unnecessary. And
that is why the challenge of building communifies that can mu-lnra and |
confidently support survivors of all forms of ahme is :n urgsrrl. v

emotional guns blazing -
building support systems for male
survivors . '
It's not a coincidence or accident of luslorthai \nrlnaII)t all of iho dosa
{riends | initially approached with my. sexual abuse hislory were women.
For somo years now, a significant characteristic.of-whatever . - . ‘
rudimentary coping: mechanism I've developed is the-fendency.to-
approach my women friends when | sought advice on:the heavy shit; |
know that I'm hardly alone in that respect..As many feministsand .
aclivists have pointedly and corvectly observed, one of the.more.
draining and subtly demeaning aspects of the.gendered division of labor
within activist or punk communilies is the expectation that.only women
are capable of doing the heavy liffing of muturing and emolional
supportl. And, with a tiny handful of notable exceptions, thal’s been the
story of my stuttering, incomplete attempts 1o.come to grips with what
my abuse has lefl me with—it's not an especially healthy.or.cool masier
schemo for the long.run. But it's not simply.a matier.of committing to be
“more open” with my guy friends. | can’t quite put my hands around it
intellectually, but ’'m convinced that there is:an intensely complex
system of hang-ups, communication dysfunctions, and possibly some
variants of the all-encompassing “gnawing tear” F've alluded o, that -
prevents most of the guys I'm friends with or whom | engage: Inactivist :
work with, from being able to lay that sort of shit on the table, or for that
matter to play a constructive, supportive role for male survivors.
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more poetically, eloquently, and incisively by so many courageous
women survivors, but if even a tiny handful of male survivors of sexual
violence are.inspired lo speak out, or if a few man are willing to become
supporfive listeners:and.allies of both women and men who've survived
saxual abuse, then this:fiasco will have been well worth it.

the proverbial chase

I tend to. shake almpst uncontrollably whenever I tell anyono that | was
abused as a kid, regardless of how close they are to me. It's still
impossible to relate this in a dispassionate manner, and predictably
enough, my heart is racing as | sit here simply attempling to devise even
a broad outline of how my abuse played out. For reasons that ought to be
obvious, | am opting to sketch out the rough confours of the six or so
months of abuse | endured, and in the process glossing over the bulk of
the precise, graphic details, which at any rate shouldn’t be espesially
necessary to make my account credible, Whatever; | can’t front, this shit
is still incredibly difficult to describe, even from the relatively
comfortable position of written anonymity. You'll have to forgive the
somewhat dry and mechanical style with which | describe this.

My assailant didn’t at all resemble the ‘dirty old man/siranger’-type
character of our society’s imagination, as it were, That scenario rarely
plays out when children are sexually abused; the numbers obviously vary
according fo different means of conducting and analyzing research data,
but the number of children assaulted by people they know and putatively
trust comfortably hovers in the “vast majority range. | definitely knew
my babysitter’s teenage son. He had existed at the margins of my
comfortable world for as long as | could remember; an annoying, vaguely
fearsome, ultimately inconsequential presence. It was a small, relatively
laid-back, working class household like mine, where the babysitter didn't
exercise a particularly heavy disciplinary hand. That benign neglect puf
me into increasing contact with him, though, and at some point right
around my sixth birthday, a seriously fucked up power dynamic began fo.
emorge..

The abuse started innocuously enough: a ‘massage’ or two that evolved
into some fondling; horsing around in their swimming pool getting
twisted into an opportunity fo touch me “down there,’ and so on. 1didn't



five year old boy to perform oral sex on a-teenager is a brofound shock

to the object of such abuss, To ensure my silence, he routinely -
threatened to: a) kil me, b) seriously hurt me, and c)have the police ¥
take me away for some unspecified reason. He usually had unsupervised,

access fo me once or twice a waok, for windows of an hour or s0, and for

about thiree months (possibly inore; the timeline is sketchy for so many

reasons) he fook full advaniage of those moments,

| unconsciously became ai expert at the art of lying to survive during
those weeks and months. If | seemed visibly upset when my mom came
to pick me-up, 1 managed to pin it on something else, such as having
seen the babysitter and her husband engaged In-an argument. Those
cover stories generally flew, since my reputation as a ‘sensitive’ child
was already well established by then. And, fortuitously enough, summer
vacation rolled around, and since my mother had summers off, there was
no need for me to be at the babysitter’s house, Better still, that family
moved to Wisconsin late that surmmer, sparing me the dreaded
everituality of facing my abuser;

And then, an obscenely drawn out process of repression and denial;
that's all | fee] qualified or comforlable writing about, Thers if is.

My strategy of coping by not coping left me altogether umprepared for

the experience of having a guy—who | had previously and briefly been
inlimala'-wilh‘—aﬂempi to assault me in my sleep. | don't feel

compelled to elaborate at any great length about that situation, other
than to note that | rathey violently fought him off, threatened his life (he o)
was comparatively small in stature and unprepared for any retaliation on
my part), and ran him out of my apartment. My disgust and anger,
though considerable, still wasn’t focused enough to allow me to explain
to my roommate why “Matt” wasn’t allowed back in our apartment,
Afraid that she wouldn't understand that our previous sexual history
didn’t enfitie him to violate my boundaries, | laid out some half-assed
cover story fo the effect that | was fired of him basically living with us



'm hesitant lo generalize loo broadly from my personal experience in
Irying to-discuss my abuse history with other guys, but thus far, with like
iwo-exceplions (and while | can't name names, the lwo of you fucking
rule—'lhanks’ ain't the word), my efforis have played.out ina
prediclably disappointing fashion; the reaclions I've eliciled have me
almosi convinced 1hat the very concept of discussing childhood sexual
ahuse scares most guys shitiess. No maller how right-on politically
these guys have been, no matier how solid and sincere their
understanding of gender politics or 1heir commitment to fighting sexism
and sexual violence is, lhe nearly unanimous reaction is fo grow visibly
uncomforiable, mutier a weak “wow thal sucks/i’'m sorry,” and then -
altempl {o either change the subjec! or tolally pretend | didn’t just lell

them that 1 had been abused. I’s not as if ] want to be fawned over. 'm
‘not secrelly mining for grandiose displays of pily or sympathy, Merely

being listened to, in a serious, sincere way, is usually sufficient,

But fuck il, | don't want to needlessly waste other guys’ time with ‘my
pain’, and I'm not inclined to continue trying if it makes them so visibly

uncomforiable, Going il alone for the bulk of my life hasn’t kllled me yel,
it’s true.

If such a thing as a “safe(r) space” for male survivors exists, | have yel
lo see it lake shape in either a formal selting or on an informal basis
among the bulk of my male {riends. Unforfunalely, there isn't exaclly a
formida or ready-made infrastruciure that we as men can simply plug
into, even within the punk or radical communilies we find ourselves
involved-in, thal, if followed, will make this work any easier; certainly,
none thal 'm aware of. For real though, irying lo develop the listening

~ skills and building up the courage 1o address both one's awn secrets and

the very.real.shil that olher guys have had o work through is abscluiely
crucial-to the broader struggle 1o actively confront sexism in ALL of its
painful dimensions. Though | am privately hesilant:about the utility of
formal, institulionalized “men’s gronps” as a sile for collective critical
analysis of men’s oppressive behavior—primarily as a resull of seeing
s0 many men.-obviously hold back when the conversation shifled to really
painful and difficudl matiers of sexuality—the idea of a men's group
nonellieless appeals 1o me as a foundalion, of sorls, al least for



generating the types of dlalogue we need o have in order to realize the -
connections between our gender socialization(s) and concrete patterns
of oppressive and fucked-up behaviors. Again, no proven blueprint or.-.
process exists, to my knowledge, that would simultaneously. encourage
the critical introspection necessary within formal men’s groups.to. play a
useful role in supporﬁng all survivors of abuse, and.yet.limit the
{endency toward hand-wringing evasion of personal accomiabllily ll:rr
oppressive behavior (the “damn; it sucks that it's no longer. ool for.us
to look at porn™ syndrome that.an-old roommate of mine cynically yet.,
accurately identified). }f anyone reading this has any constructive ideas
to that end, by all means pleaseo-mailmo-. T VR IR N
it's absolutely crucial that we, as:-men, learn how lo nmnﬂ-nr:lly :upport
each other. Having that sort of reinforcement will, at least am:uning fo
my idealistic and vaguely-deluded logic, make it subsianﬁally easier for
male survivors to feel empowered enough to.openly talk about their. shit
(my selfish motive, to be perfectly honest), but more importantly should
encourage men to work together to critically analyze their own and each
‘other’s sexism,.and consequently keep each other in.checkina , .
consiructive fashion. Accomplishing;this would by no means solve tha
much larger problem—the inescapable fact that sexual and donmhu
violence against women and men Is often readily tolerated even in
“radical” social groups—but I’'m convinced that any other tangible
forms of progress that men can make in struggfing against sexual . -
violence will be iemporary and insubstantial without this basis.

resources i Fefmt
This list is by no means l!lhauﬂm;: Y T——
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DEAL WITH IT is an intense and- eminbnlly isetul zing' pit togetfier: Iﬂ
anti-sexist men in Eugené, Orégon. Its wiiting iv’ﬁid’!‘“lhﬁ‘iﬁélﬁﬂra*mahc,
hand-wringing “I'm workitig on iy shit” serisibility, arid Fresdiiiend it
wholeheartedly. It costs'$1-2 per Eojpy, and Hiey can Eé reicﬁéﬂ ar IIEAI.
WITH IT, PO Box 3041, Eugene OR 97408, -~~~ v = isics
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“Taking the First Step: Sugguﬁons to People Calléd Ouit tor Abusive:
Behavior” was written hy Richmond activist Wispy Cockles:1tis in every



way the essay } wish | bad written here, ad is possibly the bes? analysis
I've seen of ways in which men can consinictively deal with sexual
violence and oppressive behavior. 1t originally appeared in the Jan/Feb
2002 issne of CLAMOR, and can also be found on the DEAL WITH IT
websile (hitp://fruitiondesign.com/dealwithit).

OUTGROWING THE PAIN: A BOOK FOR AND ABOUT ADULTS ABUSED AS

CHILDREN by Eliana Gil slands oul as a fairly good resouvrce for

survivors who, like me, are attempling to iniderstand their abuse and
- move on well after it happened,

FIGHTING DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IN PUNX AND RADICAL COMMUNITIES is
a packet conipiled and distribuled by Balh and Yareak (see below), It
covers many of the easily overlooked dimensions of abuse—especially
nueer-specific dynamics—and it works really well as.an.overview. To
obtain ihis, and olher useful brochures, conlaci them at
diyentas@ihaleclowns.com,

who. I owe the world to:

Above alt, ! have fo give it up to the lhree sirong-as-fuck, indescribably
cool women who have patiently listened 1o my hesitani, meandering
stories for the last iwa years. Wilhoul their love, understanding, and
investment of fime, the pressure:may well have exploded beyond my
conlrol. I'm sorrythat yall:had 1o endure so much-of my neediness; |
hope 1hal won't conlinue 1o-he the case. “Thank you” is complelely
inadequale as an expression-of my gralitude. Yall nie, period.

My love and suppori go oul to ANYDNE who has survived sexual abuse,
sexual assaull, or physical/domestic abuse. The proliferation of women’s
‘survivor accounts bolh within radical or punk communities and in the
larger society:in o small measure inspired me 1o gel this off:my chest,
Also, thanks to everyone who has committed themselves lo confronting
Ihe syslemalic problems of sexual violence and sexism within the smali,
insulated radieal or punk communities so many of us live in. In
particular, two fraveling women, Rath and Yareak, have slarled a
feminist infoshop ard workshop reseurce thal explicitly deals with many
of 1he dimensions nf sexnal/domeslic violence, They disiribute (af least



informally) a whole hos! of imminently useful resources and informalion,
ranging from the practical to the theoretical, And anyone else who has
sactificed the fime and considerable emotional energy fo support a
sarvivor gets major props, loo.

Finally, | want {o seriously and sincerely apologize to a particular
survivor for a series of rash, hasty unilateral actions on my part that
ended up re-opening old wounds and making the healing process that
much more difficult and protracted. My only weak-ass excuse is thai |
allowed my judgment to be warped by my highly emotional reaction fo
the situation, | had no business doing what | did, and | really am terribly
sorry. :

no thanks:
Slephen Ratkowski and “Mall.” Y'all fucked up bad in the game,

Speaking of re-opening old wounds: 1 truly don’t wish to sound
vindiclive or unnecessarily mean, but | wish that folks out there who
have invested time defending the reputations of serial sexual assauliers
would realize that they are playing a counterproductive rols in the larger
struggle against sexual violence and abusive behavior. }t would also be
pretty cool if they would seriously reassess precisely which qualities
make these assholes so valuable or, as I've overheard, “basically good,”
to them.- When folks go out of their way lo argue that an agcused
assauller is innocent or in any way dispute the detalls of a survivor's
account, it amounts fo an act of intimidation and disempowerment
agains other survivors. Wispy’s arlicle (see above) details many
posilive ways in which the friends of a person called out for abuse can |
help that person and not fuck with the survivor, § don't presume to judge
the peaple who opt to stand by serial sexual abusers, but when people
act foolish on the hehalf of assholes, Pm inclined fo gel angry, for
reasons | hope I've already established.

e-mail me: _
itaintlibel@hotmail. com
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"The crucial aspect of the abuse
(one suffers) is not what
occurred, but what impact it had
on you, how you eXplained it to
yourself and others, and how it
affected your life."

Eliana i}, Outgroiing the Pain

Claiming that you are taking a
"neutral” stance or inclined to
"sit out* a situation vhere a
survivor has come forward with an
account of' abuse is anything but
neutral; it is a silent, morally
lazy show of support for the
abuser. .

Me
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