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Section One: Transcriptor’s Note 

Exigence 
This project came from lived experience. When our democracy lab cohort was brainstorming 
our projects, I imagined I might choose something related to information distribution, or 
perhaps something about the obstacles that rural voters face. What I found was that I could 
not stop thinking about the ways being a survivor of sexual assault and sexual harassment 
impacts my ability to participate in democracy. I believe that the maintenance of democracy 
and the project of ensuring equal citizenship are ultimately issues of justice.  

To what extent is our participation in democracy contingent upon our basic needs being 
met? In my experience, the two are inextricably linked. I simply cannot do the hard work of 
participating in the governance of a community or a society if I am actively experiencing an 
existential threat.  

To give a bit of background, here is an abridged account of my experience that I’ve 
shared as part of my work with the WCADVSA’s Survivor’s Advocacy Council:

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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I was assaulted in the summer of 2020 after the memorial service of my professor 
and mentor. The person who assaulted me was the TA who co-taught my class with 
that professor in the spring of 2020. I looked up to him, I had developed a friendship 
with him, and he would later be a colleague in my small graduate program. 

The night of the memorial, I drank heavily, getting well and truly drunk for the 
first time in my life. I remember being surprised at how unsteady the ground was and 
how the sky seemed to be spinning. I couldn’t figure out how my professor could 
possibly be gone. My abuser was there to share in my sorrows and he got closer and 
closer to me over the course of the night. The night ended at my friend’s house with 
dancing and more drinking. We were all too drunk to drive home, so we decided to 
stay the night. He and I ended up in the same bed, and after I turned the lights off, he 
assaulted me. My reaction time was slow. I had developed a crush on him, so I felt 
confused about whether or not I wanted to be kissing him. I felt conflicted, and I 
asked him to stop. He told me to stop worrying about it and just enjoy myself. He 
started kissing me again and I kissed him back, but I kept stopping to voice my con-
cern and reservations. Each time, he brushed it off and kept kissing me, getting on 
top of me, and trying to take off my clothes.  

Even while writing this, I heard his voice in my head saying “that wasn’t assault, 
that was just you making a mistake and refusing to take responsibility for it”. I know 
that’s a victim-blaming lie, but it’s also the mentality I have to fight against every 
single day. I didn’t report my assault until a year after it happened, because I wasn’t 
able to accept that it was assault until I got out from under his manipulative friend-
ship. I wanted to believe that my autonomy had not been violated. I wanted to believe 
that I had control over what happened to me, and that nothing this awful could have 
happened.  

He convinced me that I had wanted it, even that I had instigated it, and that the 
awful sick feeling in my stomach was because I had cheated on my partner at the 
time. I felt so terrible for what he had convinced me I had done that I broke up with 
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my partner, someone I loved very much. At my abuser’s urging, I didn’t tell my part-
ner what had happened to me that night, only that I wasn’t able to be the kind of 
partner he deserved. I quickly sought therapy, believing that I was fundamentally 
broken in some way, and that I was sabotaging myself and I couldn’t figure out why. 

It was through a combination of therapy and distance from our unhealthy friend-
ship that I realized he had manipulated and assaulted me.  

I began the reporting process in July of 2021, hoping that I would be able to 
complete most of the logistical work required before the semester started, but that 
didn’t happen. Instead, I had dozens of meetings throughout that fall, all triggering 
in their own way, often taking place in the mornings before I taught my class. More 
than once that semester, I had to hold back tears while teaching because I didn’t have 
any time to recover or process the meetings before stepping into the classroom. I also 
had to step out of my own classes for fear of crying during a discussion or having a 
panic attack in front of my colleagues. Each time I felt myself starting to recover and 
get back on my feet, there was always something to knock me back down, whether 
it was a meeting, seeing him in a class or on campus, or a delay or complication in 
the process.  

After I reported, I began to feel unsafe in my house. My abuser had a habit of 
stopping by unannounced when he was running in the neighborhood. I began to panic 
that he might come over and confront me about reporting. I began to feel like I didn’t 
know him as well as I thought I did, and that I might actually be in danger. Draining 
my savings, I moved to a new apartment so he would no longer know where I lived.  

These days, every time I see someone who even vaguely looks like him, my heart 
speeds up and I look around for escape routes. Even though it has never been him, I 
can’t shake the feeling that he is going to turn up and hurt me.  

I registered with disability services to attempt to arrange accommodations. I 
hoped I could prevent it from severely limiting my educational experience. The pro-
cess of getting those accommodations was so frustrating and bureaucratic that I was 
regularly reduced to tears, wondering if I would fail out before someone decided 
whose job it is to help me. In the end, the accommodations came too little and too 
late. I just had to grit my teeth and wait it out. They weren’t what got me through the 
worst of it, I was.  

The investigation found him guilty, but the hearing process undermined that. All 
the hearing officer could see were “two consenting young adults” trying their best in 
a “confusing situation.” While I was a young adult, freshly out of my undergrad, he 
was not. He was in his 30’s, coming back to school for two master’s degrees after the 
start of his career. I also wasn’t consenting. No matter who gets appointed to make 
that determination, I will always be the only expert on that point. 
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My ability to be the authority about my own experience feels undermined in other 
ways too. The act of writing this has felt fraught to me. My abuser convinced me that 
even though he saw promise in me as a poet and a nonfiction writer, he had the su-
perior creative talent. He constantly emphasized his age, wisdom, experience, and 
worldly nature. He painted me as this young kid who had a lot to learn from him 
before I could do anything that mattered. Even now, it feels like no matter what I 
write, it won’t be as good as the story he could tell.  

This feeling is compounded by the fact that, post-investigation, he has “failed 
upward.” He got his dream job at a reputable public radio station. This seems like the 
opposite of justice. He now has more power, and of course I worry that he will use it 
to take advantage of other women. He has been given a platform, and the fact that he 
landed there so easily leaves me questioning whether society will always feel that 
abusers have the more compelling story.  

I am still working to disentangle myself from the many different harms that both 
he and the process of reporting did to me. That thought is one of them. I am forever 
altered—strong and weak in ways I never wanted to be. I am like a tree, that after 
being chopped down, grows back. It survived but it’s never quite the same, and it 
loses some of its original vigor.  
 
 

Interview Methods 
The selection process for my interviewees was not unbiased or objective. I selected people 
from my own social network who had previously shown interest in advocacy and speaking 
publicly about their experience as a survivor. I chose this selection method because the pro-
ject needed to be accomplished within a relatively tight timeline. The trust that I had already 
established in those relationships allowed me to schedule interviews and explain the project 
efficiently. If I had chosen participants with whom I had no relationship, I would have needed 
to spend much more time building trust before asking them to engage with me on such a 
sensitive topic.  

Once I identified my interviewees, I checked in with each person individually to make 
sure they understood their options if they wanted to participate in this project. Everyone had 
a choice to be anywhere on a spectrum that went from completely anonymous to being 
named as a coauthor. I told each participant that if they didn’t want to be identified, we could 
have the conversation off the record and I would make a piece of art in response to their 
testimony. I was also open to other possibilities for what anonymity or partial anonymity 
could look like. Everyone was given the option to devise the conditions of their participation 
in the project. Perhaps due to my selection methods (only reaching out to folks who had 
already been somewhat outspoken) all of my participants elected to be named as coauthors 
with their testimony directly transcribed.  
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When I scheduled the interviews, I tried to let the participants have as much control as 
possible. I deferred to them on location, time, and privacy. Many of the sessions were con-
ducted at my apartment because my participants valued the privacy (I lived alone, unlike 
many of my participants). Many of the interviews also took place on a couch in order to 
make sure they were physically comfortable while having a conversation that often involved 
many emotional risks.  

During the interview, I took time before I started recording to review the details of the 
project with each participant. I held space for any questions they might have developed since 
our initial discussion and made sure that they understood that they could opt out of the pro-
ject or change their level of anonymity at any time (up until the point of publication).  

After the interview, I made sure to take some time once the recording was over to check 
in on their emotional state. These debrief sessions were intended to ease the impact of par-
ticipation on their lives, but as a survivor myself, I am fully aware that there is no way to 
completely mitigate the potentially triggering effects of retelling your story or answering 
questions about your assault or harassment. Of course, I cannot really report whether or not 
the debriefing was successful in its aim, but my impression was that it was appreciated.  

I have attempted to mitigate the risks for my participants as much as possible, but I rec-
ognize that speaking truth to power always exposes the speaker to the potential for 
retaliation. I made the decision (which was clearly communicated to each participant) to 
censor any instance in which an abuser’s name was mentioned. This was a difficult decision 
to make, as I wanted to provide a platform with this project for survivors to tell their truth 
and feel centered and supported. Ultimately, I decided that this small act of censorship was 
acceptable because it eliminated a potential distraction/risk and allowed the survivor’s words 
to be the focus. Unfortunately, there is no way to completely eliminate the risk of personal, 
physical, or legal retaliation. I express my profound gratitude and admiration for each of my 
coauthors and their willingness to speak out despite that risk.  

 
 

Presentation/Art-Making 
These interviews were wide-ranging and expansive, so when it came time to present at the 
public symposium, I knew I would have to find a way to distill the conversations without 
eliminating all of the nuance. I am a firm believer in the power of art to communicate mul-
titudes, so I decided to create found poems from the transcriptions so that I wouldn’t lose the 
power of their stories told through their own words. As a poet, I have been working with 
found forms for years, and this felt like a natural avenue for artistic representation. After 
constructing the poems, I sent them to the respective participant for their final approval and 
any necessary edits. All poems included in this publication have been reviewed and approved 
by the respective co-authors/interviewees.  
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There are two testimonies that appear without accompanying poems: these are the inter-
views that took place after the symposium.  
 
Thank You 
Before we get into the interviews/testimonies themselves, I want to take a moment to sin-
cerely thank everyone who was involved with this project at every stage. Thank you to my 
Democracy Lab cohort (Robby Bishop, Tennessee Watson, Aubrey Edwards, and Chaley 
Dimoff) for all of your generative feedback and support. (Special thanks to Tennessee Wat-
son, who generously volunteered to conduct my interview.)  Thank you also to Scott Henkel 
and Janel Seeley for all of your planning and dreaming and instruction and organization. It 
was a pleasure learning with all of you over our year together.  

Thank you to my family for your encouragement and ever-present love, no matter how 
rough things got. I know it was painful to sit with me in the awfulness, but it helped more 
than I can express. Thank you to my feminist killjoys: Mary Kate Gorman, Solana Ray 
Quistorff, Greg Ronco and Dalal Bima: without you I never would have made it through. 
Thank you to Kate Northrop and Olivia Dorell for sitting at the table that I set for poetry—
your echoes are in most every poem I write.  

Thank you to Robby Bishop, for being a partner in every sense of the word; I am so 
lucky to be in intellectual company with you.  

Last, but certainly not least, thank you to my coauthors for your vulnerability and 
strength in speaking truth and shining like the light of day upon suffering: Autumn, Dakota, 
Megan, and Rhiannon. You are an inspiration to us all.   
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Section Two: Testimony 

Autumn Jensen   

I don't view agency as a gift 
it's a really scary reality to be in a world 
and 
people don't care about what doesn't affect them 
predators target people who've already been victims of certain crimes 
 
I didn't really see a way out of that feeling. It was like you're either going to be numb or 
you're going to be angry 
 
I definitely I think I preferred to be angry because at least there's, like, some energy there 
 
I can't be sad about this because as soon as I let myself be sad about this, it's going to be 
unbearably and overwhelmingly heartbreaking 
 
do I know this person as well as I think I do? Is this like someone who it's safe to share 
your story with? 
 
It's going to be hard to get the people with any power or authority to do anything about 
that. To  
actually take action 
 
It's a tricky spot to be in, but also I believe that people on an individual level,  
and I think also as a collective,  
rise or fall to meet expectations 
 
and 
humans are amazing. And when they're connecting, like actually connecting in person, not 
via the Internet or social media 
that's where real change happens 
 
I'm not exactly sure what that will look like, but if you decrease the degrees of separation 
between everyone, everyone's problems start to matter a little bit more 
 
the world that might be a little big, but I definitely made Laramie a little bit safer than I 
found it 
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Nicole: Ok, so the thing that I'm trying to get at here is how being a survivor has changed 
your feelings or understandings of these concepts. So we're just going to basically go through 
a list of concepts.  

Autumn: OK.  

N: So, the first one is agency.  

A: Well, what first comes to mind with agency would be that I was always taught that agency 
was a gift that, like God gave us, when I was being raised.  

N: Oh no… 

A: Yeah, so, a little scary, scary idea of agency there to instill in someone. But when it feels 
like you've had your agency taken away, that's a really, it's a really dark and jarring feeling. 
And you know, when you go through something traumatic, one of the first things that your 
brain does is it tries to make you feel like you had agency in a situation that you maybe 
didn't. And that is arguably one of the hardest things to get over and to unravel and accept 
about the situation. I think about, you know, that's essentially why victim blaming is even a 
thing, right? Because people hear about horrible things and want to assume that, you know, 
someone had some sort of say or control that caused that to like happen to them, right? 
Because otherwise it's a really scary reality to, like, be in a world and be like, “wow, that can 
be something that's taken away from you in a moment.”  

N: Right.  

A: Yeah. I don't view agency as a gift, but I do see it as something that people don't always 
have access to in certain moments of their life. And that can be really scary and dark.  

N: So just taking that even a step further—do you think that what happened affects your 
feeling of democratic agency—like your ability to be a democratic agent—in our political 
system, or in our democracy?  

A: Yeah. Because when you go through traumatic experiences, it takes a lot of work to put 
yourself back together, and a lot of energy and time. And, I mean to be quite frank, like 
resources and money. And that is energy and time that you were putting into fixing yourself 
instead of investing in your community, or political systems, or being politically active. And 
when you realize the sheer scale of, you know, gendered violence and how many people are 
going through this, that's so much energy that all of these people, mostly women, are having 
to turn inward and put on themselves versus their communities or, you know, the political 
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systems that affect them. So I think it does affect your ability to have agency in political 
systems. Because it takes so much away from you and no one else can do the work in healing. 
But there's no way around that. It's kind of dark and depressing.  

N: But it's real! It’s real, and that's what we're trying to get at here, like what does it really 
do to you in all of these aspects.  

A: Because there's the whole like, “Ohh what doesn't kill you, makes you stronger. And 
you're wiser and stronger. And you go through hard things and you're better for it.” But I 
think that's bullshit. Because you know, more often than not you're going to have perma-
nently altered and damaged issues with your emotions, your brain, and sleep health. I mean 
it takes something from you. And certainly you learn from those experiences and, you know, 
that that can give you the ability to empathize with other people or help other people, and 
that's great. But at the end of the day you had your agency taken away in a moment, and then 
in a more subtle and long-term way you have that chipped away over time as you have to 
put yourself back together.   

N: Oh, absolutely, yeah. So, the next question surrounds how it's changed the way that you 
feel able to be heard, included, and cared for by society. How has it affected your relationship 
with that?  

A: I think…hmm. You have to be a lot louder and firm and more adamant than you would 
think you would have to be about certain things.   

I think before I went through some of the things I went through, I just assumed that 
people would care. And people don't care about what doesn't affect them. Or, you know, 
caring is sort of a finite resource. Not everyone can care about everything. And it's really 
hard as a human to care about something that you have no connection to, and a lot of these 
issues (and you know, gender based violence specifically) has been kept on the down low 
for so long. It's kind of a taboo topic. It makes people uncomfortable. It's not something that 
you're supposed to talk about, and because of that, it’s just a really vicious cycle.   

And so, on one hand, I've had to learn how to be a lot louder than I think I should have 
to be, and more firm and, you know, draw lines that you wouldn't think would need to be 
drawn. I’ve had to say, “This is bad and we need to have a zero tolerance against X.”   

N: Right.  

A: I never thought I would have to do those things. But also, I’ve had the kind of scary 
realization that at the same time, you need to talk about these things so that the community 
that you're in knows what's happening. I think we have an obligation to do that, but you also 
have to be kind of strategic about how you do that because predators, you know, they can 
learn from people's stories. And it can also cause you to be a target for people and that was 
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a scary realization. So I don't know. I'm still figuring out how to balance that. I want my 
community to know, and I don't want to feel like I have to hide things that have happened to 
me, because awareness is only a good thing, unless, you know. Awareness in the wrong hands 
can be dangerous. It’s a tricky line.  

N: Do you feel like part of that was affected by what happened with your roommate after?  

A: Absolutely. Yeah, that was definitely what I was thinking of. But also, I mean, they've 
done studies, and predators target people who've already been victims of certain crimes; 
that's real. But yeah, definitely that situation with name redacted (Autumn’s former room-
mate) was really scary because that was someone that I trusted. And so many women had 
shared traumatic stories from their life with this person, and he completely weaponized that 
for a really long time, to the detriment and hurt and pain of a lot of people.  

N: Yeah, that's so scary.  

A: And feels really bad. That feels really horrible, yeah. And, you know, you go through 
something like that and it crosses my mind; there will be a moment where I'm like, “Oh, this 
would be like a good moment to share this part of my life” or, you know, bring awareness, 
or share this part of myself with someone. And then immediately after, it crosses my mind. 
You know, I have the thought, “Well, do I know this person as well as I think I do? Is this 
someone who it's safe to share your story with?” And so I think it's harder on a personal 
level, community-wise. There's places and forums where it's safe to share and people should 
if they can, but it can be a really tricky thing to navigate on a personal level.   

N: Yeah.  

A: And I don't know. That was a scary experience for me, but I also don't think it was super 
uncommon. I feel like lots of people have experiences similar to that where they share some-
thing like that in an effort to try and make the world a safer place. I remember thinking, “Oh, 
you know, if I can explain this to someone and they can understand, they'll know why it's so 
important, especially to men because men will listen to other men. They'll understand why 
they need to speak up more, or take more action. This will make it real to them.”   

And when you're sharing stuff like that with your community, it's such a delicate fucking 
dance. It has to be touching. It has to be meaningful to them. But it can't be too ugly. You 
know, or people won't listen and accept it.  

N: Right. They'll block it out.  
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A: And the reality is, these are ugly things happening in your community, and victims and 
survivors don't want to have to present these stories and happenings in a pretty perfect way, 
just for them to be taken seriously or accepted or realized.  

N: Yeah.   

A: I mean, I don't know if anyone’s really figured out that dance. And as a survivor it feels 
really…hypocritical isn't the right word, but to do that dance and to consciously try to present 
things in a way so they're accepted, it feels fake. I would rather be raw and real.  

N: Yeah, but it puts you in such a position of risk.  

A: Mmhmm! Yeah, well, and then they can turn around and, you know, then you're the crazy 
girl. The crazy bitch, right? Like if you don't present. I'm like, “Yeah, I should be crazy if 
I'm presenting this calmly, if people are talking calmly.”  

N: Yeah, it's actually a little bit crazy.  

A: That's actually what’s crazy, yeah—the community shit. Because you go through some-
thing like that and I think it opens your eyes to what needs to happen in a community. And 
then there's almost like this obligation, cause you're aware on a really deep and personal 
level, and yeah, it's really tricky. It's a tricky spot to be in. But also I believe that people, on 
an individual level, and I think also as a collective, they rise or fall to meet expectations. 
And, you know, temper your expectations, but I think at the end of the day, we should have 
high and good expectations of our community to show up. And if we don't, they certainly 
will not.  

N: Yeah, that actually ties perfectly into the next area, which is how the experience has af-
fected your relationship with disillusionment and cynicism. And obviously I think it changes 
over time, throughout the experience. But if you could walk me through that, can you?  

A: Can you clarify, like as a general outlook on life, or…?  

N: I think as an experience. Like, as the experience of feeling disillusioned, the experience 
of feeling cynical. How often, or maybe it's a question of to what degree, maybe it's a ques-
tion of in what way, etc..? 

A: Well, you go through something really traumatic. And part of trauma, I think, would be 
like a pretty general, sense that you have your reality stripped out from under you and, you 
know, that can be disillusionment. And also you're going to have like a pretty negative out-
look on the world and life because of that. You're going to be cynical. Everything is dark and 
dreary, at least for me, that was my experience. I was really…it was like I was either 
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completely numb to my life and everything around me. You know, everything was gray, 
everything was muted. Or I was just unbelievably angry, and, like, justifiably angry, right?   

N: Absolutely.  

A: Like, justifiably angry and cynical.  

N: Absolutely.  

A: Whenever I was in that headspace, I didn't really see a way out of that feeling. It was like 
you're either going to be numb or you're going to be angry.  

N: Right.   

A: I don't know which was better. I definitely I think I preferred to be angry because at least 
there's, like, some energy there and you can get shit done. And I think, yeah, I don't know. I 
think being cynical and anger can be good and useful. And I think it's easier than being sad.  

N: Yeah. Oh man, definitely.  

A: And I think that's where the cynicism for me came from, it was like “I can't be sad about 
this because as soon as I let myself be sad about this, it's going to be unbearably and over-
whelmingly heartbreaking.” You're sad for yourself, your past self, the future self you 
thought you were going to get to be, and everyone around you.  

Yeah. And now I mean, those feelings and that state of being is somewhere I've been 
before. So if I feel that creeping in, it's kind of a warning to me. And I think if you've had 
the experience of being in those emotional or mental spaces, I think you have a new appre-
ciation for not being in them. Since then, I guess I've felt that I’ve felt all of the horrible and 
bad and ugly and the extremes of it. But I also feel like I have experienced love and joy and 
heightened versions of all of those things because of that. And I don't know if I would trade 
it. I don't know. I've sort of learned that that's part of the grieving process that you go through 
for yourself. And I've learned to romanticize that a bit personally. And let yourself have it, 
and then I think those are fine places to be, but you can't stay stagnant. And there's certainly 
people who think it's cool to be cynical. And I think it's a little bit more vulnerable to move 
past that and not be cynical.  

And even things where it would be—like I think about the fucking police. And alright, I 
arguably have a pretty cynical outlook on that whole profession. But it's not just cynical, I 
mean, there's humor there too. Yeah, I don't know. I'm not sure, but I do think that that’s sort 
of the cool girl thing is to hate the world, and be cynical, and be angry. And that's not how I 
prefer to be. I don't think it's viewed as the cool thing to have hope, or joy, or believe that 
things can and will get better. That’s not really the cool stance to take. And who does it 
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benefit to stay cynical and angry? It's not like a great space for your body to be in long term 
and doesn't change anything, and ultimately if you dwell in those states, it's not to your ben-
efit, and certainly not to your communities’ either.  

N: So what way forward do you see, for yourself, or for society? I mean, do you see a way 
forward, and if so, what does that look like?  

A: You know, you said yourself and society, and I think there's cycles to it. And it's not like 
one formula or path or routine. I think, as a survivor, immediately after, you have to focus 
on yourself and you can't invest in bettering anything else. Really, it kind of is a full pause: 
everyone, everything's kind of got to be there. And then, I think as you start to move through 
those things, it becomes better for yourself to not just be focusing on your own shit and to 
look outward a bit, and try and better your environment and your community in whatever 
way you can. But I think you can't stay there either, right? It's got to be this ebb and flow. 
And ultimately, I think if you're sort of oscillating between working on those, your potential 
for what you can do personally will be greater and also the potential good you can do for 
your community will be greater. If you're just focusing on your community, you're going to 
max out pretty early as far as how much good you can do. So, I don't know. I think there's 
got to be cycles to that and I think you can't help anyone else until you've helped yourself. 
Going forward, I think it's probably got to be a multi-pronged approach. I don't think it can 
just be grassroots shit, but I don't think it can just be trying to change stuff from the top 
down.  

N: Right.  

A: And I think that's up to individuals—where they think they can affect positive change in 
those areas. I think there's a lot of people out there who really feel like top down, that's where 
they see the strategy, and that's where they see themselves working, and that's great. And I 
kind of used to think that's what I wanted to do, but I've sort of switched gears recently.   

We all have way more in common than we think. Polarization is at an all-time high, and 
I think we need more community—wholesome community that's not based in religion or 
work or school—more neutrally based community that doesn't have strings of hierarchy, 
power structures, or elitism. Humans are amazing, and when they're connecting, like actually 
connecting in person, not via the Internet or social media, that is where good ideas come 
from, and that's where real change happens. If we could decrease the degrees of separation 
between the people in Laramie alone, I think that would make all of the very real problems 
that people in this community are facing more personal to everyone, because everyone would 
have more personal connections to those issues. That's where I want to see the change hap-
pen, and that's sort of the path I see forward. I'm not exactly sure what that will look like, 
but if you decrease the degrees of separation between everyone, everyone's problems start 
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to matter a little bit more, people are more connected to networking opportunities. I just 
think it would be for the betterment of everyone, and it would solve a lot of issues. But 
especially, you know, gender based violence and things of that nature are going to depend 
on community connections. So that's my plan.   

N: Yeah, I love that. And then this one, I feel like it's a little bit out of order, I'll have to figure 
out where to put it. But how did being in Wyoming affect your experience?  

A: It's a really good question. Well, Wyoming’s pretty conservative. So there's that. There is 
that element, and if you're a woman, who has been harmed by a man, it's going to be hard to 
get the people with any power or authority to do anything about that, to actually take action. 
That was surprising and then not surprising.  

N: Right.  

A: You can be the perfect victim (there's no such thing) but you can have, you know, evidence 
and all of that shit, and it won't make a difference. I also think about Wyoming as far as a 
mental health landscape. It's pretty rough out here. It's pretty harsh. We have some of the 
highest suicide rates and depression rates in the nation. And I think about how weather and 
environment shape culture, mental health, politics. And that's all very real. Wyoming is beau-
tiful, but it's fucking harsh. Like the winter's long, it's dark, it's windy. There aren't a ton of 
people here because of that. Yeah, not the most welcoming place.  

N: They get scared off pretty fast.  

A: (laughter) It kind of feels like we shouldn't be here sometimes. Just adjusting to that 
landscape: it's the extremes. The summers are ideal and so beautiful and then the rest of the 
year, it's just whiplash. I don't know. I feel like you can see the harshness of the weather and 
the environment really reflected in the community and some of that's great. Like people are 
really strong and stubborn. But that's for better or for worse. And you have these wide open, 
untouched spaces, and there's an element of isolation. That can be really beautiful, but it can 
also be really unsettling and lonely. It can be a little scary. I think about, you know, it's so 
easy to get out of town so quickly and there's dark shit that happens on the outskirts of town. 
And that's real. I mean, I have my own experiences with it, like Rogers Canyon, that's a place 
where some weird shit's gone down. Think about Matthew Shepherd. Just stuff like that. And 
that energy is in this place and you see it in the people. But at the same time, I love Wyoming 
and it's beautiful. You have the mountains, and the wind moves things through, but it also 
rips through you. And then there's the suicide winds that we get every spring, which happens 
to be when domestic violence is at all-time high, in February. And we get those winds shortly 
after that. It's just kind of a rough time for the community. We're at the tail end of winter, so 
we've been in winter for the longest amount of time, and every year, that's when a lot of shit 
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goes down. Suicides are really high. Violence is really high. Violence against one's self and 
other people, just spikes during that time. And you see that reflected in the seasons here.  

N: When did what happened to you happen? What time of year was it?  

A: It started at the end of December, some of the really bad parts, February. Yeah, it was the 
second-half of winter that all of that shit went down, yeah. I never really thought about that 
actually.  

N: Do you feel like energetically it's a hard anniversary every year, in terms of that time of 
year?  

A: The body definitely remembers. Yeah, there's definitely certain dates in December and 
February that are really hard. It gets easier over time, those anniversaries. But I don't know 
if it will ever completely go away.  

N: Yeah, July was so weird and bad for me this year because it was the one year anniversary.  

A: That's because that's so real. Yeah, I mean the anniversaries of shit, it’s so real. And logi-
cally, you're like it, shouldn't be this hard, but it's like out of body… 

N: Yeah, it was the one year anniversary of reporting and the two year anniversary of it 
happening. And I was like, “Wow, we're just hitting it all at once. Great.”   

A: Yeah, it's going to be, it's going to continue to be, hard. And this June is when my re-
straining order expires, which really doesn't feel good. I don't like to think about it, and if 
I'm going to do anything about it, you know, I have to interact with police and that's really 
hard to want to do. And to rehash it, and you know, it's not a hearing, it's not court, but I'll 
have to try and make a case as to why I should get an extension and it's going to be hard to 
do that when he hasn't violated this one or tried to.   

N: And you're like, “Yeah, let's just keep it going then, let's just, you know, keep that.” 

A: But then their whole thing, I've been met with this before because I tried to do that pre-
viously and they were like, “Well, that's not really fair.” They're like, “You need to think 
because this limits his civil liberties, like, this limits his freedoms.”  

N: Yeah, you know what limits my freedom? Being a victim of violence. (laughter)  

A: Well, and that's just it. Like think about the Title 9 process and how much shit you go 
through as a survivor in the name of protecting the freedom of the perpetrator.   

N: It's insane. It’s in. sane.   
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A: They will put you through hell!   

N: To protect their education…   

A: …and strip you of your liberties, your dignity.  

N: Meanwhile, your education is in shreds on the floor. You have not been able to focus on 
it in months, and they're like, “Well, you really need to think about his access to an educa-
tion.” And I'm like… “For why? Like, what about mine?”  

A: Well, and you would think they would be speedy. I'm like, “Fine, let that carry weight, 
you know? But make it fast. Just make it fast.” Like the way they prioritize things and do it, 
you need to basically expedite every case. I get wanting to get the report and get it going, 
but I'm like, “Don't fucking start the investigation until you can put all of your time and 
resources into finishing that.”   

N: Yeah, and have a fully staffed office—one that adapts when somebody goes on maternity 
leave. Wild to think about.  

A: Because that, like that would be—I don't even know it if it would be my biggest com-
plaint.  

N: Several cases ground to a halt when name redacted (the Title IX investigator) went on 
maternity leave. For like months.  

A: And that's like, that's not fair to her.   

N: No! Absolutely!  

A: She should be able to do that and not feel bad.  

N: She shouldn’t have to be the lynchpin of the entire office.  

A: I hope she didn't feel bad or guilty, but like, it would be hard to take maternity leave and 
know that all of that was going to stop, even if that's what you should be doing. Like that's 
horrible.  

N: It's insane.  

A: That's so unfair to her because she's amazing, right? She's great at her job.  

N: And she needs to be able to take vacation.  
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A: She needs to, yeah.   

N: All of these people need to be able to leave the office without everything falling apart.   

A: I know. It's insane. It's absurd. You know, people don't start that process for themselves. 
You do it to try and make your campus and your community safer, and it takes so much from 
you. My poor nervous system.  

N: I know, right?  

A: It's it feels like a fucking dream. I look back at that time and I'm like, “What was happen-
ing? What was I doing?”  

N: It's all a blur.   

A: It is all a blur and it is the craziest, I've done a lot of crazy shit, but that feels like the 
craziest thing I've ever done. It felt so intense and I'm really proud of past me. But also I got 
through it because I had so much support and it not only took so much from me, but my 
entire support system for so long had to do so much. And that's why that was able to happen.   

N: Yeah.  

A: And I could not, in good conscience, recommend anyone else to do that. And that feels 
horrible to say, but it's true.   

N: Yeah. If you loved the person, do you think you would tell them not to do it?  

A: Most likely. Almost without a doubt. If they had, somehow, just a gold mine of evidence 
or something… maybe? But even so, the fact that you have to represent yourself in the hear-
ing is… it’s…I don't even have words. It is some of the cruelest shit. And it's like one of 
your earlier questions, having to present your story. Like, here is a moment where you are in 
a professional hearing, there is an order of operations, this is your chance to tell your story, 
to try to make the world a safer place, and you have to do it in a way that is not real or raw 
at all.  

N: Right.  

A: And it feels like a fucking act and I just remember giving my closing statement and you 
know, name redacted (Autumn’s lawyer), talking to me, being like, “Don’t look angry. Don't 
roll your eyes. Don't grimace.” She was like, “You need to cry at some point.” I remember 
thinking at a certain point, my voice needs to crack at these certain points of the story and 
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you leave your body. It's the weirdest, most dissociative experience. Yeah, it's fucking in-
sane.   

N: And you have to do it for your safety, in order to preserve your safety.  

A: And in doing that, I know I made the world or, OK, the world that might be a little bit 
big, but I definitely made Laramie a little bit safer than I found it. But I don't think I'm safer 
for doing that. I actually think it's quite the opposite. And his family sort of threatened me in 
the hearing. And in their letters, you know, said they were going to take legal action against 
me.  

N: And you were like, “How? It has to be fake for it to count as slander. You can't actually 
prosecute me, because he did it.”  

A: The beautiful dark poetry of it all was his mother being his own undoing in the hearing. 
That's some dark shit. Ohh man. But I did it.  

N: Yeah, you won.  

A: I won. I will never forget the moment when I found out that I won. That was beautiful 
and great, but it doesn't really make up for anything. It doesn't really. I don't feel like a win-
ner.  

N: Yeah.  

A: I'm actually quite tired.   

N: Yeah. And you don't even get anything.  

A: I don't get anything. If anything, it's like, “Well, you won, and you put in a bunch of time 
and energy, and you wrecked your nervous system, and you're probably a little less safe.”  

N: Yeah, like, “Congratulations! You're the one who was harmed, and we believe you!”  

A: You're harmed, and we even believe you. You're welcome.  

N: Oh my god. Yeah. What a gift.  

A: It's like a slap in the face. I'm like, “Wow. Great. Thank you.” In the process, whether 
legal or Title IX, every step of the way, you're just not believed. Like the baseline assumption 
is that you have poor motives and you're the one lying. And that alone, it starts to make you 
feel a little crazy. Well, and I probably am fucking crazy at this point, but—  
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N: But who wouldn't be?   

A: Exactly. It would actually be crazy to be ok. Well, and I just, I look at my case and it's 
like anything, any of the incidents that make up that case, isolated, would be horrible and 
should be enough on their own. And the fact that it took that much for him to get a slap on 
the wrist. He didn't even get expelled, he got suspended for 3 more semesters or something. 
He had already been suspended for several semesters for almost killing a different student.  

N: Why they don't kick him out at that point is beyond me.  

A: Yeah. So did I tell you about Rebecca Solnit, the author? She has this book called Storm-
ing the Gates of Paradise: Landscapes for Politics or something. It’s a collection of her 
essays, and one of the best books I've read in a really long time, but just thinking about your 
question about how all of this taking place in Wyoming affected things, I think that would 
be a really interesting read. Also tying it into like the larger democracy landscape.   

N: Yeah. I think ultimately, what really hits survivors hard, in terms of their ability to partic-
ipate in democracy, is that you can't participate in democracy if you're worried about your 
fundamental day-to-day existence and safety.  

A: When every day is fucking hell? Yeah, I mean you're stripped of that. You don't have the 
peace of mind to take on other things.   

N: You need a baseline stability in order to participate in the democratic process.  

A: Almost no survivor has that.   

N: Yeah, you absolutely lose that the second that violation occurs.  

A: Especially when the people you have to turn to do anything or make yourself believed or 
safe in any legal, meaningful way, like going to the fucking police, they're perpetrators of all 
of those crimes at a higher rate than the general public. Reporting is hard for a lot of reasons, 
even just having to talk about what happened, that's really fucking hard. But then you have 
to talk to: 1. A man, most likely and 2. who is either a perpetrator of that or is friends with 
and works with perpetrators of those crimes. And they probably won't fucking do any-
thing…  

N: And you have to know that, going in.  

A: And that alone, I mean… 

N: Yeah, that'll fuck you right up.   
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A: Yeah. That's probably one area where you could say I'm still pretty fucking cynical. It's 
just that women are the overwhelming majority of survivors, and then men tend to be the 
overwhelming majority of perpetrators of these crimes. And then that's just blown up even 
more so when you look at a fucking police force. I mean, I'll send you, I don't think I sent 
you that work I did: the FBI did studies into all of this. And it's the FBI, they're not exactly 
trying to make police forces look bad, right? And that's what they found. And they're the 
ones who are enforcing the laws, and a lot of people view the police as like the enforcers and 
protectors of democracy at home, right?  

N: But are they just another source that's undermining it?  

A: Well, I think they are, certainly. Yeah. I mean, they're maintaining the status quo for a 
certain part of the population. And I think, I mean, we know it's become more of a public 
topic of conversation, how the police directly affect people of color and the safety in their 
lives and how they're not there to help them. But like, no one's fucking talking about women 
and the police. And that's women of all races, classes—women across the board.  

N: And of course, it's disproportionately affecting trans women of color at highest rates and 
then going down from there. But even the women who are theoretically most safe from the 
police are still victimized at much higher rates than the most safe men.  

A: Yes. I mean think about if you are the wife of a police officer, you have a much higher 
chance of being a victim of domestic abuse than just an everyday woman. And that is insane.  

N: That's so frightening.  

A: ‘Cause you would think you would think that demographic alone would be like, you 
know, they're like, well, maybe their husband or whatever is like a piece of shit and like a 
bad cop. But like, he's at least probably good to his family, right? And like, no.  

N: LOL no, absolutely not.   

A: Like no one's fucking safe. And that kills me, so, I have a lot of I have a lot of hope but, 
that's one area.  

N: Maybe it lies outside of the police force, that hope.  

A: Yeah, because I think about, you know, SAFE project, and Dakota, and other people 
who've been really wonderful and helpful, but they're still having to work within all these 
really shitty, like, bureaucratic nightmares. And their job is to just try and help people jump 
through all of the hoops. And that's necessary, but it would be nice if it was like no hoops, 
or different less shitty hoops to go through.  
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N: Yeah, it would be nice if you didn't need an entire arsenal of support organizations in 
order to get you through the reporting process, which should be easy enough that anybody 
can do it, in order to promote it.   

A: But think about, I mean, an academic institution, the community, like in some dark, sin-
ister way, it makes sense as to why the starting point is that it's hard to fucking report and it's 
designed to be that way, right? Yeah. I don't think that's an accident.  

N: Yeah.  

A: I don't think it just happens to be like that. And it's dangerous, I think, to view the shitty 
and difficult parts of the system and the community as, “Oh, this is the default or the norm.” 
You can't, it's not.  

N: Right. Why—why is it the default? Why is it the norm?  

A: People are not naturally horrible, like shitty and oppressive; that is not the natural norm.  

N: We need to ask how this happened.  

A: Think about the ideas of war and oppression, the narrative that those things are just a 
natural part of humanity. I think that's where cynicism is dangerous. In some ways, you're 
accepting and buying into that overarching narrative. And I don't believe that.  

N: Right. It's a subtle way of fighting back and pushing back against the patriarchy, against 
systems of harm against women. Yeah, pushing back with hope.  

A: Which feels very… I don't know.  

N: Yeah, well, it feels weak in the face of so much danger, but I think ultimately in the long 
term…  

A: Yeah. Definitely going through all of this reshaped my idea and viewpoint on compassion 
as well.   

N: Mmmm. Say more.  

A: Because I feel like compassion has a similar connotation and reputation publicly of being 
the nice, sweet, lesser, less strong thing to do, but you can't really be compassionate to others 
if you're not compassionate towards yourself, right? I think often about the compassionate 
choice. I did a lot of thinking about compassion when I thought about my safety going 
through the Title IX process.   
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N: Yeah.   

A: And I mean, they give perpetrators way too much leeway, but thinking about what would 
actually be the ideal outcome for this—like what would actually make me and this commu-
nity safer—and yeah, you know, it was a pipe dream that didn't come to fruition. But if name 
redacted, (Autumn’s abuser) could get the help that he needed, if he could be part of men's 
therapy, if he could be more involved in his community, if he could have an opportunity to 
work on all of these things, with himself and with others, not only would that be better for 
him, but that would be better for me too. And that would be the compassionate choice, and 
I feel like, I don't know, restorative justice, compassionate justice, is better right now. We 
have a very punishment-oriented idea of justice, and I don't think that ultimately makes an-
yone safer or better. It certainly doesn't make me feel safer. I think emotionally it feels good, 
like initially and in the moment it can feel kind of validating. I think ultimately though, that's 
not the answer. In an ideal world people would have a right to an education and it wouldn't 
be a privilege, and education would be safe.  

N: Right.  

A: And when people made mistakes and hurt other people, they would be able to learn and 
grow and better themselves. Shame is not useful, right? And punishment isn't either. I re-
member talking to the Dean of Students and I'm like, “This is what I want. This is what 
would make me feel safer. Like fine, expel him for a little bit or whatever. But I want him to 
take classes, like Gender and Women’s Studies classes. I want him to have to, I don't know, 
go to therapy, do community service. That's what I would like.”  

N: Well, and I think definitely the goal is to eventually get to the point where restorative 
justice can take that on. I feel like restorative justice is so tricky though, because they have 
to understand and want to repair the harm.  

A: And yeah, I don't know how you do that. And also, a community and individuals’ imme-
diate need for safety trumps that, but we've got to be bettering the current justice pathways 
we have now and also trying to develop them with the top down and change them a little bit. 
But that takes resources and the university has a five year plan for Restorative Justice within 
the Title IX program. But right now, Laramie as a community doesn't even have the mental 
health services for survivors, let alone perpetrators right now.  

N: Right. We do not have the capacity.  

A: Yeah, it's not possible. And that's real. First things first, right? Like you can't do it all at 
once.  
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N: Right.  

A: It does get easier, less heavy. But it also sucks that it'll always affect you. I mean, like last 
summer.   

N: Yeah.  

A: All that shit? What was actually going down on the surface, yeah, that sucked and that 
hurt, but the much more heartbreaking realization was that I had put so much work into 
myself and healing and moving past things. I thought I was beyond this, and then to be like, 
“Oh shit still affects me. I will still be triggered and I'll probably have another meltdown at 
some point; that will happen.” It was another grieving of the person I thought I could be type 
of thing and it really sucked. I was like, “Fuck, shit still hurts sometimes and it's still going 
to affect me and the people around me.” 

N: Yeah.  

A: Being a check-box person and wanting to be like, “Alright, went through trauma, check.”  

N: And you're just like, “Ehhh… dotted line check?” 

A: I don't know that it's ever…there's no arrival. I'm like, “Now I just have to be mindful of 
all this shit that never should have triggered me, but now it's going to.” 

N: Oh my God. I know.   
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Megan Landre 

I felt like they were painting a picture of me that was 
Reckless 
really didn't even seem related 
 
They were asking like questions about, like, my Tinder account or like what we do on 
Tinder and things like that.  
I don't really understand how that is related to sexual harassment in the workplace 
 
I got the email 
the news that it was being dismissed 
I couldn't even like read the whole thing 
I don't really ever cry, but I literally like I got in my car and I just was like, so upset that 
like. I had like a little ugly like cry for a second and  
 
the reporting process 
went completely sideways and was kind of a waste of 
time  
a waste of feeling and emotion. 
a waste of optimism 
 
what I learned there is  
If something similar were to happen in the future 
I'm not sure I would seek justice through the system 
 
In that moment when I was like, it was all for nothing. And he's just going to get away with 
it. And they were like well.  
You should have just told him off 
 
if this does happen again, which I'm sure it will at some point like, 
Part of me like wants to stand up for myself but I just don't feel like that's going to work  
ever. I don't know. 
 
But I think there is some value in like pursuing it and putting in the work and effort. To 
like try to make a difference 
For me, personally, I can only get through this world by having some sort of higher 
purpose 
Like everything is stacked against you and your only way to make it through is to be your 
own best advocate 
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and I've seen the difference that it can make 
 
----- 
 
Nicole: So we're going to start with how has your experience—and this can be about the 
incident that I know about or if there are other incidents in your past that have affected your 
feelings about these, you can also talk about those—but how has your experience affected 
your feelings about, and relationship with, disillusionment and cynicism?  

Megan: Yeah, I feel like going into the whole process of it, like making the decision to actu-
ally seek justice, I felt very hopeful and optimistic about that. And then I think, when it 
actually got to the point of them interviewing me, and asking the questions… some of them 
that really didn't even seem related. They were asking like questions about my Tinder ac-
count or what we do on Tinder and things like that. I'm like, “I don't really understand how 
that is related to sexual harassment in the workplace.” Yeah, the questioning, that's when I 
think I started to be like, “Oh, this is kind of difficult.” I felt like they were painting a picture 
of me that was, I don't know, not representative of me, and trying to build a case for it kind 
of felt like building a case for name redacted (Megan’s abuser). Like, “Well, she's reck-
less.”   

Yeah, and then there's the long period of time where you hear nothing. So that's making 
you cynical as well. You don't know if it's getting taken care of, or how long it'll be until it 
is taken care of. So you kind of forget about it, but then you remember that it's kind of getting 
stale.   

And then, when I got the news that it was being dismissed, I was really upset. I was at 
work and I opened the e-mail, and I couldn't even read the whole thing. I just read snippets 
of it. And then, I don't really ever cry, but I got in my car and I just was so upset that I had a 
little ugly cry for a second and then I called my parents because they had been in on it since 
the very beginning. And I think talking to them, I realized maybe I should go into the report-
ing process. So they were with me from the beginning of that decision and then updating 
them that it went completely sideways and was kind of a waste of time, and a waste of feeling 
and emotion, a waste of optimism. Like, “Oh I think this will work out in my favor” cause 
for me, I just was like… I had so obviously been wronged by this person.  

N: Right, right.  

M: But yeah, I got the full report saying that they were going to dismiss it and that he was 
not in the wrong at all. And then I was just like, “Well, the system just doesn't work at all.”  

N: Right.  
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M: I think what I learned there is if something similar were to happen in the future I'm not 
sure if I would seek justice through the system, basically.  

N: Yeah, yeah. So, how has this experience affected your feeling of access to agency? You 
can ask questions about the questions, if you want.  

M: Can you elaborate just a little bit more about agency?   

N: Agency… so I'm thinking of agency in this project as basically, your ability to change 
things in your circumstances or world, your ability to make an impact on the world in which 
you exist, or the conditions of your world, or your ability to make things happen that you 
would like to happen. I don't know.  

M:  I think that makes sense. Again, I'll go back to the day I found out that it had been 
dismissed. I think my mom told me, which was really disheartening, they really weren't 
comforting. In that moment when I was like, “It was all for nothing. And he's just going to 
get away with it.”, they (Megan’s Parents) were like, “Well, you should have just told him 
off. You should have just, from the very beginning, said to him “I don't like the way you're 
speaking to me, and basically fuck off.”” In the moment, when he was saying these types of 
things… I'm not a confrontational person. So that just never felt like an option, or appropri-
ate, because we're also in the workplace, essentially. But yeah, they were saying, “You know, 
you should have just said something to him. You should have just told him off immediately 
and then he would have stopped and then you could have carried about, you know, your life 
like usual.” So I think this experience, in terms of agency for me, has closed a lot of doors. 
Maybe my parents are right. Maybe if this does happen again, which I'm sure it will at some 
point, part of me wants to stand up for myself. But I just don't feel like that's going to work, 
ever. I don't know. So I feel like maybe, if anything, this experience should have taught me 
to stand up for myself. But I feel very much the opposite. I'm probably just going to ignore 
it as much as I can if it ever happens again. I don't know if there even is a way to remove 
myself from these situations when they're happening because it happened around other peo-
ple and other people heard these comments and these comments were directed at other 
people as well. So, even in a group setting, you're not safe. So I don't really know how to 
remove myself from those situations. But yeah, I just feel, I don't know, stunted sort of, when 
it comes to taking action and standing up for myself. And maybe it's taught me to just recoil 
or kind of hide in my shell a little bit. I don't know. 

N: Yeah. I mean, I think that that's common for a lot of people, even the people who won 
their cases. So how has your experience affected you in the realm of feeling heard, included, 
and cared for by society?  
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M: Heard, included, and cared for. Hmm. I don't know. This one's really hard to answer 
actually, because I feel like the system, the reporting system, is so intricate and there's a lot 
of thought and policy and procedure and all these things that go into it. So it sort of does feel 
like, with all the constraints, it has a structure and I guess that feels comforting. I guess I just 
had a lot of faith in that structure and blind trust that, you know, with all these procedures 
and all these people involved, they're being objective and just looking for the facts. They'll 
see that this person was so clearly in the wrong, and overstepped really gross boundaries. So 
when I found out that wasn't the case, that the structure…I think there was a line in my report 
that said that we, or specifically I guess me, stood in the way of his ability to make friends 
and to feel comfortable here in this setting, in this environment, in this program. Which is 
funny because that's taking into consideration how he's being cared for.  

So I don't know. I feel like I wasn't cared for or supported really, and instead, the finger 
was being pointed at me, like, “You're the one that is interfering with people's ability to have 
community, and basically find happiness here.” But yeah, so I felt really guilty. I felt genu-
inely like I was the person in the wrong. And I was, I don't know, they really made me feel 
that way, but I thought about if I do have a daughter; what do I tell her if something like this 
happens to her? I'm going to be like, “Well, yeah, I was in your shoes. And I did everything 
I thought was necessary. I took all the right steps. It just came back to blow up in my face 
basically, and it wasn't worth it. It wasn't worth the time or the energy. Or any of it.”  Yeah, 
I don't know. Like I said earlier to some of the other questions, I probably won't be pursuing 
any sort of like systematic justice for myself in the future, just because I don't think it works 
at all. And I still don't even know how they were able to come to the conclusion that he had 
done nothing wrong, or I guess that anything he had said, whatever I may have said to him 
or done in his presence was somehow worse or more damaging than the comments he made 
about women and their bodies. I don't know if that answers your question…  

N: Yeah, it does. Do you still feel really guilty?  

M: No, because I try not to think about it. I feel like it's been done for a while. Because he 
dropped out of the program and physically hasn't been anywhere near me in about a year 
now. So when he left, it was sort of easier for me, I guess. And knowing that he wasn't here 
to like. I don't know after the case had been handled that was all so much easier knowing 
that I wouldn't have to face him because that would have been so embarrassing for me per-
sonally, just to be like, “I was trying to get you in trouble because you did something wrong 
and now I feel like I'm the one in trouble.” Yeah, I still feel sort of guilty. I guess it's hard to 
escape that.  

N: Yeah, I mean, I definitely want you to know that I don't think that you did, certainly not 
more harm than him.   
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M: Yeah.  

N: I know it doesn't always make a huge difference for somebody to say that because you'll 
have all of these internalized feelings of victim-blaming that are coming at you from all 
sides, but I do still think it's important to say that I really don't think that that's true.  

M: I do feel guilty for dragging these two into it (referring to her two friends and fellow 
cohort members who were in the adjoining room). Because I thought we stood a chance.   

Grace (Megan’s friend): Can I talk?  

M: Yeah.  

G: I don’t want you to feel guilty about that.  

M: I'm sorry I wasted your time and made you take a side.  

G: You did something that I was literally too scared to do after he said so many gross things 
to me.   

M: That's true. It was really gross.   

G: I was literally too nervous, and you did it. Bravo to you!  

M: Yeah. Thank you.   

N: Yeah, I'm sorry it made you feel terrible. I mean, I am glad that you did it.   

M: Yeah.  

N: Because do you think he would have left? Without that?  

M: He was not doing well here, in more ways than this. His reputation was….  

G: Abysmal.  

M: Abysmal is a good word. He was not making a good name for himself. And I think the 
culture here compared to New Mexico was just too different, and he had always complained 
about that, so I think me making the report was probably just the cherry on top of like, “I 
don't belong there”, so,   

N: But even if it was only the straw that broke the camel's back, it's still something.  

M: Yeah.   
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N: So, this is the hard one. How, if at all, has this affected your feelings of access to democ-
racy?  

M: That's a good question because, I feel like living in Wyoming makes my answer to this 
question different than if we were anywhere else. Because I feel like the systems here, com-
pared to Illinois, where everything is so liberal and progressive and I don't know, the attitudes 
are just so different, I think. The legislation process is also very different there. But here it's 
like, I read the news every day for the state, every day I'm at work anyway.   

N: That can be dangerous.   

M: Yeah, I don't know. Recently, it was the abortion stuff that's been going on.  

N: Which, for context, is that Wyoming has been the first state in America to outlaw medi-
cation abortions directly.  

M: Yeah. Yeah, knowing that I exist here, and that's the case, is hard. And like also just the 
fact that you're just supposed to carry on with that is weird, you know.  It's so weird to just 
have your rights taken from you and the next day have to go to work and everyone's like, 
“So did you do that thing that you were supposed to do?” But yeah, I know that just from 
what I've heard from other people relating to the reporting process, and just like some of the 
laws and what Wyoming considers assault or harassment, it doesn't encompass a whole lot. 
It's a very narrow definition. And so a lot of things that are wrong kind of get labeled as not 
wrong here.  

But, man, I don't know, I feel like after this experience, I feel like I'm less encouraged to 
participate, which sucks because basically everything that I am doing right now, as an edu-
cator, as someone who works in nonprofits and is like constantly trying to participate in our 
system and have faith in it and make it better… it is kind of hard to know that I'm doing all 
that work, but it still doesn't apply to me somehow. I'm like, “Oh well, you know, maybe if 
we do all this work. Or write these grants and do all these things and host all these community 
events maybe someone will benefit from it, but not me probably.” But yeah, you were at the 
Angela Davis thing, where she was talking about, I think someone asked her about burnout, 
And they're like, “How do you fight that?” And I think she said that it’s so much bigger than 
just yourself, and that there are other people involved. So even if I don't personally feel 
optimistic about my rights or freedoms or access to services or resources, I still have, obvi-
ously, some faith in this system that we have here in Wyoming. Otherwise, I mean, I could 
literally be doing anything else. I wouldn't be at a nonprofit, I wouldn't be considering careers 
in education and writing, helping people communicate their ideas and feelings.  

N: So your feeling is basically that you feel unlikely to benefit, but it doesn't make you feel 
like it's not a good idea to fight for it.  
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M: Yeah. I'm not totally nihilistic about it, like, “It all means nothing, why even bother?” I 
think there is some value in pursuing it and putting in the work and effort to try to make a 
difference, because if you're at least trying to make a difference, that's better than the oppo-
site, which is doing absolutely nothing, or even the opposite of that, which is actively 
working to make things bad and worse for people. I don't know, I think for me, personally, I 
can only get through this world by having some sort of higher purpose. Trying to have a 
purpose is how I get by.  

N: And so this all sort of ties into the last two questions, which are about how being in 
Wyoming has affected your experience, and then also what is the way forward that you see?  

M: I think being in Wyoming, it’s difficult. It's almost weird to think about that I exist here, 
because so many people can't even fathom existing in a state like this. Which, I mean, obvi-
ously it is a red state, but also the fact that there's so little here—the population is so small. 
It's just miles and miles of nothingness, and in a lot of ways I feel like it's behind a lot of the 
rest of the country, just because it's so rural. And yeah, the population is so small, but, I think 
since I was not born here, and I feel like I am kind of just passing through, I think my method 
for getting by is kind of just keeping a low profile, keeping my head down. I don't think I 
voted, this is bad to say, but I don't think I voted for like any local legislation because I didn't 
feel educated enough to make a decision. But also I wasn't sure how long I was going to stay 
here. So I didn't want to go into voting for a bunch of people who are going to change or 
make a difference here when I wasn't actually going to be here because I don't want to have 
a negative vote. I don't know if that makes sense or not.  

N: Like you don't want to sign up for something that other people are going to have to carry 
out?  

M: Yeah, that exactly. Yeah, and now I realize, it's Wyoming, I should have just voted liberal 
to help it out. But yeah, I don't know. There were probably a few other things I was going 
through at the time as well. I was just like voting is the last thing on my mind, voting for 
City Council or, you know, city elections, or even I guess statewide as well. For whatever 
reason, it didn't seem immediately pressing, which is sad to say.  

N: But I think that’s the case for a lot of people, and something that goes unacknowledged 
in conversations about access to, and utilization of, democratic systems is that people have 
to have their basic needs met in order to be able to have the bandwidth to participate.  

M: That is really true. Yeah, and I was obviously not in a good place financially. And I was 
working two jobs, at least. So yeah, I think that probably played into it as I was like, “I'm 
too tired, I'm too poor, I don't have the time.” Actually, this is really funny. I went with Grace 
to go vote. And I realized that it wasn't my voting place and they're like you have to go 
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somewhere else. And I was like, “Well, I don't think I can go to a second location. I barely 
had time to come here.” But yeah, I think that partly played into why I didn't vote because I 
didn't even know where I was supposed to go. And I went somewhere, thinking that I could 
just participate and they were like, you can't do that here. You gotta go somewhere else.  

I think now that I'm going to stay for a little bit. Especially since my personal situation 
will improve after this program, I do want to make more of an effort to participate in democ-
racy here and vote and make sure that my voice is being heard because I don't see myself as 
just someone who's in and out. Like I think I might stay here for a couple of years so. I don't 
know, what was the question again?   

N: It's OK, it's how being in Wyoming has affected your experience. And I mean I have also 
felt that. This year was the first year that I voted in Wyoming, and I didn't admit to myself 
that I lived in Wyoming until after I graduated from my master’s program, until I had a full-
time benefited job in this state. That was the first year where I was like, “Oh, I guess I live 
here now”, even though that was the 7th year of me being here.   

M: Being a student is like existing in a gray space.  

N: Right. And I went home in the summer to Colorado Springs. I voted in Colorado. I had 
my ballots mailed to me. I just didn't really consider myself a resident of Wyoming until this 
year. And honestly, it was really hard to figure out who to vote for. It was a lot of work; a lot 
of the candidates have terrible web pages where it's basically impossible to know whether 
or not they see me as like a human being or not. I’m over here just trying to figure out, do 
you care about my basic human rights? And it's very unclear.   

M: Yeah.  

N: You know what’s not unclear? Their position on the 2nd Amendment.  

M: Yeah, that's like smack dab in the middle of the workplace.  

N: Yeah, they're like, “I have guns.” And I'm like, “That's great. Do you think that I should 
be able to make my own healthcare decisions or not?” Because that's what I actually care 
about. I don't actually care about whether or not you go hunting with your son. What I care 
about is, am I going to be a full person under your leadership, or a half person?  

M: I've told you that, I guess during the legislative session that we just held, I made an effort 
to read about it and keep up with it and, like the child marriage laws that they were hoping 
to change, or update, I don't even know what the point of it was. Was it supposed to make it 
easier for 13 year olds to get married, or was it supposed to like…?  
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N: I think it was supposed to make a child marriage law. I think we are one of the last states 
in the country with as permissive of rules as we had.  

M: So we were, were we trying to like cut back on the child marriage?   

N: Yeah, I think we were trying to establish a minimum age.  

M: Yeah, that would have been nice. And then everyone was like, “Well, who are we to step 
in between a godly union” or whatever, but yeah. So that would have never flown in Illinois, 
people would just be like, “Duh, like they’re children. They're thirteen years old, they don't 
know anything. They shouldn't be getting married with parents’ permission or anything 
else.” So I think that is just a really good example of how things are, just mind bogglingly 
backwards here.  

N: So what is the way that you see forward, and you can answer this from your own per-
spective, or from your perspective on a way forward for society, or both. Just whatever, 
whatever way forward.  

M: I feel like overall I’ve been dealt like a pretty good hand in life. My parents were able to 
provide me with housing and shelter and security, and I was able to graduate high school and 
pursue higher education, which already makes me miles and light years ahead of a lot of 
other people in this country.  So I do feel privileged, even though some of my identities 
would maybe point otherwise, like being a woman and then being mixed race. Those are 
kind of not so great in this country, but I feel like my access to education has really been a 
privilege. I don't know. I feel like I have to put that to use, otherwise it just kind of feels like 
a waste. I don't know. I feel like in every job I've had, I've just had to help make a difference 
in some capacity. I've been working with nonprofits since I was 19, and I'm turning 24 this 
year, so about five years.  

Obviously, being an educator, that's been really valuable, to see how you can actually 
make a difference in the lives of students, especially in a place like Wyoming, where, you 
know, I feel like you already know this. The education system here is different; the ruralness 
of the state makes a difference. A lot of students have probably had to prioritize family and 
work over schoolwork and trying to get ahead, and that includes their writing, and their 
communication skills. So helping young people foster a relationship with writing and help-
ing to grow their voice: I feel like that makes the biggest difference. Because something 
nobody really tells you when you're a teenager, or just entering college, is that no one is 
going to be an advocate for you. You really have to be your own advocate. And as scary as 
that is, you just have to find a way to use your voice to help you get ahead. And that can be 
obviously really scary for students to have to like fight for themselves like that, but there 
really is no other way. You will get trampled on if you can't find a way to vocalize your 
opinions, your beliefs and fight for yourself.  
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So I kind of try to stress how important writing and like verbal communication are as 
well, how important that is, whether you're, you know, blue or red. And I make that case in 
my classroom as well. Like, this isn't about like who you voted for. This is the system. Eve-
rything is stacked against you, and your only way to make it through is to like be your own 
best advocate, and part of that is learning how to write. So anyway, I think it goes back to 
having a purpose, and trying to make a difference, and I've seen the difference that it can 
make. So once you see one little inkling, it's easy to kind of keep going, even just something 
that kind of suggests that what you're doing is working. However small it is, it makes it worth 
it. So that's what gets me through and that's how I keep going.  

N: I love that. I do also like ending on that question because it’s like it's going to be ok for 
someone, somewhere.  

M: I will say also that being your own best advocate, for me, I thought that was going through 
the reporting system. Turns out it wasn't, that wasn't good for me, but even my parents said 
that even though it was a negative experience, I still learned a lot from it. And so now that 
I've learned from it, I know what I would and wouldn't do again. And that is still, as shitty 
as it is, valuable to know. So yeah, even when you fail to be your own best advocate, you 
still learn.  

N: Right. Attempting to advocate for yourself is maybe the most important thing.   

M: I think so too.  

N: Even when the system fails you. Yeah, I hear you saying that it was a really negative 
experience and I think you know that that was my experience as well. But speaking up was 
important.  

M: Yeah.  

N: I think we've talked about this before—that one of your motivations for speaking up was 
that you saw that there was a cohort of women coming in—   

M: Yeah.   

N: —To the MA program, and you saw a real and present danger in your community. And 
you spoke up to try to address it. And at the end of the day, I think it worked, in that that 
danger is not present in our community anymore. That specific danger, right? Of course, 
there are radiating other dangers, but I think that what you did was really important.  

M: Yeah. I didn't think about it like that. For me it was so obviously just a loss, but the fact 
that, you know, the new cohort didn't have to…  
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N: They don't know him.  

M: Yeah, they don't know him, they don't have to put up with it. I'm like, “That's cool that 
no one is saying nasty things to you while you're just trying to be a student and work.”  

N: Yeah, just trying to work. Just trying to do your job.  

M: Yeah.  
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Rhiannon McLean 

I didn't deserve what happened to me  
and the way I am now 
is almost entirely shaped because of what happened to me 
 
And I like who I am as a person. But 
Did we ever stand a chance? 
 
In my heart of hearts, I do still feel like I was robbed 
the way I'm viewing myself  
and the way I view myself as a sexual agent is so different 
 
You know, there was one instance  
where I talked to the cops and they told me  
you know, we believe you, but it's going to be really hard for a jury to believe you 
 
they were basically telling me  
we don't want to put you through this 
 
when I work with survivors 
I'm not going to lie to them and tell them that it will get better one day. 
you're going to go through times where it gets better. Being a survivor is now just a day-to-
day part of my life  
there are going to be days where it's going to hurt  

and there's going to be days where it's going to, you know, feel liberating.  

And there's going to be days where you don't think about it at all,  

but you know it never ends. 
 
----- 
 
Nicole: The first question is how has your experience affected your feelings about and rela-
tionship with, disillusionment and cynicism?  

Rhiannon: I feel like it fluctuates, and I feel like that's probably a very common theme when 
you talk to any survivor or any person who's been through that type of harm. Where, you 
know, I feel like I have to operate within this framework of “I didn't deserve what happened 
to me, and the way I am now is almost entirely shaped because of what happened to me.”  
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That moment was a turning point in my life, and then I have to live that way forever, 
which is really difficult at times to reckon with. Which isn't to say like I’m not proud of who 
I am. You know what I mean? I have a career working with survivors, and we're working in 
politics and all of these other things. And I like who I am as a person. But that doesn't change 
that nagging feeling of, like, who would I be if this hadn't happened to me? And that lack of 
control over that. Like it doesn't matter; yes, technically I have control over my life now 
working with survivors. That is a job that I chose, that is a path that I chose. But would I 
have ever chosen that path? And so that becomes a difficult thing. Am I giving too much 
power to the people who abused me by giving them credit for the way I've turned out? Or 
am I just acknowledging the, I mean, perhaps reality that there's nothing I can do to change 
that and there was nothing I could ever do to change that circumstance, then, that has now 
led me to this juncture now.  

So we talk about cynicism and disillusionment… it fluctuates—where, you know, you 
have those moments as a survivor of “How amazing is it that I can now do this work and can 
now stand up for people.” You know, I work in that cross-section of survivor advocacy and 
politics, so I'm able to actually enter rooms and affect change and that's amazing. And I'm 
proud of that, and I'm happy I get to do that and I'm happy it happened to me and not someone 
else. But at what point is there still that feeling of “how much control will you ever actually 
have?” How important is choice and free will after a certain point? Not to get too metaphys-
ical, but you question all of that. And as that pertains to cynicism, it's hard not to feel cynical 
and hard not to feel like, “Well, you know, who cares what I do?” Because at the end of the 
day, my agency was stripped from me so young and I have to just live with that, I have to 
live like that, forever.  

And you know, I've said this to you before in, in other conversations, that the best people 
I know are survivors, but I never want to meet another one.   

N: I know.   

R: And that's how it feels! You know? We met because of that experience that we have shared 
and that's amazing and I'm happy about that, but how sad that that is the reason that we met 
and there's nothing we can really do to change that. So that's very cynical and it does nag at 
me sometimes. But, you know, I'm a happy person. I'm happy with my life, but that feeling 
that I have really no idea of how things would be different if it hadn't happened is probably 
the most nihilistic part of my day-to-day line of thinking.   

N: Yeah, yeah. No, I know exactly what you mean. Just when you see the statistics, when 
you come to understand the percentage of the population, of femme people in the world who 
have experienced this like…  

R: I think it's close to 100%.   
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N: I think so, right?  

R: I think that's it, like teaching consent and being in those spaces and realizing how many 
people, maybe they weren't raped, or maybe they weren't beaten up by their boyfriend, but 
they had a hookup that wouldn't take no for an answer. If you see sexual violence the way 
you should, where it's like from 0 being nothing to, you know, 10 being full on sexual assault, 
all of that in between, I would say that a lot of almost every woman and every femme-
presenting person has experienced that, and a large percentage of men have as well. Did we 
ever stand a chance? That's the part that I think nags at me. Sorry, I didn’t mean to cut you 
off.  

N: No, no, you're good. The next question is how has this experience affected your feeling 
of access to agency?  

R: Oh awfully.  

N: Yeah.  

R: Awfully. You know, my first my first assault, which I always hate opening any sentence 
with because everyone knows what that means, right? My first assault happened when I was 
very young. I was 12 and it was by an adult, and I'm now older than the person who assaulted 
me was and that's the weirdest feeling to go through and so very, very young. Almost as soon 
as it happened, I think before I'd even processed that it was rape, you know, because it was 
not consensual by any means, there was still that… that thing… having lost my ability to 
lose my virginity the way I want to. That was what killed me. And so I do still consider 
morally losing my virginity to be when I was fifteen with a boyfriend. But, in my heart of 
hearts, I do still feel like I was robbed of that opportunity to understand what sex felt like, 
and what it should feel like.  

And of course I went through what many survivors experience when, especially when 
assaulted when they're young: hyper sexuality for years and years. Losing the agency to 
think of sex and be a sexual citizen the way I want to be was so difficult. Even now, I have 
internalized a great deal of that, trying to unlearn that sex is supposed to be for me, and that's 
not how I felt my whole life. I felt like this is something that I'm expected to do. So that even 
just with sexual agency, it was huge, a huge disruption. Again, doing violence prevention 
work, I teach and preach all of this stuff to other people, but when I'm sitting here alone, or 
talking to one of my girlfriends, the way I'm viewing myself and the way I view myself as a 
sexual agent is so different. And then that's permeated into so much. You know, there was a 
work conflict recently that went to HR levels, very normal stuff, and it was because one of 
my coworkers had reported that on my behalf. And I felt even if it was the right thing, and it 
was very validating to hear that the concerns that I had were worth reporting the upwards, 
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the feeling of not having control was so scary. And it remains so scary, and that's why I've 
never reported. I'll say that now, and we can start from that framework.   

N: Yeah.   

R: There was one instance with an ex-boyfriend where I talked to the cops and they told me, 
“You know, we believe you, but it's going to be really hard for a jury to believe you.” That 
experience was so interesting because on one hand I was grateful they told me that, because 
they were basically telling me, “We don't want to put you through this. You are going to lose 
control of this so fast.” 

N: Right.  

R: So I think when we talk about my relationship with sexuality, my relationship with 
agency, it all comes back to that one experience and then feeling like I'm never going to have 
control ever again.  

N: Right.  

R: So stepping out of little comfort zones, or even doing the right thing at times and knowing 
that it's going to be out of my hands is difficult. And of course, talking about democracy and 
being a political figure—voting day hits and it's that feeling again of “I have no control at 
this point.” And that could be liberating at times because it's done. You know, before we 
started recording, I told you, like when it's done, it's done. But at the end of the day, all of 
those things interact in very strange ways, in my mind, at least. And all feel interrelated, 
despite being so separate.  

N: Yeah, yeah. It's also interesting to hear your perspective as someone who hasn't reported, 
because so far both of my interviewees have been people who reported through the Univer-
sity system. And yeah, it's really interesting to hear. I mean, I would say that everybody 
who's participated in this project (and potentially everyone who will participate in this pro-
ject) has some unhealed stuff, but I think that it's different depending on whether or not you 
reported.   

R: Ohh yeah.   

N: I don't think it's better or worse.  

R: No, but it’s different.  

N: Yeah, the system does traumatize you.  



What Does Sexual Assault Have to Do with Democracy?  Foss et al. 

 

R: It does. I mean, I don't think (and again, that cynicism thing) but it's just being honest 
when I work with survivors. I'm not going to lie to them and tell them that it will get better 
one day. You're going to go through times where it gets better: being a survivor is now just 
a day-to-day part of my life, whereas when it first happened, it was like, “I'm never going to 
get over this. I'm going to die, like this is the worst thing I've ever been through.” And it is, 
of course.  

N: Right.  

R: Now, as a grown woman, years later, it's just part of my life. And there are days where it 
is really bad. Even thinking about what happened, I have struggled with mental health issues 
ever since, scrubbing myself in the shower like 6 times some days because I'm so disgusted 
about what happened. And I know that that's a very common thing for survivors as well. No 
one ever fully heals. Like, I do this work for a living, I deal with the concept of sexual assault 
on a day-to-day basis. I’m usually completely fine, but there are going to be days where it's 
going to hurt and there's going to be days where it's going to, you know, feel liberating. And 
there's going to be days where you don't think about it at all, but you know, it never ends. 
And that's what sucks. And I'm sure that's what sucks for you too, coming out of your journey 
recently too. And then interviewing survivors who are all like, “Yeah, I'm still kind of messed 
up about it.”  

N: Yeah…and well, my first assault was also in high school. So I don't know. It's so weird. 
And sometimes you can kind of put it in the past and you can say like, “This thing happened 
then, and it's over now.” But then things happen again, and you're like, “Oh, I thought I was 
done.” 

R: We're more likely to be re-traumatized. If you've survived it once, there's a likelihood 
you’re going to survive it again.  

N: Well, I think if it's happened to you once and you were able to name it, then you start 
recognizing it.   

R: Yeah, that’s powerful.  

N: I think a lot of people have been assaulted but they just never got to the point of naming 
it. So they'll think, maybe until the day they die, that they have never been assaulted. But if 
presented with the straight-up definition, I think that they would have a change of perspec-
tive.   

R: Yeah, it's interesting you bring that up. Like I'm 21, so I'm in the phase of my college 
experience where I'm going out fairly often and I'm having a great time and luckily, doing 
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this work and teaching education and doing specifically a lot of anti-date-rape work, is a lot 
of the tangible results I've gotten, which is amazing. Not that work with survivors is non-
tangible, you just can't assign a number to that, you know.  

I was out at at Lovejoy’s, I'll name it, recently. And I was like, groped from behind. But 
it wasn't just like a butt grab, not that would make it any better. It was a dude trying to touch 
my vagina. And he was laughing, and I finished my drink and just fucking tried to wail on 
this guy. Excuse my language. I lost it. And then I was telling my friend, but they're like, 
“Oh, that happens all the time.”   

N: UGH!  

R: And they weren't, like excusing it. They were just going like, “Oh, that's just like part of 
going to the bar.”  

N: You were like, “Are you OK? Is this just what's happening to us? And we're just thinking 
that it's OK?”  

R: Well, and even when I was telling my therapist about it, I said, “Well, you know, I expect 
that from the Buck, or I expect that from Roxie’s” and she was like, “Well, you shouldn't. 
That's the point.”  

N: Right. You shouldn't expect it from anywhere.  

R: It should not be an expectation for women going out and having fun that this is just going 
to be what we live with, right? But I think that speaks very clearly to what you were just 
saying, that as a survivor and as a consent educator, it's a lot easier for that to happen to me 
and for me to go “What the fuck just happened? That is assault.” There's no other title for it. 
You know what I mean? Women also experience from men, the lower back touch, the infa-
mous like, “let me move past you” lower back touch. That's creepy and gross. But, you know, 
usually most of us will just move on from it.   

N: Right.  

R: I had the complete inability to be grabbed at that bar and feel fine afterwards, whereas all 
of my girlfriends were like, “It's just part of the territory.” And that's what sucks.  

N: Right, and you're like, “It doesn't completely destabilize you every time it happens?”  

R: Yeah, because for me, I stayed out. I kept having fun. But like, I binge drank. And I will 
fully fess up to the fact that when that happened, I leaned into vices way too heavy. I'm not 
ashamed of, you know…maybe I'm ashamed of that behavior, but I'm not ashamed of speak-
ing it and saying like, “No, I didn't cope well with it at all.” That was a few weeks ago. I was 
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just out of a bar, got grabbed, and I went home throwing up. I drank more than I think I've 
ever drank in my life, genuinely out of anger for what had happened.  

N: Right.  

R: And my friends were shocked by that, because in their experience that's just the way their 
day-to-day goes. And it may be because they never had the experience that I did. There was 
no ambiguity in my rape experience, which is on one hand… you know, I obviously I don't 
give many details very often. That lets people kind of know like... it was the very traditional, 
what you would see in a movie, rape experience in a lot of ways. It was by someone I know.  

N: As most are.  

R: As most are. But still very much no ambiguity, which gives me some solace because I can 
always stop myself, or try to stop myself, from gaslighting myself. You know, we all do it.   

N: It's still hard, though.   

R: Was it really that bad? You know what I mean? Like, “Maybe…maybe if I hadn't done 
this” or whatever. We all go through it, even the biggest advocates, we’re advocates for eve-
ryone but ourselves.  

N: Right.  

R: But I can usually give myself a little bit of grace, like, “No, if you saw what had happened 
to you in a movie, you would be horrified.” It was so weird. I was watching Degrassi—this 
is, like, totally irrelevant to your project—  

N: No, I love it though, keep going.  

R: I was watching Degrassi: Next Generation. I lived for that show, and they do touch the 
rape issue very delicately, which I loved. I wasn't expecting it; I had only seen the show as a 
kid and then there was an episode where one of the character stories was so aligned with 
what had happened to me. I cried my eyes out, watching her go through that.  

And when I told my therapist, like, hey, I kind of had a weird little triggering moment 
watching Degrassi, she went, “If you know that it was wrong that it happened to her, and 
you can watch a fictional character go through what you went through, and you can cry, why 
don't you give yourself that grace?” It was such a moment for me, realizing that if you saw 
other people going through what you have gone through, you would not be okay with it.   

N: Yeah.  
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R: And that applies to exactly what we were just talking about. Just because some of these 
women who I know, who are getting groped at these bars, take it on the chin and whatever, 
I'm not okay with it, you know? I mean, I'm not okay even with men, you know, I have guy 
friends... and that's not to downplay what women go through, it’s such a difficult way to 
broach that conversation. But we’re at bars with, you know, my guy friends, and they are 
just like, way too cool with guys sometimes being too aggressive with them on their shoul-
ders, or girls coming up and kissing them on the cheek and touching their butts. It's like it 
doesn't matter how much I try to intervene, right? Culturally, we're just kind of taught that 
we need to just let other people violate our agency and be cool with it. But survivors have 
seen the worst of where that boundary goes. Not to say getting groped at a bar isn't bad, but 
if that’s (on that scale I was talking about) if that's two or three, and you've been to ten, you're 
never going to let two or three happen to you or anyone you love ever again. You know?  

N: You’re just much more aware. Yeah. The next one is sort of tough, and the wording is 
also not amazing. How has your experience affected you in the realm of feeling heard, in-
cluded, and cared for by society?  

R: So badly. It's so bad. I think #Metoo was a really interesting era for me because for every 
10 people who supported the women who were coming out, there was always one or two, 
who you knew in real life, who would question them. Bill Cosby was a big one. You know, 
when Bill Cosby's accusers came forward they would say, “Why didn't they say anything at 
the time?” And I'm sitting there. You know, that whole scandal was happening just years 
after what I had gone through, just a few years, and I was a teenager and I didn't say anything. 
At the time, I didn't say anything to anyone.  

N: Yeah, yeah.  

R: You know my—full disclosure—my father found out two weeks ago that I was raped, for 
the first time.   

N: Wow.  

R: This is very, very fresh. So, I went 7 years before telling a single soul. And then of course, 
maybe we're approaching now 10 years before I'll probably ever tell the full story publicly. 
So that was hard for me to hear. I’m thinking okay, I'll never be able to come forward now 
because if I do, they will say I've waited too long. I've waited too long to say anything. That 
was so difficult. Even if Bill Cosby was eventually arrested, and culturally we understand 
that he did what he did, and we believed his survivors. The fact that every time there was a 
new #metoo, there was a different one or two people in my life, in my real person-to-person 
life. And they would always say, “Well, I'm not obviously not talking about you, you know 
I believe you.” But I'm not different.   
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N: Yeah, but why do you believe me?  

R: Exactly.   

N: Do you believe me because you know me? Because you don't wanna jeopardize our re-
lationship?  

R: Well, they don't have to look these people in the eyes.  

N: Right. Because I'm a real person to you.  

R: Yes, yes, and I said that. I think it was funny because I tweeted this when Kanye West 
was harassing Kim Kardashian online, like harassing her in ways that most of us would view 
as power-based personal violence. I saw that happening and the only statement I made—you 
know, I was a pretty big fan of both of them prior to a lot of this stuff, right?—I saw that 
happen and I just said, “Kanye is not going to see you defend him. Kim's not going to see 
you drag her.”  

N: Right.   

R: “But there is a survivor in your life or a mentally ill person in your life who is watching 
the way you're reacting to this. So by calling him crazy and insane and all of these things, 
there is someone with bipolar in your life who thinks that if they mess up, you're going to 
see them that way. There's also a woman who probably has an ex-husband or an ex-boyfriend 
or a stalker in her life who won’t feel like they can come to you anymore. The way we speak 
about pop culture, as it pertains to violence, matters. There are people in your life who will 
see it.”   

N: Yeah.  

R: And so, #metoo was so weird because on one hand it was so amazing to see. Even famous 
women who you love and look up to, like I love Charmed, and Rose McGowan is now a 
survivor icon. That was so amazing for me. And then it still kept me quiet for a long time. 
And then I finally got the courage to start talking about it more through the work that I do, 
which was amazing. I felt like I couldn't work with survivors if I wasn't ready to tell at least 
one or two people that this is what happened to me.  

And then a few months later, Johnny Depp takes his ex-wife to court and her rape testi-
mony becomes a meme online. “My dog stepped on a bee”: everyone made fun of it. But the 
concept, she—and I I'm not going to speak on who I believe and who I don't. I think that that 
there are elements on both ends of that relationship that are problematic, but most im-
portantly, that was an adult man, a way older adult man and a younger woman. The power 
was there, there was a wealth disparity. In a court of law, he was found, you know, 
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responsible for raping this woman. And it doesn't matter if she fucking shat in his bed. That 
needs to be acknowledged, acknowledged and addressed. And I was trying to avoid it. I got 
off social media, but it got to the point where at work, people in my real life, were saying, 
“My dog stepped on a bee.” And it triggered the fuck out of me. It was awful, because what 
they were making fun of is, “what does that have to do with your story?” When you're when 
you're raped, every decision you made, up to the point of that moment, you're thinking about.  

When I start my story, when I told it to my therapist for the first time, my rape story starts 
with my mom buying me eyeliner. What does that have to do with what happened at the end 
of that night? Nothing. But you're going through every decision you made from the begin-
ning of that day to the night before to 10 years before, everything. You feel like everything 
led you to that traumatizing moment. And so when she said, “That morning my dog stepped 
on a bee”, that is her version of “that morning my mom bought me eyeliner”. And to see that 
made fun of was horrible for me.  

So to kind reel things back in, I guess: my ability to speak and feel heard. We're in a 
culture that claims that we support women in a different way. You know the bar for Ameri-
cans is like, we're better than Saudi Arabia like…  

N: Yeah, we're definitely different. Are we better? I don't know. Or are we just bad in a 
different way?  

R: Exactly. That's exactly how I feel, like, “It's different, but is it better?” And, yes, there's 
so many people who support survivors. I think about the events that were a part of Sexual 
Assault Awareness Month. It's April and we're doing all these events and I see people show-
ing up to these things and really not just showing up, but engaging with it. It's the most 
amazing thing when I'm hanging out with my friends who are frat boys and they're talking 
about stuff that they've learned at Sexual Assault Awareness Month.   

N: That really reaffirms my belief in our ability to heal, as a society. Like it actually makes 
me feel teary.  

R: Yeah, humans are good. And the other night, I just had such a moment of pause. I was 
talking to these fraternity men and obviously, you know, there're stereotypes about that. But 
they were sharing about like, you know, “I was at a bar and then I remembered what I learned 
at a green dot training and I intervened” and he got punched out for it, he told me that.  

N: Oh my god.  

R: The guy who was trying creep on this girl punched him out. But he said, “I felt the need 
to intervene.” And that gives me some hope. But the day-to-day, you know, feeling of “am I 
heard? Am I seen?” It doesn't… I don't know if it will ever get better for me. Culturally, it 
might. Who knows? Maybe like, culturally it is going to improve, and keeps improving, and 
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I have hope for it. But that internalized feeling of going through that…and then I think #me-
too started in 2016 when it really took off. I was raped in 2014, so almost immediately after 
that we reached a reckoning as a society with it. But I feel grateful to do the work that I'm 
doing, and if that changes one or two people's journey, I've been doing it for two years, if I 
do it for 10 years after this and I've only helped two people, that is two people who feel more 
seen, who feel more heard, who learned about consent, who didn't get an STI. Whatever it 
is, you know? I mean it's worth it in the end, but as far as my internal feelings on it? It's 
hard.  

N: Yeah, that's been such an interesting pattern in this testimony: people saying it might get 
better, but it's not going to get better for me. Do you have any other thoughts on that?  

R: Cause it’s trauma, you know? What I'm loving about this conversation is that it's political, 
it's scientific, it's social, it's pop cultural. All of that connects with it. But, you know, I didn't 
start going to therapy until I was 19 and it took me until I was 21 to tell the full story to my 
therapist and the reason I did was because of that trial. I felt the need, like, “I'm really fucked 
up about this and I need to tell someone.” I'm at a point, going back to that feeling of almost 
helplessness, like there was nothing I could have done and nothing I can do now to change 
it. And I know that I struggle with mental health issues that I would not struggle with at all 
had it not been for this.  

That is the worst part, and that's why I feel like it will never get better for me. And I feel 
like that's why a lot of people feel the same way. It's just that I feel like my brain chemistry 
is irrevocably changed. Because, you know, you're a little girl and it happens to you. And 
even before that, you know, there's other facets of my story. I went through puberty prema-
turely, so I was sexualized from a very young age. And then the worst of the worst that could 
have happened to me happened. I had years of being in, I would say deeply, deeply, deeply 
sketchy sexual situations at a very young age. And it is, I think, fully, that my brain chemistry 
is different. The way my brain processes my life is different. And so I can logically know 
everything that I know and I can try to prevent that initial upset that a lot of survivors feel, 
and I feel like I've done that and I'm very grateful to have done that. But I didn't have a 
survivor advocate in my community there to help me.  

So for me, I don't want to say I'm a lost cause, because I'm doing a lot of good stuff and 
I acknowledge that. The mental and physical reactions that I still have to my experience will 
never get better. Culturally, we're going to change the way we view this. We already are: I 
hear stories all the time of people even realizing after going to some of our programming 
that they've committed harm and going, “Holy crap. I didn't even know that this was consid-
ered this” and those things are important.  

The way we're viewing sex, the way we're viewing sexuality, we're viewing gender and 
gender-based violence is all shifting for the better. And we are going through roadblocks in 
order to get there. And seeing that is great, but internally, all of it stays with you, even the 
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times where we weren't as progressive. The words that were said, you know, they stick with 
you. And I don't think, at least for me, I don't think… I'm never going to feel better about 
my story. I think that is ultimately what I'm getting at, and I think that's what a lot of other 
women are getting at. I'm never going to feel good about being a rape survivor.  

N: Right.  

R: I'll wear it proudly. I'll keep doing what I'm doing. I'll keep speaking about it. But I'm 
never going to feel good about it. And I hate that I have to be as vulnerable as I am in so 
many spaces, just to get that basic empathy for survivors. You were talking earlier about like, 
“Oh, you see me as human, but you don't see them as human.” And that's the whole reason 
I started speaking up to begin with.  

I was in meetings about purchasing anti date rape kits, it was like actual budgetary meet-
ings, and statistics started coming up and I was like, “I want you to look me in the eye, and 
tell me that you don't see what happened to me is bad. Because that’s what you're saying, 
right? You're not talking about some unnamed statistic. You are not talking about some 
woman in a faraway place. You are not talking about some people in the SAFE Project house. 
You are talking about women you interact with on a day-to-day basis. You are talking about 
students that you love, you're talking about your sisters and your moms and the grocery lady 
down the street and your teachers and everyone. You are talking about every woman you've 
ever interacted with in some capacity. And I want you to look me in the eye and tell me, a 
rape survivor, that this isn't a problem.  

And that's how it changes hearts and minds, right? But I hate that I have to do that for 
them to feel empathy.   

N: God, I know.  

R: I hate that Tarana Burke had to come up with #metoo for the world to have empathy. I 
hate that Amber Heard had to go through what she went through just to have empathy. We 
should not have to be screaming and yelling from the top of our lungs the most evil things 
we've ever been through, just for others to go, “Huh. Maybe they're right.” So I'm not going 
to bite the hand that feeds me. I love the experiences that I have, like those experiences with 
those frat boys who were so kind to me, and they know what I've been through as well. And 
they do that generic boy thing of like, “Oh well, if I ever see him, I'm going to kill him”, you 
know? Which, we can talk about the productivity of that as well…but those experiences do 
fill my cup and make me happy because those experiences don't often have to come with me 
having to share it all.  

I don't know if this is totally relevant to that question, but I feel like it will never get 
better for me because in order to continue to try to create that cultural empathy, a lot of us 
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have to retraumatize ourselves. And I say the word retraumatize, I don't think I've ever been 
untraumatized from it.   

N: Right.  

R: And that's what's hard. So, I'm happy. I'm not going to complain about #metoo. I'm not 
going to complain about all of it because it has changed so many hearts and minds and that 
is beautiful. And those people should be proud of what they've done. I just feel bad for them, 
that they had to say it the way they did in order for something to be done.  

N: Right.  

R: Our culture is changing. I feel much safer at the prospect of…you know, for me, I always 
said, I would not have kids until I was ready to give birth to a boy, because I could not handle 
the potential of my son committing harm. I don't know if I would even be in a place where 
I'm untraumatized enough to handle, like, getting into a fight with a teenage boy. You know 
what I mean? If I'm 40 years old and my 17 year old son calls me a bitch, I don't know how 
I would react. Now, when I look at the men who are in my life and look at the men who 
come to Green Dot and violence prevention things and the men who show up for survivors, 
not just for the credit, like, actually show up to our survivor events. When I look at that, it 
makes me feel a lot more hope for that potential. But internally, yeah, I don't know if I'll ever 
feel good. That was really long way of answering your question but…  

N: No, I mean, I think it's really valuable. So how, if at all, has this affected your feelings of 
access to democracy?  

R: It's such an interesting question. On the way over here I was kind of thinking about de-
mocracy and how this pertains to it. There's a few different facets of it, and it's interesting to 
be having this conversation as a survivor who's running for public office right now. I've 
always felt that very hyper-American feeling of like, “This is your duty.” The minute my 
sister turned 18, I dragged her to go get registered to vote. Because it feels like a sense of 
control, even if we know it isn't. And naturally, I think of, you know, it's hard to have any 
conversation about being a survivor and democracy without bringing up the Trump years. 
You know, we saw Angela Davis speak recently and she said his name is like poison in the 
air. You should not even put it out there, but it's hard to not have that conversation. Seeing 
him succeed under the circumstances of what he did—to see even just like the poeticism of 
a rapist winning over a woman. When you were a little girl, you know, not a little girl, I was 
15, but being a girl who was already interested in politics and was already, you know, a very 
involved kid. It always felt like this was something so close to me. And the defeat of a woman 
getting 3,000,000 more votes than a rapist and that rapist still being considered more valua-
ble was hard as fuck for me. Like, actually so hard for me.   
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N: Yeah, absolutely.  

R: And it has nothing to do with my opinions on Hillary politically, but it has everything to 
do with even just the imagery of being a young woman and seeing he can grab women by 
the pussy, be facing charges, he can get #metoo-ed the house down, but when he's up against 
a woman it doesn't matter.  

And then he ran in 2020 against Joe Biden. And everyone flipped their vote. You get 
another creepy old man who was hurt women up against him, then suddenly, everyone sees 
what's wrong. But when he was up against a woman who had spoken about being victimized, 
he’s lurking behind her in that debate. I remember watching it when I was a kid and just 
going, “This is insane that he's able to stand above her and intimidate her like that” because 
that's that feeling of “It doesn't matter how powerful of a woman you are, they're still always 
going to view you as a woman.”   

N: Right.   

R: You can be the most qualified woman, you can be the most talented woman. And so when 
I compare that to my experience of being assaulted, and talk about… I try to avoid ever 
talking about rape and gendered terms because I don't want to alienate anyone, but it is such 
a women's experience and integral to the women's experience, that when I'm getting groped 
at the bar or when I've been sexually assaulted, I have never felt more like a woman. And so 
then when I look at politics reflecting any of that, if it doesn't matter that you're the former 
Secretary of State, it doesn't matter how many bills you've passed, how respected you are. It 
doesn't matter that she was part of the mission to kill Osama Bin fucking Laden. Because of 
her womanhood, she was seen as less than.  

And then the minute they put a man up against Trump, suddenly everyone saw it. Sud-
denly it was like, “Well, why didn't we think this years ago?” When we have been saying 
it—that men like that, both Trump and Joe Biden, are dangerous and should not be in these 
positions, because rape is about power. Domestic violence is about power. Groping, sexual 
harassment: it is not about attraction, it's not about any of that. So when we talk about politics 
in that context, it is always going to be about power. And that was so hard in that context to 
see. And it makes you feel like, as a woman, these systems aren't built for you. It makes you 
feel like there is no way you're going to be heard. Because I'll show up and vote in every 
single election, I'm a Political Science major, you know, I do what I got to do. But I know 
that ultimately it's always going to be choosing the lesser of two evils and that if you want 
to try to avoid literal fascism, you may as well just vote for the other rapist.  

They're always going to be present, and the system is not built for survivors to feel seen 
and heard, even if pop culture is getting to that point, politics is not. You know? And that is 
what's strange, in the democratic system of social democracy, I can fucking make a Facebook 
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post with my rapist’s name in it tomorrow and he'd probably get doxed. Like, that's just the 
reality. And honestly, I'm not going to criticize that.   

N: Right.   

R: Morally, I think there's nothing wrong with that. But when you look at the systems, if he 
wanted to run for office, he'd probably still be allowed to and probably still win. So I don't 
know. My access to being able to vote, and all of that, and still feeling good about it…I'll do 
it every time because it feels like it's all we got.  

N: Right.  

R: And I do believe in democracy as an institution, whether it always functions that 
way…maybe not, but it's a weird mix. I just got back from D.C. and you know, I felt very 
strongly about, you know, that this is the people's house. Like, “This belongs to me.” And I 
do feel that way, and that's probably the oxymoron of me as a human being, of being so 
radical in so many facets.  

But ultimately I do believe in the American people's ability to change what we want to 
change. But 2016 was really disruptive to that. And it's relevant to my story because I was 
raped in 2014, lost my mom in 2015. So instantly my whole world changed at the same time 
that America's view on the democratic system changed. And both of them are very much 
linked to individual agency. So I don't know if I have a poetic conclusion to that, but I was 
watching the adults in my life lose faith in the democratic system. I was watching my teach-
ers say that this has never happened before. 3,000,000 votes, like people were pissed and 
their view on “does this matter at all?” suddenly came up at the same time where I was 
reckoning with that thing I was saying earlier: will I ever be able to have control over any of 
my decisions after this point?  

So I don't know if I even have a nice satisfying conclusion to give you to that story, but 
it coincides perfectly. So I can't talk about my relationship to my rape, and my assault, and 
democracy, without pointing out that glaring fact staring me right in the face. I was raped, 
and two years later, Donald Trump became president. And that feels related, in my mind, 
and in my life story.  

N: —and your ability to really conceptualize whether or not the democratic system cares 
about people like you.   

R: Yes.   

N: Well, how has being in Wyoming affected your experience?  
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R: Well, so I was in Illinois when the rape happened. I moved to Wyoming on Election Day 
2016. I didn't even make that connection until just now. November 8th, 2016 I moved to 
Wyoming. I have very complex feelings about it. I love it here. I've been able to make the 
life I have, doing survivor work, here in Wyoming, so that makes me feel very, very good 
that this is a vulnerable population. That maybe, you know, in Illinois, there are social work-
ers on every corner that you can go and talk to but in Wyoming we don't have that. So that 
makes me feel good, and that is part of my survivor story, in my opinion, that the work that 
I do now is part of that journey.  

N: Yeah.  

R: But being from another state, all I had ever known about Wyoming was Matthew Shep-
herd.   

N: Yeah.   

R: Who is also a rape survivor, an important part of his journey. I was a theater kid, and The 
Laramie Project—shout out to Cathy Connelly, a main character in that play—The Laramie 
Project was all I knew. And then I had seen the documentary Matthew Shepard Was a Friend 
of Mine, which includes a huge section, actually, about his assault. And when my dad told 
me, “We're going to move to Casper.” I was like, shit, that's where Matthew Shepard's from. 
There's no memorial to him other than a bench here in Laramie. No one says his name, and 
if you do, it's a dirty word. Even the Shepherd Symposium will not call themselves the Mat-
thew Shepherd Symposium on Social Justice. You add his first name there and you humanize 
him. It feels like the end of the world for a lot of people. I've been in the room with admin-
istrators who get so uncomfortable at the mention of his name. And although we don't know 
him as a rape survivor and though, you know, what happened to him is so much more brutal 
than any of us can even imagine.  

There's still this feeling by not acknowledging him, it doesn't matter that the rest of the 
country has passed hate crime laws in his name it doesn't matter that there are memorials—
I was in D.C.—there's memorials to him there. And then I come home and I have to look at 
a bench and realize that it doesn't matter how important you are. Once again, your voice here 
has to be a very specific linear one or it's not respected. And I feel that heavier in Wyoming 
because of that Matthew Shepherd experience. I feel it working in in politics here and having 
to be hyper-vulnerable all the time to get any sense of empathy.  

N: Right, right.  

R: That is hard. It is hard. And as it relates to my story, it's that feeling at all times that, you 
know, I might change someone’s mind by sharing it, but I also don't know if it'll ever be safe 
in anyone’s hands. I don't know if anyone will even care. Matthew Shepard was tied to a 
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fence and half of this city does not care. And that colors everything for me. And it all comes 
back to Matt Shepard for me.  

N: Right.  

R: It will always, my experience in Wyoming will always come back to him, due to every-
thing about his story, even prior to that murder. He deserved better from this state and we 
brush it under the rug. So why would I ever think that this state wouldn't do the same thing 
to me?  

And then being a queer woman in politics here, and experiencing everything that I expe-
rience, you know? Even running for office here and the newspapers, quoting my (male) 
running mate instead of me, you know? Being supported in telling my story, but it's still 
being somewhat impolite to that Wyoming sensibility of don't talk about sex. What is it? 
Sex, religion and politics, they always say. But it's part of that. It's impolite for me to say…I 
would say the word rape. Even if the term sexual assault is relevant on an umbrella scale, 
I'm not gonna call what happened to me sexual assault. It was the crime of rape. And I de-
serve to call it that. And there are some women who have gone through what I've gone 
through, who don't use that word. And that's amazing and valid and I love that for them. But 
Wyoming's live and let live sensibility, which translates to “everyone stay out of each other's 
way, no one help each other”, to the real Christian-y politeness that they have, makes it hard 
to feel fully like I was able to cope with it properly.  

I don't know if that's even Wyoming's fault or if you know, again, I moved in 2016, was 
raped in 2014, my mom died in 2015. So in that succession of events did I ever have time to 
deal with this? And then Wyoming was when everything settled down for me. And then, 
when I was finally ready to open the door, I come out and it's Wyoming. You know what I 
mean?  

N: Yeah, I do.  

R: I hope I'm not like rambling, I hope this is easy for you to transcribe, but…  

N: No, no, I think that that question has been different for everyone. Because I just think that 
being a survivor in Wyoming is different, you know? 

R: It is.  

N: It's not even about whether or not it happened to you here. It's being a person who is 
honest about what happened to them… I don't know. There's something about Wyoming that 
does it to you, and you know.  
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R: But you know what I find beautiful though? To add a cherry on top of this conversation, 
if we weren't in Wyoming, I don't think we would all know each other.   

N: Yeah.   

R: I know just about every person who's been open about being a survivor in the entire state. 
And so I know that if my car breaks down in Riverton, I'll have someone to call. You know 
what I mean?   

N: Yeah.   

R: That's the one thing I will say. Because coming from Illinois, which had a lot more people, 
you know, and we didn't even realize at the time, like we thought we were living in a small 
town and then Wyoming is just… the entire state’s population is the size of the town I'm 
from, so that was like whoa.  

N: Yeah, yeah.  

R: There's just such a different sense of individualism versus collectivism, and so I don't 
know if I would have been able to find this massive sense of community without that. But I 
have and it's not like we even have to see each other every day or talk often. I can walk past 
you just in Prexy’s and know that that is my sister.  

N: Right.  

R: And that's what's important. And so to Wyoming's credit, because this is such a small, 
kind of like polite state, I've been able to create a little bit of a community where if I'm in 
any city or any town in this state, that I'm safe somewhere. And there's a lot more women in 
Wyoming, I guarantee almost every single one, who has some story that they're not ready to 
share yet. But the ones who have, we all know each other and all love each other and always 
have that. And so maybe that's cheesy, but it's true. It's true. You know, I get messages and 
emails from people ranging from like, you know, freshmen in college who I've met through 
the survivor community to women who are senior citizens who told their story for the first 
time two years ago.  

N: Right.  

R: And they may not be public with everyone in their lives about it, but those of us who have 
talked to one another, I don't know if you'd get that somewhere else.  

N: So the last question kind of plays into that, and it is what do you see as the way forward 
for yourself, or for society?  
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R: I have different answers for both myself and society. Moving forward with society, I think 
we want to talk about believing women and believing survivors because those aren't always 
the same thing. But you know the reason we don't believe survivors is because we don't 
believe women. When women share things, even just as small as, I don't know if you've ever 
gone through this in academic settings, where you say a fact and someone instantly has to 
Google it? Like, we just don't believe women when they talk. So how are you going to be-
lieve them when they share with you something so heinous? Beginning there: believe women 
and believe survivors, and believe both when it overlaps. And changing the way we view 
sex, even, I think is important. Changing the way we view empathy, and those two things 
overlap so much—the sex and empathy pieces. That's so important. I think society…if we're 
going to move forward, I'm all for if you want to engage in hook up culture. Do it. But casual 
sex does not mean casual boundaries. Like, let's view sex as an empathetic experience.  

N: Right.  

R: Even if you're just doing it casually, even if you're doing it for work, whatever, it is an 
empathetic experience you're sharing with others. Something that, even if you never see that 
person again, there is still that one experience that you all shared, and you're going to re-
member for the rest of your life. Part of that is not viewing sex as a dirty word anymore, 
right?   

N: Right.   

R: Like you cannot talk about combating sexual assault without talking about making con-
sensual sex better, as a society as well, because how many experiences do we hear about on 
a day-to-day basis where both sides feel victimized by an experience because neither one of 
them were able to have that conversation, you know? Which isn't to excuse harm, but we 
have a lot of incidents, especially in Wyoming, especially in this college town, where people 
didn't know that they were committing harm or experiencing it, and so then both sides felt 
really violated after an encounter.  

If we can make sure that everyone is on the same page as a society about what healthy 
sex is supposed to look like and how empathetic that is supposed to be, then you know that 
scale we were talking about would look like less of a scale. Every single instance that is 
outside of that healthy picture would be instantly like “Wait. This isn’t the way this is sup-
posed to be.” You know what I mean?  

N: Right.  

R: We were talking about what are “acceptable” forms of sexual assault and what isn't, but 
when all sex has been discussed and boundaries have been set, as a society, the way we view 
this, everything from one to 10 is unacceptable.   
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N: Reason for discussion, reason for reexamination.  

R: Yes. Yeah, and that changes. And you know, I know we heard it a lot with when #metoo 
was happening, where there were a lot of men saying, “When I was raised, that was a normal 
way to talk to women and hit on women.” And that's fucked up and awful.  

N: Right.  

R: I'm not going to tell them, “Oh, well, you know, that's your fault that society did that to 
you.” Don't dig your heels in when you hear that, and then go, “Well that's how it should 
remain.”  

N: Right.  

R: Dig your heels out a little bit, and go, “Wait. We're all learning on this.”  

N: Right, right.  

R: This is something that is constantly living and changing and breathing and moving. So 
sex and empathy are the two big ones and empathy, just period. No one should have to tell 
you their entire life story, and vomit it out to you for you to go like, “Wow, I'm sorry you 
went through that.” If someone tells you, “I'm a survivor”, you can fill in the blanks yourself. 
Or when someone tells you rape is bad or domestic abuse is bad, you should just be able to 
go “Yep”. And if they want to keep sharing with you, they can keep sharing with you. But 
so often, there's so much labor on us to get that empathy instead of it just being inherently 
there, which I hate.  

N: Right.  

R: Those are all separate, but interrelated. For me, moving forward, It's always going to be 
trying to heal those things, you know? With everything I've told you about my story and 
even my relationship with democracy, it doesn't matter internally how I'm feeling. I have a 
shitty relationship with democracy and I'm running for public office as I'm talking to you 
right now. So clearly there is some part of me that still has hope for what that means. And 
then all of the self-hating bullshit I feel about my own experience doesn't come out when I'm 
working with survivors.  

So I think for me, the pathway forward is also that empathy and believing women and 
believing survivors. I am a woman. I am a survivor. What I went through, if I saw anyone 
else going through it, I wouldn't be okay with it. And having empathy for myself. I can't 
guarantee you that's going to happen. Maybe you'll check in with me, you know, down the 
line and it'll be great and I'll have figured it out. But it's related. It's still different answers in 
the sense that that journey is different. It's a case of… I've been, I'm preaching to this group, 
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but also acknowledging that the way I view my story and myself is still not good. And I think 
that's very normal.  

N: Yeah, I think so too. I think that the internalized victim-blaming is the hardest thing.  

R: Because you would never think of anyone that way.  

N: Right!  

R: And then you feel guilty for thinking that way.  

N: And I'm like, “Yeah, the trauma was bad. But, you know, it's worse that I like, gaslight 
myself about it all the time.” 

R: Yeah.   

N: It is worse. Like it feels worse because it feels like I can't heal from it.  

R: I go through moments where I wonder if I made it all up. Even though I know that it 
happened, I have proof that it happened, and not that that matters, but for myself, that I was 
with him on that night and that it happened. Other people were there.  

N: Right. And you're still like, “Did I imagine all this?” 

R: Did I?  

N: And then you’re like “No... but maybe?” And then you just go back and forth. You're like, 
“Yeah, but what if I did?” 

R: Did we just have bad sex? Like was it just a negative like, you know, did I just lose my 
virginity and feel weird about it?   

N: No. 

R: Like, even though I know for a fact like I said no, I did everything right, quote unquote. 
I did everything the “right way” and it still happened to me. And yet I go through those 
moments. It's so weird and no one who's not a survivor gets it.  

N: Right. Everybody else is like, “Why would you think that if this thing happened to you?” 
And you're like, “I don't know, it's fucked up!”   

R: Like, “Why would you defend your abuser?” 
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N: I don't know. It’s fucked up, but here we are, you know? Like, “I also agree that that was 
weird, but I don't know what to tell you. It's what happened.”  

R: In your head, you know, accidentally defending the person who did it to you: I experience 
that so often. You know as much as I just shat on Joe Biden, he did recently increase the 
statute of limitations, or get rid of the statute of limitations entirely, on rapes that happened 
when you were underage, which is amazing for a lot of people. And I went, “I could report 
now if I wanted to. I could very reasonably do that. But he's got a wife and kids. And I can't 
ruin his life.” It doesn't matter that I think of him every single day of my life that I will never, 
ever, ever, ever, ever, ever be able to scrub the feeling of him off of me. I was so worried 
about hurting his kids and making them not have a dad, that I didn't do anything. I still could, 
you know, which is awesome.  

N: Right.  

R: Thank you for that, Joe. Well, it was really survivor advocacy that got him to that point. 
He was definitely not unilateral, but yeah. I was defending him. And I was raped again my 
freshman year of college, and it was one of those experiences where I don't know if he 
viewed it as rape. Like, again, the 1st experience was like he unequivocally knew, there was 
no way of getting around it.  

N: He had to have known.  

R: Yes. Whereas this other guy just started having sex with me while I was asleep. And I 
thought, well, maybe I was like half-awake or maybe I had said something or whatever be-
cause I knew I was drifting in and out of sleep. But you can tell when someone's not like 
fully awake.  

N: Right.  

R: Like we've all woken up our roommates, or like, you know what I mean, if you ask your 
roommate for a ride and they're still half asleep in bed, you're not going to like, hold them 
to that, you know?   

N: Right.  

R: So why would I be held to sex in that same context? And so I defended him hard in my 
head. I even went home from that and told my close friend, who is now my running mate, I 
told him, “Hey, you know, I just had a really bad hookup.” And I told him what happened. 
He said, “You were raped.” But I was like, “But what if?—” And he was like, “Stop, it does 
not matter if you were not aware.” And I needed that in that moment. But you don't always 
have that around, right? It's usually just you in your head.  
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N: Yeah, yeah. I don't know, there is something about having somebody else who knows, 
right? To sit there and be like, “I don't want to hear any excuses for him. What he did was 
not okay. You were raped.”  

When I was reporting, all the time I would be like, “It's not that I want to ruin his life or 
anything, I just feel like this was a problem and I just feel like he doesn't really understand 
that it was a problem.” People would be like, “He assaulted you. You don't have to apologize 
for reporting. You don't have to apologize for trying to get him to the point where he can 
understand that there are consequences to his actions. None of that is reasonable to apologize 
for. Because if he doesn't understand that what he did was wrong…” 

R: He’ll do it again.   

N: He’ll do it again.  

R: That's the biggest thing. All the survivors I work with, none of them are in that boat of 
“Oh I want to ruin his life, I want to send him to jail”, right? It's always “I just don't want 
him to do this to someone else.” 

N: I just want to be the last person he does this to.  

R: Yeah. And you know, I found out I wasn't my rapist’s last person. He did it a weekend 
later and had I reported that day, it wouldn't have happened. And that guilt has eaten away 
at me. To this day I sit there thinking like, “I was a kid. What was I supposed to do?” And in 
that moment, you're not thinking about gathering evidence. You know, I was thinking about 
how the fuck am I gonna tell my mom, you know what I mean? She never found out. I found 
out after she passed away that she was also a survivor. That was a very beautiful connection 
that I think I was able to gain with her posthumously. It was the knowledge that she would 
have been safe to go to, I think that’s what's the best part. Like, damn, my mom would have 
been a safe person to go to. But in that moment I didn't know. I just thought, “I can't tell 
anyone because then I'm going to be”—you know, I don't know if this is a big Wyoming 
word, but when a little girl is too promiscuous, she's a bit fast—and I was so scared of being 
seen as fast. Because I was doing my makeup to go see a boy who was older than me. And I 
did take a drink, like a couple of drinks of alcohol. It was my first time ever drinking. You 
know what I mean? I was in that position. I did put myself there (air quotes obviously). So I 
was like, “Why the fuck would I say anything?” And then I found out, years later, a girl 
messaged me and said, “Hey, you know, I heard that something had happened with this guy. 
It happened to me too,” and I asked her, “Oh my gosh, when?” It was a week after he did it 
to me. And that guilt of that's related to this though, of always feeling like—   

N: —Yeah but you know it’s not your fault? Right?  
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R: Yeah.  

N: But like sometimes you need people to say that. You know it, but it's not your fault he 
made the decision to rape you. He made the decision rape her, right? He made that decision 
both times. It's not our responsibility to stop men from raping people. It's their responsibility 
to stop.  

R: To stop raping, or to at least make an effort to learn consent, and what it is.   

N: Right.   

R: And to learn that they don't have power over everyone else. It's evil. I mean, rape is the 
most evil crime that I can think of because at least with murder, they don't have to do this 
every day. Which sounds fucked up, but if he had just killed me, I wouldn't be thinking about 
this on a day-to-day basis. Because they know that they're going to infect your mind for the 
rest of time. Yeah, and that's what sucks, because I wish I could tell you, “Don't think that 
way, it's not your fault...”  

N: But it's just what happens to you.  

R: But it's just what happens. In my opinion, there's no objective to committing that crime, 
but to make someone do this for the rest of their life. Because like the guy who raped me 
didn't even have an orgasm. Like, he didn't even get off. But now, just because he in that 
moment wanted power over me, the assault was maybe 15 minutes, that 15 minutes has 
irrevocably changed my life.  

N: Right.  

R: It would not be worth it for him if it was just about sex. You know what I mean? That's 
my experience. I know other people have different ones but…yeah, I don't know. Sorry, I 
shouldn't have said that, that it's worse than murder, but, to be candid and speak to you as 
another survivor, I'm not saying that they should have killed us, cause obviously, I'm glad 
you're here and I'm glad I'm here and I'm not suicidal about it.  

N: Right.  

R: But I am saying that it's hard not to compare it. I have to live with it forever and I almost… 
on my worst days, I have those moments that I wish you would have just killed me. But on, 
most days… 

N: Most days hopefully not, but.  
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R: No, of course, but it's still comparatively… and I would never say this to a survivor I was 
working with. It's very rare that I get interviewed as a survivor, so thank you for this.  

N: Yeah, of course.  

R: Actually, it's usually me in your position. But that's the way I feel about it. I think it is the 
most evil thing you can do to another person because of the mental torment they're going to 
go through forever and that gaslighting and not knowing if you're going to trust yourself, let 
alone anyone else, ever again.  

N: Right. Feeling like you don't know if you could have stopped it like. All of these things.  

R: What else could you have done?  

N: Or is there a way that I could have been in that situation in a way that didn't make him 
think that he could do that? All of these things where you're just like—you never, you never 
feel sure that it wasn't your fault. Even if you know that it wasn't your fault, you just never 
find peace about it.  

R: Never ever. It's hard. It does get better, and I try to assure survivors of that at all times, 
but…   

N: Right.  

R: One day this isn't going to eat you up as much as it does. And one day you'll be able to 
have sex and fall in love and have fun and smile and cry and everything. You're going to be 
able to do that. But when it first happens, you feel like it's never, ever, ever, ever, ever going 
to get better. And I'm never going to tell anyone that they're going to heal from it.  

N: Right.  

R: You cannot experience what we've experienced and feel perfect about that at any point, 
you know?  

N: Right.  

R: And the guilt and the self-blaming will never get better. That's the part I don't tell survivors 
when I'm trying to comfort them.  

N: Right. It's not a very comforting thing, but… 
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R: It's true. And eventually, when we're down the line, like you and I are compared to some 
of the other stories I work with, we can say to each other like, “That's true, but—we're not 
saying it's the end of the world.”  

N: Yeah, I mean, I'm still living a fulfilling life. It's just that I'm living a completely different 
life than I would have been living otherwise.  

R: Exactly. And you didn't have much choice. But you have to be happy that you're here and 
I try to look at it in that way. I never want to meet another survivor again, but God, am I glad 
that I do every day.  

N: Yeah, yeah.  

R: God, am I glad that there is someone like me to be there for those people’s stories, some-
one like Dakota. Someone like Michelle..  

N: Right.  

R: …Someone like you to be there at each juncture for these people. Because I didn't have 
that, you know, that's where my not reporting comes in, and to be part of that process for 
someone else… that is fulfilling and amazing. But I would not have any interest in Title IX, 
I would have no interest in teaching sex education if it did not happen. You know, if July of 
2014 never happened.  

N: July is bad month, isn't it? It’s also when mine happened.   

R: Oh man, yeah.   

N: But thank you.   

R: Yeah, this was amazing. I always love talking to you.  

N: Yeah, it was so good.  

 

  



What Does Sexual Assault Have to Do with Democracy?  Foss et al. 

 

Dakota Metzger 

Nicole: So the first question is, how has this experience affected your feelings about, and 
relationship with, disillusionment and cynicism? 

Dakota: It was a big part of disillusionment with the justice system, not being taken seriously 
by law enforcement. Certainly back then, I believed that law enforcement was there to pro-
tect us and that that's just how it works. If you're sexually assaulted, you tell the police and 
they do something about it. And so that really changed all of that really, fundamentally. And 
knowing too, that I had a female officer. It just kind of added to how systemic that is.1 

N: Right. Yeah, it's tough, that moment when you're like, “Is the justice system for me, for 
my justice, or is it for white men's justice?” Yeah, that’s the real big question. OK. And then 
how has this experience affected your feelings of access to agency? 

D: Like agency over myself, and my own body?  

N: Yeah. 

D: I mean, that was a power struggle within myself for years, just with different levels of 
high risk behaviors because they gave me a sense of control… or controlled uncontrol. Like 
disordered eating was another form of control. And then I had what felt like just a total loss 
of control over academics and my success, because I was so unable to motivate myself to 
get out of bed, to do the things that I really needed to do. And so that really felt like a major 
loss that at the time that I really didn't know how to get over, like, climb over, you know. 

N: I'm interested also in how you see it playing out in your work, without going into any 
specifics, obviously, but just patterns that you've noticed. What is the relationship of folks 
that you work with to their agency, in the various times that you work with them? 

D: I'd say my own experience is pretty common. I have a lot of clients who deal with things 
like disordered eating, many of whom have it a lot worse than I did, a lot more intense. Same 
goes with high risk behaviors. 

N: Right. 

D: I see quite a bit of that. I also see the other side of the coin where folks will turn very 
inward and isolate themselves. And so it's just a different side of the exact same coin. Some 

 
 

1 Dakota Metzger was the SAFE Project Advocate who helped me (Nicole Foss) through my reporting 
process at the University of Wyoming. 
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folks will go years without dating again or want anybody to even physically touch them, and 
others will go through a string of a ton of hookups, which was closer to my own experience. 
Super common. And it all goes back to control over their own lives and choosing when they 
are intimate with someone or not intimate with someone. 

N: Right. Yeah, how did you feel like that coping strategy worked for you? You know? I feel 
like with survivors, I hear it a lot, and I think that I noticed some of the same patterns for 
myself as well. Yeah, I'm just kind of wondering what your experience was with that and 
how it played out for you and how you ended up feeling? And maybe what your journey was 
through that, and maybe to where you are now? 

D: Yeah, I mean, it helped in that any kind of coping mechanism, whether it's healthy or 
unhealthy, helps at least somewhat, but I was engaging in pretty much exclusively unhealthy 
coping mechanisms, so that just overall was not helpful. It contributed to that lack of ability 
to get through school, and so just added that much more time where I was still trying to finish 
my undergrad.  

And that contributes to a source of shame, in failure and not succeeding the way I had 
always thought I would. And I think that especially the unhealthy coping mechanism of ran-
dom hookups was just really speaking to that underlying idea that I think many of us have 
after an experience with sexual assault: that all you are is a body and all you are is a sexual 
object. And so that was just me leaning into that idea and embodying that. 

N: Right. Right. Like saying, “If that's true, then at least I should be in control of the body 
that I am.” 

D: Right, and so you just are that body which isn't great. And after a couple of years of that 
kind of behavior—that came in waves, worse sometimes than other times—I finally started 
to find some stability and pull away from a lot of those behaviors. 

N: And was there anything in particular that helped you find that stability? 

D: Therapy, support group, and the timing. I was lucky enough that around the time where I 
was starting to feel a little more stable and wanted to really get my feet under me (so I was 
like swearing off any kind of dating, hookups, any of that) that was around the time that I 
met my now husband, so. 

N: (Laughing) So you got lucky, basically. 

D: Yes, I got extremely, extremely lucky. And so he was a big contributing part of what 
helped me move past a lot of that. Especially because the ways in which he treated me from 
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minute one that I met him was not as a sexual object whatsoever, and with a lot more interest 
in like my thoughts and ideas and things that I had to say. So, yeah, just extreme luck. 

N: So basically hard work and self-development and then good people around you and lean-
ing into that. 

D: Yeah, and meeting at that right time. Like, if I had met him a year before, when I was 
really going through it, I don't think either of us would have had any interest in one another. 

N: That's so interesting that it was just right at the right time. Okay, so how has your experi-
ence affected you and your feelings of being heard, included, and cared for by society? 

D: I think I've been able to find and cultivate those folks that do give a shit by becoming one 
of those people who can give a shit for other people. So, in some sense, there's community 
out there. 

N: Right, right. 

D: I've found people who are more national that I really look up to. One of them, I don't 
know if you know much about Abby Honold, but her case was up in Minnesota and was 
pretty heart-wrenching and I followed her on social media. We ended up DM-ing, and she 
started a Facebook group that's for survivors. And it's a beautiful thing and brings community 
to people that maybe have literally nowhere else to turn. I know in our community right now 
we don't have a support group, or at least a regular therapeutic support group. 

N: Right, like run by a professional. 

D: Yes, run by a psychologist. 

N: We have some pretty informal things but they're not necessarily… solidified. 

D: Yes. So seeing that there are people building things like that is really great, but just over-
all, especially being part of this work, you just see how little our systems care and how 
difficult it is to get justice. And at this point, if I'm being completely honest, I feel very 
grateful that my case went nowhere. Because watching what it looks like to go through an 
entire court case and trial, I don't know if I would have been able to do it. 

N: God, that sucks. 

D: It does. I really think that the women who do it and go that whole way are extremely 
powerful and it is not lost on me, the gravity of what they're doing and what they're putting 
themselves through. 
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N: Do they seem like they feel like they got justice at the end? Say that they win. Do they 
feel like they got justice? 

D: So when it comes to full-on sexual assault court cases, there were only two that I was 
around for where someone won, one of which… it ended up being turned over on appeal 
eventually. 

N: Oh my god, that's dismal. 

D: Yeah, it was pretty awful. At least he served some time in prison; he actually made it like 
a year into his sentence. So that's more than the majority. It's something. 

N: Wow, the lowest bar, but yeah. 

D: I don't know, because I wasn't a person who worked really closely with her. But I know 
that when it was turned over, she was strongly considering going through it again. And that's 
really saying something because the first time she went to trial, it was a hung jury and she 
went through a second entire trial. So that meant she was willing to do it a third time. And I 
think that says a lot about how it made her feel to have him in jail, during that time. 

N: Right. That maybe it really gave such a level of safety back to her. 

D: Yeah. Yeah. And not to—obviously this is speaking to somebody else's thoughts that I 
don't really know, but maybe. 

N: Right, maybe it was something that was impactful enough. 

D: I think on the other one, that was this year, that we had a guilty verdict for (it was on three 
out of four counts). Potentially, I think maybe we'll know more in a few months because I 
think there is a lot of fallout after that emotionally. Because there is absolutely zero chance 
of healing or moving forward from an assault while you're dealing with an ongoing case of 
any sort, whether it's Title IX or code of conduct or a criminal case.  

N: Right. 

D: You cannot fully move forward until it's over, no matter what the verdict is. And so I 
know that it takes time after that for someone to actually start taking those steps, slowly but 
surely. That person potentially might be speaking at our next fundraiser, so maybe we can 
get some real answers about how she feels about how that went. 

N: Yeah, fingers crossed, we can hear her story. 
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D: Yeah, I don't know many that have had a win, and even thinking with ones that were Title 
IX wins, generally they're like “whatever”, because it doesn't undo the harm. 

N: Right. And what punishments do you even see happening? I guess one of the things I'm 
really wondering about is, does it make you feel like justice is accessible for survivors? 

D: Right. I mean statistically, it's not. Because most people don't even tell a single soul. 

N: Right. 

D: So like, most people I'm not even meeting. They're not talking to confidential advocates, 
even. And of those people, not many move forward with reports. 

N: Right, because it's a terrible awful process. 

D: Yeah, pretty horrible process. 

N: It's just the worst. 

D: Yes. And so, of the over 100 students that I've worked with at the university, off the top 
of my head, it's been around maybe 20 who have reported to the university. Many of those 
students pulled out of their cases before it was complete. They were like, “You know what? 
I'm not doing this.” 

N: Like, “Never mind, this is awful.” 

D: Yes, exactly. And so then I help them with that. Like pulling out and saying, “Hey, let's 
let them know together and we can just leave this behind.” When it comes to going all the 
way to a hearing, I’ve had a lot of informal resolutions happen. I should potentially have a 
couple of hearings coming up soon, but I haven't had a hearing since last summer. 

N: So how many students do you think you have been with through the hearing? 

D: Four have gone through full hearings. 

N: Wow. And so… one of those was me. 

D: Yes.  

N: So there have only been three other people, other than me.  

D: Yes. And half got a finding and half didn't.  

N: Wow. 
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D: And then there were other ones where yeah, there was informal resolution, some with 
very good results. Like one part of that informal resolution was that that person left the 
school entirely. So pretty good, not bad. And that happened right before the hearing, like the 
week of the hearing. 

N: It seems like they really knew what was going to happen. 

D: I think so. 

N: The writing was on the wall. 

D: I think so. There have been a few cases where it was close to getting there, right? And 
then others where stuff happens. People decide they don't want to do it anymore, or I had a 
case where the perpetrator left the university and because they left they had to just stop the 
investigation because they no longer have jurisdiction over it and they can't do anything to 
them. And so if they ever return to the university, then that immediately reopens. They can't, 
like, fully run away from it, and they can put something on their transcript that says that they 
left the university in the middle of an investigation. 

N: So that only happens if they leave before the investigation is over. 

D: I believe so, yes. 

N: I wonder why that didn't happen in my case. 

D: Yeah, and this was also Process A. So it was federal guideline stuff.  

N: Yeah, that’s a difference.  

D: So that could have something to do with it. I think there's more discretion when it's Pro-
cess B, because the university isn't beholden to federal stuff. But that case also had multiple 
victims who were reporting the same person. So there were multiple people involved… 

N: That you—were you working with multiple people? 

D: I can't confirm or deny, but there were multiple people that reported this person. 

N: And so all of them had this unresolved feeling of like, “This perpetrator who had hurt 
multiple people was just gone,” which is some kind of resolution, but speaking as someone 
whose perpetrator left, it doesn't fix it.  

D: No, and none of it really does. 
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N: That is the worst thing at the core of it all, is that none of it fixes it. 

D: Yes. The guilty verdict from earlier this year, sentencing is next month, but the person is 
facing a lot of time, decades of time. And even that…it's not going to fix what happened. 

N: Right. It doesn't actually repair the harm. It can't. Okay, this question is sort of the wild 
card question, but how, if at all, has this affected your feelings of access to democracy? 

D: And that's a hard one. That just makes me think of what our system is built on, like the 
laws our system is built on, and what changes need to be made at that level. On one hand, 
seeing that some of the people at the highest seats of power are abusers makes it feel pretty 
impossible. I can say one of the things that got me to do this work in the first place was a 
friend of mine whose assault was a month maybe before mine? They were a month apart, 
and we were in support group together, and are still friends to this day. And she really in-
spired me because she worked with Tara Muir and all of those folks and went to the 
legislature. The Coalition (WCADVSA) and every advocacy program had been advocating 
for a sexual assault specific protection order for years, for many years. Because someone 
who was sexually assaulted, like someone in either of our cases, would not have had access 
to a protection order if they wanted one. I mean, you didn't either anyway, but because we 
weren't a household member. Unless there was stalking or they were considered a household 
member: in a relationship, or roommates or something like that… 

N: Basically, unless you were having to encounter them every day. Unless you lived with 
them, they were basically like, “Well, why do you need a protection order because you don't 
live with them.” 

D: Right, because they just had the domestic violence one and the stalking one and the stalk-
ing one is a high bar to hit. 

N: Yeah, and we’re like, “That is not the only thing that it's for!” 

D: Yeah, and so it was a long time of people begging, basically, the legislature to get this. 
And my friend went and testified, and told her story to the legislature. And that was the year 
they finally decided to do it. And she was a big part of that.  

N: Wow. 

D: You could even, you can look up her story. She talked to Wyoming Public Radio about 
what happened to her here in Laramie. She had one of the scariest versions of what could 
happen, happen to her, and I think that's a big part of it. 

N: Like one of the clearest… 
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D: Yeah, like a gun was involved kind of situation. And what was really scary on top of that 
is that the prosecuting attorney at the time told her that he didn't think that he could win the 
case, and talked her into a plea deal where he pled to stealing the gun that he used in the 
assault.  

N: Woah. 

D: Yeah, so even she didn't have access fully to justice in our justice system. That office was 
notorious for not taking any cases of sexual assault. Our last County Attorney, for all of her 
many, many, many faults, that was her strength. She would take those cases. And so it was a 
huge improvement over the last person. 

N: Right. This is such a low bar. 

D: And so I think she had a particularly powerful story, and it shows the kind of work and 
activism that a survivor can do. But I think, I do think in hindsight, she had a unique ability 
to do so based off of what her story was. 

N: Right. 

D: The fact that she was a young, pretty white woman… 

N: It helps, in terms of getting this legislature to listen to you. Which is so heartbreaking but 
true. 

D: Exactly, precisely. Yeah, but it is still something that I remember all the time about the 
things that we can do. 

N: Yeah, yeah. 

D: As survivors we can change this world for the better, for us. 

N: So, I mean, we've kind of been talking about this, but how has being in Wyoming affected 
your experience? 

D: I mean, it's so hard to say because I go to conferences and talk to people in other places 
and I see how bad it can be in other places as well. Like at that conference I was at recently, 
I met a woman who sued the city of Austin for mishandling so many cases. I met women 
who were falsely arrested for falsely reporting, and this happens all over the place. And so 
that's the unfortunate scary thing, is that sometimes I think it's just here, and then it's other 
places too. But I see the way the system is here for victims. And I see the way our legislature 
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talks about, and treats, and legislates about women—not to gender sexual assault, because 
it's not a gendered crime necessarily. 

N: Right. 

D: It's just almost always women and almost always perpetrated by men. 

N: Statistically, yeah. I mean, not to make a judgment. Those are the stats. 

D: Yeah, even more so on the perpetration side: most men are sexually assaulted by other 
men.  

N: Right. 

D: But it's hard, and being in a rural community makes it hard. It means that you are very 
likely to see your abuser or your rapist around town and know what they're doing and what 
they're up to. And you know that there's a huge lack of resources, especially for our most 
marginalized survivors in this community. We have very limited resources to help them. 

N: So I can't remember from when I heard your story in the storytelling workshop, but did 
you encounter your abuser afterward? 

D: Yeah, a few times. 

N: Because you didn't initially know them. 

D: Had no idea who he was, literally friend of a friend of a friend I invited to a party. 

N: Right, so tangentially connected through various different circles, but you did not know 
him. 

D: No, and he wasn't a student. I think he was from Cheyenne, and was living in Laramie. I 
found out a lot of this stuff because I looked him up after things happened. 

N: Right.  

D: Like I looked at his entire Facebook page—I met another person who he sexually as-
saulted in my support group, and she did know him and they were friends. So I learned a lot 
about him there too. And I know that he lived nearby because my roommate’s boyfriend saw 
him walking near our house after it happened. So that made me really scared to leave the 
house. I saw him at the Buckhorn, not even that long after—like less than a year after. And 
he followed me around the bar, and I had a major panic attack. 
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N: Oh, my god, yeah, of course! 

D: Yeah, like, because, you know The Buckhorn and, you know the layout. And so I was in 
that back downstairs room and saw him. And my friends were like, “There he is.” And I 
looked and there he was. And in fact, I made them, after they said, “He's here”, I made them 
point him out to me because that was the first time I saw him saw him and I really didn't 
know what he looked like.  

N: Yeah, but they knew.  

D: They knew, because they talked with him a lot that night at our party. And so they knew 
exactly what he looked like. So I was like, “Point him out to me. I want to memorize his 
face.” And I did that, and went upstairs to avoid him, and then he went upstairs. And I went 
downstairs, and he went downstairs. I went back upstairs and he was up there, and I was 
trying to be behind tall people, to at least hide, and he kept stepping aside to have a view of 
me. And that's when I had a panic attack in the bathroom.  

N: Of course! Because he's following you around the bar after he's assaulted you!  

D: Yes, yeah, then I got home, called my dad, freaking out. He had me call the police and 
tell them what had happened, and so they offered to do extra patrol around my house. 

N: Did that make you feel safer? 

D: For the night yeah, especially knowing he knew exactly where I lived.  

N: Right. 

D: ‘Cause I didn't move, because that just seemed too hard. 

N: Yeah, it's a logistical nightmare. 

D: Yes, yes.  

N: As someone who moved after they reported, it's a nightmare. 

D: Yes, it's a hard decision to make. I was like, “Oh do I keep sleeping in the same bed in 
the same room where it happened?” I don't like that…. but like, do— 

N: Do I have the energy to move my entire life? Also, no. 

D: No, I didn't. So I lived there for over a year after.  



What Does Sexual Assault Have to Do with Democracy?  Foss et al. 

 

N: Yeah, the only way that I was able to move after my assault is that everybody in my life 
came in and moved everything. This (we were sitting in my apartment) was one of only like 
4 or 5 apartments that I looked at, and a friend had lived here and was moving out, so it all 
came together. I probably only house hunted or apartment hunted for like two weeks, if I had 
had to do any more than that, I wouldn't have moved because I just had such limited energy. 
It was the summer… 

D: Yeah, that helps. 

N: So I had free time, but other than that, there's no way that I would have been able to move.  

D: Yeah, and I had really good, a couple of good friends that I lived with, and so they were 
supports for me, and so I had that. 

N: And to move out of that would have been sort of destabilizing. 

D: So yeah, that made me feel better for the night, knowing that he couldn’t show up at my 
house, knowing where I live.  

N: Right.  

D: I saw him one time walking into Walmart. He was holding hands with a girl, which made 
me so scared for her. 

N: Yeah, you're like, “Oh my god, you don't know.” 

D: I saw him one time when I was walking downtown. It was a summer day, I can't remember 
if I was walking to the farmers market or Brew Fest or something like that. He lived in one 
of those—I saw him turn and go into an apartment, which I think he either lived there or it 
was one of his friends, but it was one of those like shithole side-by-side duplexes that are on 
like 2nd St., just past downtown, super dilapidated. I know he doesn't live there anymore, 
cause I've never seen him on that block there, if he ever did live there. But I think of him 
every time now. As far as I know, he still works in the kitchen at name redacted (restaurant 
in Laramie). I haven't seen him in a few years, but I know he's still here. 

N: Yeah, that sucks. And that's such a Wyoming experience, right? Having to encounter them 
all the time, having limited grocery stores, having a small downtown, all of these things 
make it so that their presence can feel inescapable, especially when you have so much fear. 

D: 100%, and someone who works in food service could be anywhere that you go, poten-
tially. 
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N: Right, right. You just never know. Okay, so the last question is a little bit of a tone shift, 
but what do you see as the way forward for yourself or for society? 

D: I mean for myself it's very obvious because I've been doing a lot of that. Advocating for 
survivors, doing the work that I do has been really healing. Knowing how helpful the campus 
advocate was for me when I was a student, and knowing too, that I honestly underutilized 
her, I could have gotten even more, knowing what I know now, but being able to do the same 
for others is the most healing thing for me personally. But for some people, that is the last 
thing they would ever want to do. Like doing work where you are living the worst thing that 
ever happened to you every day in a sense.  

N: Right.  

D: Some people, it's like, “I want to do something completely different” and that is fine. 
Certainly finding a way that you can—I don't know, it's finding something that you're good 
at, and finding something that brings you joy, and then bringing in all those next little things 
that are bringing joy back into your life. I think one of the best ways for survivors to move 
forward is to just, once they can pick up the pieces, to live a good life. That’s the best thing 
that they can do. The best revenge, in a sense, is, in spite of everything, to live a good life.  

I think as a collective, though, for us folks that want to be involved, the way forward is 
to never lose touch with current survivors. Because we all have different stories, but we need 
to be in touch with what the needs are. Because those are ever-changing, and what do we 
need to change right now? 

N: Yeah, not just how can I change everything so that what happened to me doesn't happen 
again, but also changing things so that what's happening to people right now stops too. 

D: Yes.  

N: Yeah, so I’m also curious about the people that you work with. Do they—I know that 
we've talked before about burnout—do they see this work as the way forward? Is it easy to 
keep remembering that, or is it really hard? 

D: Right, I think it's helpful when all of us are able to remind one another what we're doing, 
and every once in a while we'll get that gratitude from a client that will just fuel us for so 
long. I've gotten that thank you before from a client that I didn't even feel like I even did that 
much for her. Like there's some folks that you know, I’ll work with a ton and put in tons of 
hours with. And then there's some folks that I might only ever meet and encounter for, like 
an hour or so. Or sometimes…this was the person that I only worked with, like a handful of 
times, and I was checking in on her, and she sent the most wonderful message. And it was a 
reminder that, you know, sometimes just believing someone and listening to someone is so 
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radical that you forget that even that alone can be so helpful. I immediately told everybody 
that I worked with and reminded them that we do good work and saying, “You're doing this 
too.” 

N: Yeah, it's happening! We're doing it! 

D: Like, “Please remember.” So doing a lot of that, but inevitably there's a lot of people that 
burn out and leave. I think at least a couple of the people on our staff right now are gonna be 
there for a while. I would have been one of them if it wasn't for grad school, and my partner’s 
grad school as well. Because I would have had several more years in me before I would be 
having to call it quits.  

N: And do you see going to grad school for social work, is that the next step in your journey? 

D: Yes, because I want to eventually become a licensed clinical social worker. And provide 
therapy because I've seen so many of my clients struggle to find mental health providers—
the lack of mental health providers in our town—there are just not enough for the demand. 
And so I just saw like, yeah, we need more.  

N: So you plan to stay in Wyoming? 

D: We'll see. I'll be in Wyoming, at least for another five years. After that, I don't know if it 
would still be Wyoming. It could even be like international, my partner’s job can take us a 
lot of places and if I make it to the plan that I want, then I could work anywhere from home 
if I have to. 

N: And do you think, I mean, obviously it's early days to ask this, but do you see yourself 
working with survivors in your clinical practice? 

D: Well, 100%, that would always be my focus. I would want to focus on trauma therapy, 
things like that. I wouldn't be a psychologist, so I wouldn't have that same level as a psy-
chologist does. But I know talking with like Doctor Kilwein, they were able to do a lot of 
training for one of their colleagues who was an LCSW—enough that they were really con-
fident in that person, more than some of her other differently credentialed colleagues. So, 
especially given my background, I see myself doing that. 

N: Yeah! And the therapist that I had while I was reporting, I think she was an LCSW as 
well. I think that you have done really great work. I do want to emphasize that especially. 

D: Thank you! 
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N: I think that—it (reporting) is something that initially I was like, “No, I can just muscle 
through this”, but the truth is that you cannot. It's just too long to do that. It surprised me to 
hear that you've only had four (cases) go to hearings, and of course, some of those might not 
be because the survivor wouldn't want to go through with it, but because it stopped at the 
investigation. I don't want to say because the investigation didn't find anything, because I 
think that that's maybe erroneously painting the picture that there wasn't anything to find, 
but rather that it stopped at the investigation level. 

D: Right. 

N: And so maybe some people would have gone further with it, but, I don't know why it 
surprises me that only four have gone to hearing. Because it was…it was awful. (The pro-
cess) was like, no, it was absolutely terrible the whole time. It was retraumatizing, newly 
traumatizingly terrible. 

D: Yep. 

N: Like you need a team of people to do it. 

D: 100%. 

N: Like I didn't know I needed a lawyer until I needed a lawyer all of a sudden. I was like, 
“Oh god, I have to get a lawyer and I'm not going to be able to pay for a lawyer.” The fact 
that I had a lawyer who could help me for free was really big. 

D: Yeah. 

N: And also, to even be in a place where I was like, “Oh my god, I need a lawyer now.” Like, 
“I'm a person who has a lawyer now.” 

D: Right. 

N: What is happening?  

D: Especially as a young person, you're like “What?” I’m 31 years old and I’ve never had a 
lawyer in my life. 

N: Yeah, you're like everything is… everything is weird. It's a weird experience. I don't sug-
gest being in a circumstance where you need a lawyer (laughing). 

D: But at least now I know a lot of them. 
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N: Yeah, exactly. I don't know, the whole thing was just really quite the experience. And I 
think that the fact that you are also a survivor makes you uniquely qualified to do the work 
because I know that you know, right? Like I know that you get where I am and that there 
isn't like judgment about how I react, what my coping strategies are. 

D: Right. 

N: And I've heard that also from other people who have worked with SAFE Project—like, 
it's really essential to feel like somebody knows what you're going through and that you're 
not losing it. Or if you are losing it, it's only in ways that the process has caused. 

D: Yes. 

N: It’s only in ways that any person would be losing it if they were going through the process. 

D: Yeah, as I say to every person: you are having a normal reaction to an abnormal situation. 

N: Right, right. You are being put in a crazy circumstance. 

D: Not every person I've had as a colleague is a survivor, but everyone I currently have as a 
colleague is a survivor of some type of interpersonal harm. Though, yeah, we just try to 
really support each other and not let anything burn you out too much, knowing that there's a 
lot of differences being made. 

N: I think that's a great place to end, actually. 
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Nicole Foss 

Tennessee: So I was a little bit curious about process—like before the Democracy Lab, when 
you first heard about the idea. The pitch from Scott to be a part of it, was there, like an 
immediate light bulb where you're like ohh!2 

Nicole: No, actually I didn't apply initially because I was like, “Well, I don't have a thing—
I don't know what I would do, like what my research project would be”, and then Robby said 
he was going to do it. 

T: Right. 

N: And I was like, “Ok, well, this could be a cool opportunity.” 

T: Sure. 

N: Both to work with Robby in an academic capacity again, and also to be in in the academic 
community still, especially with the work that I was about to start. I was like, “Man, it would 
be good not to be completely distanced from any kind of research project.” Also I know I 
want to go back for my PhD, for sure, so I was thinking, “Ok, I should be continuing to make 
progress here in the interim.” And when we started Democracy Lab, I didn't know what I 
was going to do. We were talking about things, and I still didn't know what I was going to 
do, and then I realized, sort of a few months in, that this is the topic that I can't stop thinking 
about. So it probably wasn't going to be very easy for me to do any other topic. So that was 
the main reason that this intersection happened; because I just realized that this was the area 
that I was thinking about all the time.  

And I wanted the chance to dig into it further and I do think that there is an intersection. 
Initially, I was kind of worried that there wasn't and that they were two parallel lines, but I 
think that, like all circumstances that affect people's lives, it affects their ability to participate 
in what I might think of as like a ‘higher order’ task in their life—like it's not basic food, 
sustenance, or shelter. It (democracy) is maybe one or two rungs above that, in terms of 
priorities for a lot of people, or maybe one or two below that, if we're talking about priorities. 
It is something that could theoretically make the difference, but it's so hard to get it together 
to do that, to participate in it, to work hard to change policies, change minds, get the message 
out, all of that, when you just you feel like you've been completely decimated by something.  

 
 

2 Tennessee Watson is a fellow member of the inaugural Democracy Lab cohort and has been an 
outspoken survivor of sexual assault. She is a reporter with WyoFile and graciously agreed to lend her 
interviewing talents to this project so I could be an interviewee as well. 
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T: Well, that's a good segue. First question, here we go: how has your experience affected 
your feelings about, and relationship with, disillusionment and cynicism? 

N: Yeah, I definitely use disillusionment and cynicism as a blanket to protect me from what 
I think hurt most about the process of reporting, which is just realizing that my safety doesn't 
matter, that the social contract that I believed I had entered into with society, where I partic-
ipate in society and in return, I get to be a citizen whose safety matters and whose voice is 
equally relevant to other people's voice, and—who gets to benefit, right? The benefits of 
being in a society, if you think about the benefits of a society over complete chaos and no-
body participating in any projects together— 

T: Right. 

N: —one of the benefits is supposed to be that you're safer. And the process made me realize 
that that that benefit that I had taken for granted was not guaranteed, and in fact, it was not 
a priority.  

It made me realize that our society doesn't actually care about women's safety, not in the 
ways that they say that they do, not in the ways that performatively get elevated. Instead, it's 
the safety of the people in power that matters. In my case looked like a man, right? But it 
can also look like a white woman, right? It can look any sort of way, but whoever has more 
power, their safety is going to be looked after first. So it was just really startling to me, and 
I think it was so painful to have that promise broken. Because then I just thought, “Well, 
what's to stop anybody from hurting me at any time?”  

T: Right.  

N: There’s nothing. They're not going to get punished. So what do I even do? How do I even 
exist in the world? It was just like everything crumbled around me and I was left sitting in 
the wreckage and thinking, “This wouldn't hurt so much if I didn't think that I mattered 
before.” And so what followed was a shrinking into myself and saying, “Nobody is going to 
look out for me, I have to look out for myself. My safety, my autonomy, my agency doesn't 
matter to the world. It obviously matters to me, but if it matters to me, then I have to fiercely 
protect it and trust no one and expect nothing—just fight as much as I can to carve out a tiny 
little place for myself.” And so the cynicism for me was just to stop getting hurt constantly 
by being let down. 

T: What shape does the cynicism take? Like, how does it work? 

N: Um, yeah, one shape that it takes is that I expect the absolute least from men. I specifically 
expect nothing from my perpetrator. I don't ever expect that he is going to wake up one day 
and say, “Oh, what I did was wrong, I hurt her.”  
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I don't ever expect that he is going to do the right thing ever again, like in his current 
workplace, and I'll have to redact all of the small details, but he works at a publicly funded 
radio station as an editor. And I feel like he's infiltrated this, theoretically, liberal space. He 
works with people who think that he believes the same thing as them, with people who think 
that he's on the ‘right side of the cause.’ And actually, I know that, at the bottom of all of his 
talk, there’s nothing good. So I think it (the cynicism) takes the form of me expecting the 
least of people.  

It also means that I don't believe that it's going to get better for me. It's hard for me to 
have hope. I remember there was a Democracy Lab meeting where Robby and I were talking 
afterward. I don't remember what we were talking about, but somehow we got onto the sub-
ject of hope. I think I said to him, “I just don't know that I am ready to have hope.” Like, “I 
just don't know that I want to have hope anymore.” He was like, “I cannot hear you say that.” 
I could see that it really affected him. He said something like, “You have to go to a therapist, 
you cannot keep using Democracy Lab as your therapy. Like, it's not working. And also it's 
not fair.” I could see that for him it was big, but to me, and I was like, “Well, of course I can't 
have hope right now. Are you kidding me? The entire past two years hurt so fucking much 
because I thought that I might get justice. And every day, when that didn't happen, it was 
like ripping open the wound anew.” And so hope still seems really dangerous to me. 

T: Have any of the folks you've interviewed…have any of their perpetrators been held ac-
countable? 

N: So in my first interview, Autumn (who has consented to be named): her perpetrator was 
held accountable through the Title IX process, actually. I don't know what those sanctions 
looked like. I think he was kicked out of school, but I think that he had... I want to say that 
he graduated already, like it was something where the punishment was like very ineffective.  

T: Sure.  

N: But in her situation, he physically abused her. Like, there was domestic violence involved. 
There was a lot of like ‘legitimate’ (heavy air quotes on legitimate) violence that happened—
that is, what was recognizable to others as violence, so she won her case. It got super messy. 
It was really hard for her. Other things happened in her life at the same time that didn't then 
get resolved through any sort of system. 

T: I don't know. Like, I mean it's a small sample right? But I was curious if… 

N: We're at one out of four? 

T: Yeah.  
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N: We are. 

T: Do you have a sense whether access to justice has an impact on relationship to, I don't 
know, cynicism versus hope? 

N: I mean, I think Autumn is more hopeful than I feel, but not like a lot. Because it was still 
hell on Earth.  

T: Sure. 

N: The whole process, it was still, like, secondarily traumatizing. And I also I think she's just 
sort of a cheerful person. Like… I don't know that it…I don't know that it makes a difference. 

T: Yeah, it's interesting to, like tease out those nuances, right? So for you, how has this ex-
perience impacted your feeling of access to agency? 

N: I think it ties in with the disillusionment and cynicism. It really ended up feeling like it 
doesn't…like what I say doesn't matter. Because I cannot control what happens to me. Yeah, 
I mean the one of the core realizations I had from this is that you cannot stop people from 
harming you. You can say no. You can fight back, but ultimately if they decide to hurt you, 
then you can't stop them. And so it felt like I had a profound loss of agency. That any agency 
that I thought that I had was really just like, me convincing myself that this little corner I had 
carved out was safe and that it was not possible for people to infringe upon it, because if 
they could, then what was the point? What was the point of doing anything to create a life 
for yourself? You're vulnerable all the time. Every time you leave the house, and even when 
you're at home, there's no safe place. And you have to trust people even when people who 
you have trusted have betrayed you.  

And so, I don't know. With the system—with reporting—I felt like there was no agency 
in that process. Like I came to them, and that, I guess, was an agentive act, right? But then 
after that point, they're like, “Well, if you want us to do anything, you can't be anonymous.” 
That's one of the things that I feel like is not very clear to people; in the Title IX process, if 
you want them to pursue it then your abuser has a ‘right to face their accuser.’ And you will 
be named. And so from that point on, it kind of spins out in this way that discounts any 
agency you might have. They tell you continuously that you'll have a say in the process, that 
you can stop at every point we check in with you. Like, yeah, they check in with you. But 
what you say doesn't really matter. They're still going to move forward with the ways that 
they had always planned. 

T: So you really like lose control to move forward?  
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N: Yeah, immediately. In a way that's really destabilizing because it's this exceedingly evenly 
weighted sort of experience: they're like, “You both have good arguments. You both have a 
right to education, you both, et cetera, et cetera.” And I'm like, “Well, we can't both, because 
if he's in the classroom, that classroom is not safe for me anymore.” So you can't have both. 
What happened was that his right to education superseded mine. He went to the classrooms. 
I felt very uncomfortable and couldn't go. And when I tried to reclaim some of that agency, 
(causing things to happen in the world because I made them happen is how I sometimes I 
think of agency)— I talked to the other members of my cohort. I told them what happened, 
and then a retaliation case was actually brought up against me for creating an unsafe space 
for him, which really felt like the icing on the cake. I was like, “I just told other people the 
truth of what happened, what they decided to do after that was their choice.” 

T: Yeah, it's not like you signed a non-disclosure agreement. 

N: Right, right. And so I don't know. I think that I have to sustain the fiction of agency for 
myself in order to keep living. But from now on I'm always going to know that it's a fiction. 

T: How did you see that impacting the way that you engaged with your community, poli-
tics… like what were the reverberations? 

N: I think I turned into a little bit of an insufferable person turning my reporting process. I 
feel like, through no fault of my own, but it did take the forefront of my lived experience for 
the entire time that I was reporting.  

T: What was the span of time?  

N: So I reported in July, and I didn't receive the verdict until January. 

T: Of what year? 

N: Of my second year of my master’s program. So that was… I started my masters in 2020, 
so that must have been 2021.  

T: Mm-hmm.  

N: And I didn't report until a year after it had happened. Yeah. So, from July to January. 

T: Did you notice, like, patterns change? Like your sort of reaction to things that you might 
have been like, “Oh, I'm gung ho to do this”, but now…? 

N: Oh, yes, yeah. So, some key things happened, and I felt like everybody needed to know 
what happened from me, because I didn't know what version of fiction he was going to tell 
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them. Because he was really charismatic, that was one of the things that made it so hard to 
realize that what had happened was assault. He was such a skilled manipulator, and he really, 
like every time I brought up any concern, crafted it into being like, “No, no, no, don't worry 
about that.” Like, “That's not what happened” or, “Everything is actually fine. You're re-
membering it different than it happened”, or like, “That's not really what I said” or like “Well, 
yeah, you were so into me so that's why you acted this way” or something like that. It took 
me a while to realize that it had even been assault. And then it took me a while after that to 
report. But I reported because I was scared for the incoming cohort because he was so charm-
ing.  

So I told everyone, and I felt bad and weird during that time, confronting everybody and 
being like, “This thing happened to me. I have to tell you about it. Like I need you to hear 
what I have to say right now”, and I do think that for some people who were survivors them-
selves, it was really triggering for me to come up to them and be like, “This thing happened 
to me and I have to… you need to know.” And I felt terribly about that, but I also felt that it 
would be irresponsible to leave them unaware with him still in our community. So that hap-
pened.  

I remember going up to Robby at a department-wide party that we had, that my abuser 
came to as well, which I think was in exceedingly poor taste of him. I remember going up to 
him (Robby)—I was so frustrated. I was always like, angry or numb or sad during that time, 
like, I don't remember a lot of happiness from that time and I was just so frustrated that my 
abuser was there. And Robby was there, and he’s such a good listener. And I just went up to 
him. I didn't know him that well (at that point), and I just started, like, talking, telling him 
all these things. I'm like, “I can't even believe that he's here. Can you believe that? That's 
such fucked up thing to do, to come to this party. And he sat at the table where I was sitting 
and he refused to move.” And I just, like, went up to him and started telling him all of these 
things, and later I was very embarrassed about that. I was like, “I'm so sorry that I just came 
up to you and dumped all this information on you.” And he was like, “No, that interaction 
was actually great because you're one of the only people who really talked to me at that 
party.” And I was like, “But the way that I talked to you was, like, so about me the whole 
time.”  

And anyway, I turned into that sort of insufferable person, but also in like all of my 
classes. For example, we watched Braveheart in my medieval class and I couldn't even get 
through 30 minutes of it. So I was like, “This is bullshit. The whole premise of this movie is 
that people would be so upset about a woman being violated that they would go to war to try 
to protect her.” And I was like, “That's bullshit. That's bullshit. That's not how it works. It's 
only that she was the property of one of these men, and so he felt disrespected by that and 
then he had to go to war.” But I couldn't finish the movie and then I came into class and I 
was like, “This is bullshit. I can't believe that this is the premise of this whole movie. We 
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don't actually care about women's safety like that.” Like I just lost it all the time, about 
everything.  

I was just… I had no tolerance. I was like, so raw all the time, and in every situation, 
there seemed to be an echo of it. And I was like, “This is fucked up because of this thing that 
I've recently learned about society through my own incredibly painful experience with it.” I 
don't know, it just it started feeling like it was everywhere, like it was all around me. And 
part of that was being an English Master’s program: some of the things that we were studying 
and analyzing were rooted in misogyny and sexism, and some of these fundamental struc-
tures of oppression. So, yes, of course it was coming up a lot, but it was coming up all the 
time in everything.  

T: So why do you use the term insufferable?  

N: I just think I was not pleasant to be around, like I wasn't even very happy to be around 
myself. I just felt so trapped in my circumstances and the life that I found myself in. And so, 
especially for people who only sort of knew me, it was a lot. But my core group of friends, 
I don't think I was insufferable to them. I think that they understood the level of pain that I 
was going through, and some of them were also members of my cohort. So that was good 
because we were just together all the time, really in this core group. And they were there to 
support me, and there to rant with me, and they didn't care that I said the same thing over 
and over and over again. Because…. it caused such cognitive dissonance for that thing to be 
true that I—I just couldn't stop having the same conversation over and over and over again 
because I never got to the reason why this was happening.  

But for people who only sort of knew me, I brought it up all the time, like I would not 
stop talking about it. And I know that for some people, they found that either really untrust-
worthy or really like gauche, that I was talking about it all the time when they also knew the 
person that I had reported. And so I think that I was like this ball of anger. Like I could not 
stop talking about it and it did feel like I was talking about myself all the time, which I think 
is what makes me call it insufferable. But I was just like… so angry that I couldn't stop. I 
just felt like if enough people could see the truth of what was happening then he would have 
to be held accountable in some real or measurable way. 

T: Is there any part of you that could see that as a sort of unfiltered unbridled fire, or that it's 
actually power that that you weren't thinking downstream to the consequences, but you were 
just speaking truth to power? And I mean the discomfort that people feel is actually some-
thing beyond your control, right? 

N: I mean, I think that on my good days that's how I view it. And with the people who really 
matter to me, I think that that's how they how they viewed it. I do think that it was really… 
that moment was like a watershed moment where some people understood why I had to do 
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what I did, and some people couldn't believe what I was doing and it was very alienating to 
that group of people. I remember name redacted (a member of the MA cohort) saying, “I 
just think that if something like this had happened to me, I wouldn't ever want to talk about 
it.” And after I told her what happened, she said she decided to get to know name redacted 
(Nicole’s abuser) better because she was like, “Well, I just couldn't believe it. So I had to 
get to know him better to see if he really was as manipulative as you said. And I think he's 
great. And I've become really close friends with him.” And I was like, “What the fuck? Ok, 
that's exactly what you shouldn't have done after I told you that he was an abuser.” Like that 
is some self-sabotaging bullshit.  

And I do think that it was difficult for some of my professors who really felt like they 
couldn't… I mean, they wanted to give me as much support as they could… but they felt like 
they couldn't come down on any side because we were both their students. And that was, I 
mean, talk about disillusionment. That was really… to see these people that were supposed 
to be these radical feminist anti-racists, like fighting for these things. And when it came down 
to it and it was right here in their backyard they did not stand up.  

And there was actually, there was a Restorative Justice circle. Well, I guess it didn't start 
off as a Restorative Justice circle, but there was a departmental committee for like improving 
the culture of the department that all three of my closest friends were asked to be on, and I 
was not. And I was like, “Do you want to hear about how we can improve this department? 
I have got some ideas. And in fact, I'm the one going through it.” And it felt like it was 
heartbreaking to me, to know that like that committee existed and there were some steps that 
were trying to be taken and that I was not invited to be a part of that in a department that has 
been my home for seven years. 

T: Yeah. And it sounds like, like when you talk about that, I'm thinking like, “Alright. We 
can expect that there's gonna be a segment of society that does not come to our defense.” 
You're no fool. You know where you live, you know? But that this imagined community, 
where people have an ideology of like resistance and anti-oppression— 

N: And that these had been my mentors in that work?  

T: Yeah, that that's a big blow to be like, “Oh, not even you guys have my back.” 

N: And whether that was because of some institutional pressure that they couldn't speak out 
for me, or whether it was because of… the core of something that bothers me in a lot of 
places, which is that people do this both sides thing where they're like, “Well, there are good 
arguments on both sides. It's hard to really say what happened.” It's not hard to say what 
happened. I have said what happened. I understand if it was like their career at stake… I just 
don't know. 

T: But it obfuscates the truth of the harm, right?  
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N: That's right.  

T: It's like, “We can talk about both sides of it all day long, except for the fact that there is 
one person that's harmed.” Yeah, so yeah. So let me look at the next question. So how has 
your experience affected you in the realm of feeling heard included and cared for by society?  

N: Yeah. I feel like society does not give a fuck about me. I felt really strongly that his place 
in society was really carved out and protected. And that my experience was like, “Well, what 
are you going to do?” One thing that makes that worse, and this is sort of foreshadowing a 
question that I know is coming later, is that what happened to me is not a crime in the state 
of Wyoming. Had it happened in Fort Collins, it would be. And that was just like… when 
my lawyer told me that I was like, “Oh.” 

T: Justice by geography. 

N: Yeah, like “I'm not a full person here.” It was never clearer than it was when I was report-
ing. And that's why I had to go through the Title IX process, because there was no justice 
waiting for me… 

T: Right. You couldn't call the cops… 

N: I could call the cops, but they'd be like, “Yeah, man that sucks. But it wasn't illegal. If 
there was no penetration then we don't know what to tell you.” So that, I mean, well, it could 
have been harassment. But that's not a crime. I mean it's… it's not anything like really pun-
ishable. It wouldn't even be grounds for a restraining order.  

So I had to have a no-contact order, which is mutual. So it meant that at some point I 
actually got called in to the Student Conduct Office. Because I was arriving to a class that I 
had…and I'm compulsively early arriver…so I was there 20 or 30 minutes early. I liked to 
walk to campus and do some work in the classroom, on campus, instead of staying home, so 
I arrived early to the classroom and he was TA-ing for a class that took place before my class 
in that classroom. And one day I wasn't paying attention, I was doing the reading on my 
phone, on my way to class, like last minute grad student that I was, and I wasn't paying 
attention. I had my headphones on, and I opened the door to the classroom, saw him, freaked 
out, closed the door, and left. Then I got called in to say, “You violated the no contact order.” 
And I was like, “I violated the no contact order? That's interesting because he purposefully 
sat down at the same table that I was sitting at, at a department party and refused to move 
even when asked.” I didn't ask him, but I had a friend he was sitting at the table who was 
like, “Hey man, find any other place to sit.” And he was like, “I want to sit here next to name 
redacted (his girlfriend) so why should I move?” And she was like, “You know why, like, 
find a new place to sit”. He said, “No, I'm good. I'm going to stay here.” I was like “and I 
violated the no contact order? By accidentally walking into the classroom that he was in? 
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You can be quite assured I was the one who was harmed most in that encounter and I was 
upset about it and I left as soon as I could. You can be quite sure I didn't want to stay in that 
moment.” So there was, there was just a lot of bullshit like that.  

I've forgotten which question we're on. Ohh yeah. Feeling heard. 

T: Yeah. Included, cared for?  

N: No, not included. Like the committee. Not being included on that really made me mad, 
especially because I’ve been in this department since my freshman year. This is my home 
department. And it was just… 

T: And that rippled—like I'm sort of curious how that, you know, that's this microcosm but 
then was that the lens through which you saw most of your interactions in your daily life? 

N: Yeah, I mean, I started sorting people that I interacted with into two categories: 1. safe 
and believes me and understands that what I'm going through is incredibly fucked up and 2. 
unsafe, unsafe, avoid, don't tell them anything. Talk to them as little as possible. 

T: So how does that work in the grocery store? Like going you know to a coffee shop like 
how did— 

N: It…yeah, I actually started getting really overstimulated in the grocery store. I didn't know 
if it was because of the pandemic and like not having gone as much or if it was because of 
my skyrocketing anxiety during literally every day.  

But I started having to wear over-the-ear headphones and I would avoid going to the 
store until it would be like a month since I had gone grocery shopping, and then I would go 
and hate it the whole time, and sometimes almost have a panic attack in the grocery store. 
And it was just so it was so overstimulating that I was in a panic. I would be dead exhausted 
after going to the grocery store. I would come home, unload my groceries, and I'd have to, 
like, take a bath because I was just so anxious and so panicked.  

I mean even now. I'll be walking around—thinking about it rippling out into the commu-
nity—I'll be walking around and I'll see somebody who looks kind of like him, not even that 
much, but just enough to where I'm like, “Is that him?” and it'll like, send me into a panic 
and I'll be on high alert for the rest of the day. It'll be really hard to focus at work. And of 
course I know that this is just what it is like to have PTSD. Which was also like a rough 
diagnosis to get. So I was like, “Well, yeah, it was bad”. But I never expected to have a 
chronic disorder now—like is this going to fuck me up forever? And the answer is yes, it 
absolutely is.  

And god, I remember trying to write…. I mean, I'm kind of all over the place in my 
answer to this question… I remember trying to write my personal statement for a PhD ap-
plication and it turned into, “If I still want to step foot in an institution of higher education 
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after the bullshit that I have been through, you'd be fucking lucky to have me.” And I was 
like, “This is a bad personal statement—this is a bad approach. Even though I feel like it's 
true, it is not the way to get into a PhD program.” And so— 

T: Like, “I must really want to be here?”  

N: Yeah, like “I must really want to be here to come in every day like this… it's the thing 
that matters the most to me.” One of the things that I got so angry about is that I felt like he 
had stolen my master’s experience from me. Because I was so excited to be in a master’s 
program, I was like, “You're going to you're going to pay me to teach, which I've been want-
ing to do forever and to research whatever the fuck I want and to talk to people about 
interesting things? You're really going to pay me to do that?” It felt like I had won the lottery, 
being in a master’s program.  

And then this reporting bullshit stole all of my energy and all of my time. The meetings 
were relentless. I would go to the classes that I would teach crying. I often had to cancel 
class because I had just come out of a reporting meeting and I was a wreck. And I was like, 
“I'm going to terrify my students if I go to class like this.” I told my students that I was 
reporting because I had to, because I was like, “You're going to think I'm insane if you don't 
know what's going on.”  

And so yeah, I mean, I was really mad for a long time and I am still pretty angry about 
the fact that I feel like not only did he steal some of that master’s program from me, but he 
stole the PhD that I should have been in right now. Because I couldn't… I couldn't apply, 
just couldn't do it. And that was something I had known I had wanted to do for a long, long 
time. And then I was looking at my life and I was like, “I don't know what to do next year. I 
don't know what's next. He stole my life plan. He ruined it, by refusing to take any account-
ability for what he did.” He stole this from me because I've had to fight him (about something 
we both know happened) for months. I had to get a lawyer. I had to move. He got a nationally 
recognized Title IX defense lawyer. I don't even want to know how much money he paid—
or his mom paid, more likely. And I was like, “Fuck, do I have to get a lawyer?” 

T: Guess so. 

N: Yeah, the answer was yes. Thank god for The Coalition. 

T: So how, if at all, has this affected your feelings of access to democracy? 

N: Yeah, horribly. I feel like I've watched news coverage of politicians and like one of my 
main things is trying to figure out, “Are you a safe person or not?” And so often the answer 
is no. It's made me feel like the political space is something that is disconnected from the 
needs of actual people. Because what I needed was access to justice, and what I got was run 
the fuck over by the system. It made me feel so far away from the people who make the rules 
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and set up the structures. They are the ones who are supposed to keep people safe and are 
supposed to give them justice when they're not safe.  

I just felt like all of that was incredibly far away from me, and it wasn't what I needed 
right now, which was help. And I mean, watching Donald Trump say the things that he said 
when I was already a survivor… all of that… it was, like incredibly painful to see him 
elected. It was incredibly painful. It still is incredibly painful, to have family members who 
support him. Yeah, I mean, you start to feel like the people who are advocating for us and us 
as survivors are such a small segment…of the demos right? Of like the people in our soci-
ety—that how is it…how is anything ever going to change?  

T: But we're so many. 

N: I know the fact is that it's so many, but our power feels so small. 

T: Why do you think that happens? Like how does such a large segment of the population 
end up with so little power? 

N: I mean, I think that it's because of the way that society makes us feel as survivors. Like I 
still struggle with this, with the internalized victim-blaming, constantly. I think about, “Oh 
well, what if I did just make it all up? What if he was right and it wasn't like that? What if it 
was my fault?”  

And I think sometimes I get into this toxic cycle where I think like, “Oh, self-examina-
tion is the sign of someone who's doing the work. And it's important not to think that you are 
this pillar of good and righteousness in all of these things, and you need to be able to examine 
yourself and you need to be able to be honest when you've done something wrong.” That is 
not what I'm doing though when I'm going through the internalized victim-blaming. But that 
is what I can convince myself I'm doing. And so if I'm spending all of my energy on that 
dumb cycle that I just iterated, I am not spending my energy outward, speaking truth to 
power. I'm especially not doing that after I was told that the harm done to me does not matter. 

T: Yeah, I was curious about where does the force that zaps that agency and that power come 
from? Is it the sexual violence, or does it lie more in the realm of how society responds to 
the violence? 

N: I mean, I think it's both, but I think it's mostly how society responds to violence. Because 
if it were just that that person had done wrong to you, well, that’s just one person, right? But 
it's that that person did wrong to you and then everybody else said, “Nope, that's fine.” And 
when you see this sea of people who do not fucking care about what happened to you, or 
who don't think it was wrong, then it feels pretty much impossible to do anything after that, 
and I think that that is one of the most damaging things, just the response to it.  
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And the victim-blaming that comes at you from all sides, even from people who want to 
help you. Because it has been internalized so much in all of us that when you're at your 
lowest point and you need it the most, the people who want to help you cannot give you help 
without it being tinged with that victim-blaming. And it's so hard for them to unlearn it and 
for you to unlearn it. And you're doing all of this while you're already in the crisis.  

So it just ends up feeling like, “Oh, everything is bad. Like everything is bad from every 
direction, from even the directions where I know these people love me and want to help me.” 
But they can't do it without replicating some of these systems of harm. 

T: That's a convenient side effect for those that would like to maintain the status quo. 

N: And I think it is not an accident, right? To completely integrate it into everybody, to do 
prevention, sexual violence prevention work that starts with, “How can you avoid being 
raped?” Like it's right in there. 

T: You touched on this, but how has being in Wyoming affected your experience? 

N: Yeah, it has been terrible. I think part of it is because I feel like our laws are completely 
backward in this state. And so, again, what happened to me was not a crime in the state of 
Wyoming. That does not mean that it wasn't absolutely wrong and didn't harm me, right? 
That seems obvious, but it's worth stating.  

And I think thank god for SAFE Project. There are resources here. The general culture 
here is so much like, “Keep that shit to yourself. I don't need to know about it.” Like “You 
mind your business, I’ll mind mine, certainly I don't want to help you.” The feeling is very 
much isolationist and very much like “You deal with your own shit.” So I think it was… it 
was pretty isolating in that way.  

It does feel like a dangerous place to be someone who is outspoken—like I did not know 
who was safe to tell, but I was telling everybody. And that put me at risk in a lot of ways. 
But I did feel like once you reach a critical mass of people who know what happened, it 
would be more dangerous for somebody to retaliate against you because other people would 
know. And I'm not sure that that ended up being true, but that was how I justified it to myself. 
In part, I was like, “People need to know, first of all, for their own safety, because he's dan-
gerous and I don't think it's immediately clear that he's dangerous when you meet him. And 
second of all, for my safety, because if something happens to me, I need people to know 
why.”  

And that kind of collective, community-oriented action was really the only semblance of 
justice that I ever got: knowing that he had few friends remaining. And knowing that once 
people knew what happened, they started taking steps back from him. But not everybody, 
right? And I think that that is so much more preserved here. I think that so much more space 
is held for that like, “Well, of course he might have a different opinion of what happened.” 



What Does Sexual Assault Have to Do with Democracy?  Foss et al. 

 

I'm like, “There is no both sides of this: one of us is a victim and the other one is the person 
who hurt the victim.”  

Like I don't really get the whole, “There's two sides of the story.” There's not, really. 
There's what happened, and the lie that he's telling to cover it up. Which is that I came on to 
him. And that I was desperate to be liked by him. And that I have this embarrassing schoolgirl 
crush. So I must have wanted it. Despite the fact that I said, “I don't know if I should be 
doing this. I feel so conflicted… I have a boyfriend. I like you, but I can't do this right now.” 
I did have a crush on him. That didn't mean that I wanted what happened.  

And the next morning, I actually texted my friend, “He had a really hard time hearing 
my words last night.” And in the hearing the lawyer who was the hearing officer said “I don't 
see any concern over consent in this message.” And I was like, “Well, that's funny because 
I'm the one who wrote it and that is what I was trying to convey in that text message. And 
actually, not to be nitpicky, but I have, at this point, 2 degrees in English. I'm pretty sure I'm 
more qualified to do this textual analysis than you are, as the author, and also as a creden-
tialed person in textual analysis.” But that was really crazy, hearing somebody say that they 
knew what you meant in a text more than you did. 

T: It's like systematic gaslighting. 

N: Yeah, it was pretty infuriating. I was like, “What the fuck?” She said, “Ultimately I don't 
see anything bad happening. I think, at most, this is two young adults confused about the 
status of their relationship.” I was like, “Well, one of us was young. He was 11 years older 
than me, so… He was also my TA.” And our professor had just died; it was the night of his 
memorial. Words aside, power dynamic alone. I was so drunk. I expressed reservation. I said 
no. And he still he powered through. And so I went into it feeling like, “There's no way that 
they won't understand that this was assault. All three, like you can take it from the power 
dynamic angle. You can take it from the incapacitated angle, or you can take it from the I 
said no angle. All of those angles say that it was assault”, and in the end they're like, “Oh no, 
it's just two kids, just two kids confused.” And I was like, “This is a man in his 30s. There 
were not two kids here.” 

T: And so then if you can watch your words be manipulated to serve whatever narrative, then 
does that totally destabilize like the idea of…? 

N: Yeah, it's completely demoralizing. Like how much can you even speak truth to power, 
right? 

T: Why speak at all? It's like any word could be a liability. It feels like it doesn't matter what 
you say. This system will twist it to uphold power structures that are already in place. And 
there's no rhetorical trick that you could use to, like, get back on top of that. 
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N: Right. And that was one of the other things that I felt when I was in the trial. I was like, 
“Here's the problem, he's also a skilled rhetorician. He is not the one who is in this PTSD 
haze where he can't get anything done and he can't focus on anything. He's not scared all the 
time and sleeping like shit and looking over his shoulder every 5 minutes every time he's 
walking on campus. He's not the one who's in fight or flight. So of course he's going to write 
a better statement than I can.” Like how can I even use the right rhetoric in my statement, to 
make people understand what happened to me? I can't. I'm at a disadvantage here. I'm not at 
the top of my game, and I was like, “I'm just not going to be able to weave the same narrative 
arc that he can.”  

And I just remember feeling so defeated, thinking I shouldn't have to be worried about 
this. It shouldn't have to come down to who's the more skilled rhetorician. I'm telling the 
truth, that should be enough. And it wasn't. And now, I don't feel like I can ever expect it to 
be, which is what kills me, I think.  

One of my interviewees said “it might get better for society, but it's never going to get 
better for me.” Which sucks so bad, and I agree. All I can hope for is that other people don't 
have to go through this. I am irrevocably changed by it. I will never be able to have the same 
trust that I could have had before. I will never be able to be a person without PTSD, I'm 
never going to be able to be who I might’ve been.  

T: Yeah.
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