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Rewriting Trauma

Survivor Rhetoric and Transformation 
in Human Trafficking Stories

J O H N  T.  G A G N O N

U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  H AWA I ‘ I  AT  M Ā N OA

Abstract: This article argues that the stories of human trafficking survivors offer us alternatives 
for re-seeing and rewriting trauma. This argument is rooted in interviews the author conducted 
with survivors, who routinely emphasized human dignity, present-ness, and personal transfor-
mation. By considering how survivors cast their stories as both transformational and transfor-
mative, this article begins to see how such individuals engage in their own project of framing 
lived experiences through language. Considering how individuals tell stories about their lived 
trauma translates into lessons for how humanists might leverage language and the power of 
story to more effectively intervene in cultural discourse as well as to guide the development of 
more effective responses to trauma through law and policy.

Keywords: survivor rhetoric, storytelling, human trafficking, transformation, trauma

Human trafficking is traumatic. As we survey the rhetorical landscape of our 
cultural discourse—playing out in the media, government public relations, 
and visual representations published by nonprofits—trauma appears as an 
undisputed centrality to the experience of human trafficking. As a cultural 
rhetorician, I have long been interested in not only how we frame trauma 
but how we strategically respond to the traumatic.1 Sonya Andermahr has 
argued that we have a responsibility to “construct an ethical response to 
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Rewriting Trauma  |  45

forms of human suffering and their cultural and artistic representation” (2). 
In querying whether there is a role for the humanities in developing ethical 
responses to trauma, we must go a step further and ask whether such re-
sponses can be truly generative. This article looks to a specific area of identi-
fied trauma—human trafficking—and examines how the rhetorical practices 
arising from that trauma can provide a generative framework for response.2 
By looking to specific case studies situated in the context of human traffick-
ing, I argue that the rhetorical practice of trauma survivors offers a frame-
work for generatively re-seeing and rewriting strategic responses to trauma 
writ-large. Considering how individuals tell stories about their lived trauma 
translates into lessons for how humanists might leverage language and the 
power of story to more effectively intervene in cultural discourse as well as 
to guide the development of more effective responses to trauma through law 
and policy.

The articulation of trauma is a form of seeing; epistemologically, see-
ing is knowing. It necessarily follows that stories of surviving trauma op-
erate as knowledge-building exercises in counterhegemony. Having been 
steeped in culturally-situated trauma stories for the past decade, it is not 
lost on me that we desperately need new ways of supporting such counter-
hegemonic exercises. If we can re-see trauma stories, then we can rewrite 
them and, in so doing, build alternatives for self-knowledge, community 
knowledge, and cultural knowledge. To re-see trauma, then, we must look 
to those who have lived it. In 2015, I initiated a multiyear ethnographic 
research project wherein I interviewed trauma survivors, specifically indi-
viduals who self-identified as having experienced human trafficking. The 
project examined their storytelling practices and looked to how survivors 
of such trauma rhetorically framed their lived experiences. Admittedly, I 
have let these stories sit for some time in an attempt to not hurry the pro-
cess so that I could create the space for my research participants to guide 
me, rather than the other way around. I bring these interviews to the fore in 
this piece for three primary reasons: first, human trafficking is, by its very 
nature, an identifiably traumatic experience; second, the use of human traf-
ficking as a case study gives us a way in to thinking about trauma stories 
more broadly; third, stories told by those who have survived human traf-
ficking provide a roadmap for the re-seeing and, then, rewriting of trauma 
stories in generative ways.

While human trafficking is often the subject of sensationalistic media re-
ports and public awareness videos, I aim to reorient your attention to how 
survivors speak of their own lives. Survivors tell stories about themselves 
that are both transformational and transformative. The transformational 
represents a conveyance of knowledge about the process of personal change 
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46  |  PACIFIC COAST PH ILOLOGY

through stories of identity construction and subject formation. On the trans-
formational level, survivors make specific moves to recognize themselves, 
creating and affirming their individual identities and subject status. The 
transformative, on the other hand, represents the use of trauma stories by 
survivors to actively induce external change. On the transformative level, 
survivors make specific moves enacted for recognition, a seeking of recogni-
tion from the external to actively engage in more public discourse. Survivor 
stories, then, can be viewed as tactical rhetorical practices that are used for 
identity construction, a continually negotiated process that operates both 
internally and externally to be recognized. These scenes of recognition al-
low us to see their trauma stories in new ways. In turn, these new ways of 
seeing can and should inform how we intervene, or rewrite, not only human 
rights discourse generally but policy responses to causes of trauma, such as 
trafficking.

Transformational Storytelling

Across the interviews I conducted, I observed that my research participants 
initially described themselves and their experiences solely within the fixed, 
categorizing language of the dominant narrative—that is, as victims. While 
they initially inhabited this framework, the more comfortable they became 
with the interview process, the more they opened up and expanded their rhe-
torical framing of identity. Sensing an opportunity to gain deeper insight into 
their own sense of identity, I made it a point to question how each participant 
viewed themselves. When asked this question, they routinely engaged in lan-
guage shifts that moved from the fixed, categorizing language of the dom-
inant narrative to language choices that were more personal and rooted in 
self-reflection. During one such interview exchange, Participant 1 expressed 
frustration with the limitations and limiting nature of the fixed language that 
she had been using throughout the interview:

RESEARCHER:  Do you see yourself as a victim or a survivor?
PARTICIPANT 1:  I don’t know.
RESEARCHER:  You don’t like labels?
PARTICIPANT 1:  Right. I don’t like labels. I’m through with labels . . .  I don’t 

know. I don’t know if I look at myself as a survivor, or as a victim . . .  It 
doesn’t define who I am.

RESEARCHER:  What does?
PARTICIPANT 1:  Me being a mother, being a good employee, being a good 

person, being able to help others. That’s what defines me. I mean, those are 
just experiences that I went through. (Personal Interview, 2016)
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Rewriting Trauma  |  47

Notably, this frustration with language demonstrated a deep understand-
ing of the inherent challenge of language usage and choice: representation. 
Language represents and yet never really captures embodiment, materiality, 
event. Yet, as Maria Novotny and I have argued, “[W]e cannot escape language: 
it arguably constructs a sense of reality” (88). Language is always used—must 
be used—while simultaneously slipping. In the above exchange, we witness 
Participant 1 pushing back against the notion that identity can be solely fixed 
within the categories of survivor and victim. Instead, she asserted her human-
ity, agency, and identity—a proactive engagement of self-definition—with 
roots that extended beyond her lived traumatic experiences. This articulation 
of self-revealed internal complexity and sophistication, aspects not afforded by 
the labels affixed to her in the dominant narrative, which are “fictions rooted 
in belief making and reinscription rather than causal explanation” (Gagnon 8).

Participant 1 distinguished experiences from her theory of self; her con-
struction of identity was rooted in how she exerted control over her own story, 
rather than constructing her identity based on categorized experiences situ-
ated in the past. In the above exchange, Participant 1 clarified that the con-
struction of identity was hers alone, something that could not be imposed. 
Hence, her assertion that she was done with labels. This rejection of labels 
was a purposeful move made in an effort to control her own identity and story, 
rather than permitting her identity to be determined via external actors or 
culturally-situated discourses. Later in the interview, she expounded on this 
line of thought, explaining how she perceived the dissonance between the 
ways she had been labeled, her lived experience, and her perception of self:

PARTICIPANT 1:  What it was is they were looking at me as part of my behavior 
and what it was is me out there. It was a dog eat dog world out there and 
so . . .  I did what I needed to get money or whatever it was I needed . . . I 
think they labeled me based on my history, not who I am today. For me it 
would have been easier to just fall into the label and just give up. I’m like, 
that’s just a label they gave me. (Personal Interview, 2016)

She articulated a recognition of the external impulse for categorization, the 
need to affix specific terms to behaviors and experiences. In doing so, she as-
serted a profound awareness of how others viewed her story and the tendency 
for that story to be oversimplified. While she understood that impulse, she 
also observed the dangers inherent to simplistic labeling, with the reminder 
that it was easier to “fall into the label,” to let the label be definitive. She ac-
tively resisted this temptation throughout the interviews, asserting her agency 
and rejecting typical across-the-board depictions of victimization, which “en-
trenches vulnerability as an identity for women” (Ham 543).
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48  |  PACIFIC COAST PH ILOLOGY

Label-rejection is an instance of speaking the unspeakable, an overt at-
tempt to recognize the self outside of the categorizing framework—outside 
of the language—within which the individual has been placed (Watson 139). 
Participant 1’s rewriting of self was at once both physical and linked to her 
relationships with her children, to her employment, and to her ongoing work 
in helping other individuals. Her emphasis on the relational was a centerpiece 
of her practice; to do otherwise put her at risk of falling into labels. For her, it 
was as much driven by a need for connection and/or re-connection with other 
people as it was for a need to rewrite her relationships to those people. One 
of the themes she focused on throughout the interviews was her relationship 
with her children and how she sought to rewrite those relationships by es-
chewing the labels of victimization and of survivorship. In recasting her story 
through the lens of relationships, she resisted the way she had been labeled, 
and in doing so rewrote the arrangement of victimhood.

Another of my research participants engaged in a similarly complex ren-
dering of her identity, though she was less committed to entirely rejecting the 
language of victimhood and survivorship. As in the first example, Participant 
2 sought to refigure language in terms of relationships, particularly with her 
children. But she also inserted into the conversation what she viewed as a 
more palatable label for herself. Our conversation around the language of vic-
timization led to this exchange:

RESEARCHER:  You use the word “victim”; I’m interested in exploring that a 
little bit . . .  How do you see yourself?

PARTICIPANT 2:  Today, I don’t use any of those words. I’m a thriver . . .  I do 
associate myself as a survivor, not just of human trafficking, but everything 
I’ve been through with my son and my daughter. I survived all of those 
obstacles that were put in my way. I’ve overcome them, which makes me 
thrive. (Personal Interview, 2016)

Notice the word choice here. Participant 2 associated herself with survivors 
but declined to identify as a survivor. So, while she recognized a link between 
her experiences and the language of survival she was hesitant to embrace that 
affirmatively as an identity. Instead, she inserted a new term into the con-
versation: thriver. Like others who have experienced similar trauma, she saw 
the available language as lacking an adequate descriptor for her life’s path. 
The notion of thriving, then, became centrally important to her subjectivity 
because it rooted her identity in the present and in hope for the future, rather 
than relegating her identity as being wholly tied to a traumatic past. She ex-
plained her desire to identify as a thriver because victimhood was no longer 
a part of her experience or mentality. In our second interview, Participant 2 
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Rewriting Trauma  |  49

asserted: “I’m no longer in that mentality, no longer in that past victimization 
mentality.” Or, as she observed during one exchange: “Well what does a vic-
tim look like? A victim remains a victim if they don’t get help. I refuse to let 
the people who victimized me win over my life anymore” (Personal Interview, 
2016). By describing herself in different terms, Participant 2 effectively dis-
tanced herself from the language of victimization and positively asserted her 
identity through her own language.

Understanding the operation of labels affixed to those who have lived 
through trauma is generally informative regarding the discomfort caused 
by dominant narratives and the individually-situated desire to recognize a 
self that exists outside of, or beyond, them. Participants discerned and com-
mented upon the potential for losing the self when deploying the language 
of the dominant narrative. As such, we can see a persistent effort to reframe 
stories and negotiate “a dialogue in which personal interrogation of . . . subjec-
tive history begins to create a new subject,” a transformed subject whose iden-
tity aims “at being critically chosen rather than assigned and unspeakable” 
(Watson 163). During one interview, Participant 1 pinpointed this when she 
discussed her motivations for telling her stories:

I lost my personal identity. I didn’t even know who I was, what I amounted to, who 
would even appreciate me. That thing went through my mind. Who is going to respect 
me? Do I deserve that respect? Those things went through my mind. I had to channel 
all of that out of my life. That’s not who I am. It wasn’t who I was either. That I remem-
ber. That’s not who I was. Women need to understand if they’re forced into doing 
something against their will like that, that is not who they are, and it’s not who they 
were. They weren’t allowed to be themselves. They weren’t identifying themselves. 
(Personal Interview, 2016)

Participant 1 observed that even within a situation of exploitation and victim-
ization, her identity was not necessarily that of the vulnerable victim. Indeed, 
in her construction, her identity was suppressed, unidentified. Her language 
did not so much reveal a lack of identity, but rather a misplacement of iden-
tity. Notably, she leveraged this moment in her storytelling to positively assert 
herself. While she actively shared her perceptions of lived experience, she also 
engaged in subject formation through narrative performativity. She was not 
merely reflecting and making an argument, she was also articulating her mis-
placement of identity and the transformational process of relocating it. This 
reflective and negotiated process of self-recognition restructured Participant 
1’s story into “a mode neither of nostalgic individuality nor simply of opposi-
tional consciousness” (Watson 162). Rather, her storytelling became a histori-
cizing process that decensorized “the unspeakable by making her operations 
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50  |  PACIFIC COAST PH ILOLOGY

and normative power manifest” (162). This re-visioning was a crucial part of 
her ability to self-identify: “Healing, forgiving myself was the hardest. A lot 
of it is spiritual. I had to forgive myself. I had to realize that I wasn’t at fault” 
(Personal Interview, 2016).

In a similar vein of thought, Participant 2 described identity misplacement 
in her own language: “It’s a shattering of who you are. You have a box and a 
big hammer and it’s like shattering all your hopes, your dreams, your goals” 
(Personal Interview, 2016). This shattering required an effort to engage in a 
constant renegotiation of identity, which is what I witnessed her doing across 
each of our interviews. In one exchange, she expounded, describing identity 
as something that needed to be pieced back together:

PARTICIPANT 2:  How do you pick up the pieces, how do you put that shattered 
vase back together, because when you’ve been trafficked, you feel like your 
whole has been shattered . . .  Okay, now that I’ve gotten out of it, how do 
I put that vase back together so that vase can still have meaning and pur-
pose? (Personal Interview, 2016)

Like Participant 1, Participant 2 did not indicate a total absence of identity, 
rather she described it as something that needed to be reconstructed—rewrit-
ten—put together in a new way. Each piece of what was broken became an 
essential ingredient to Participant 2’s meaning making and reconstruction of 
self. What Participant 2 described was not necessarily a putting back together 
so much as a remix: using the pieces she identified to build something new to 
connect to her desire for meaning and purpose. Her transformational process, 
her remix, was rooted in what she described as building new structures:

PARTICIPANT 2:  It was about getting to know who I was and what was impor-
tant to me and my life. The more I educated myself, I learned how to take 
personal responsibility. When I went into mental health services I thought, 
“these are professionals. They are going to fix me. I don’t have to do any-
thing.” I realized after the first year that I had to do something. I had to 
take responsibility and work on my own recovery or nothing was going 
to change. I started doing things, educating myself on what kind of rela-
tionships I wanted to have, what kind of mother I wanted to be. (Personal 
Interview, 2016)

Participant 2’s story centered on the transformational in the way that she 
walked out of the frame of the dominant narrative and asserted control and 
responsibility over herself and her subject formation. In so doing, she compli-
cated the binary oppositions of victim/nonvictim, criminal/noncriminal and 
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Rewriting Trauma  |  51

seemed less interested in the politics of legitimation than in determining who 
she wanted to be and what kinds of relationships she wanted to have. In the 
process of therapy, when she realized that no one could fix her but herself, 
she not only positively asserted herself through recognition thereby undo-
ing the power that the language of control and restriction exerted over her 
experience. In this sense, Participant 2’s process of “getting to know who I 
was” represented a double move of deconstruction and reconstruction, repo-
sitioning her subjectivity in a way that resisted the othering or oppositional 
constructions of identity that she had experienced both through trauma and 
the labeling of that trauma. Participant 2 negotiated a dialogue in which a 
personal interrogation of her subjective history created a new subject, one 
whose identity was critically chosen by her recognized self rather than be-
ing externally assigned. In some ways we might describe these as forms of 
self-reclamation, highlighting the contradictory nature of identity politics and 
the politics of legitimation.

We can locate resistance on the borders that exist in the “in between” where 
“subjectivity, cultural power, and survival are played out” (Kaplan 133). In this 
reclamation and resistance, we can see these storytellers moving beyond be-
ing “objects of inquiry to active participants in the definition of themselves” 
(Gould 83). In the evocation of reclamation and resistance, which stands in 
opposition to the categorizing nature of dominant narratives, these women 
invoked the transformational power of using personal story to engage in a 
process of alternative self-definition beyond that which was assigned. Instead 
of lingering in and dwelling upon the past—and the traumas of the past—they 
both sought to situate themselves in the specific present all while displaying 
the complexity of maintaining that present-ness in the constant negotiation 
of self. We can see their stories as descriptions of the process of subject for-
mation, rewriting the self, through which they asserted their own identities—
identities which were typically, notably absent from the dominant narrative. 
Their presence became a palpable centrality across the interviews, a powerful 
reminder that these were not stories about human trafficking or even about 
trauma more generally; rather these stories were living, breathing, embodied, 
sitting across from me in the very same room. These were—and are—stories 
of lived human experience.

Transformative Storytelling

The telling of stories can also be seen as a practice that survivors extend be-
yond the self, to occupy a second scene of recognition—a recognition by oth-
ers that is necessary to engage in public discourse. The transformative aspect 
of survivor storytelling, then, is intrinsically linked to the transformational. 
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52  |  PACIFIC COAST PH ILOLOGY

When survivors speak the unspeakable, they recognize themselves and in that 
act of self-recognition create the capacity to be recognized by others. The rela-
tionship between lived experience and political goals is critical to understand-
ing the transformative aspect of survivor stories. The transformative and its 
scene of external recognition is important to explore and analyze because it is 
the discursive space in which survivors use their stories. Further, if we accept 
Wendy Hesford’s claim that human rights topics have long “been dominated 
by antagonistic struggles for recognition tethered to the Hegelian dialectic 
of the self-other,” the uses to which survivors put their stories might also be 
viewed as sites of resistance (81). Put another way, my research participants 
pushed against the dominant narrative that wrote them out by rewriting 
themselves back in, demanding recognition, and destabilizing the predomi-
nant self-other dialectic. Hesford reminds us that some bodies are attributed 
the status of full participation, while others are relegated to being “marked as 
Other” and therefore, “not considered worthy of being bearers” of testimony 
(81). This othering reflects a paternalistic view of trauma subjects, particularly 
in the context of human trafficking, and is exemplified by messianic rheto-
ric within the traditional human rights frame. This is particularly the case in 
instances wherein law enforcement agencies, for example, “determine” when 
a woman is acting with agency and when a woman “qualifies” as a victim, 
implicitly creating a dichotomy in which women are presented as mere shad-
ows who need their agency to be determined, qualified, and labeled or, more 
simply put, as individuals who need “to be granted agency, by being rescued 
or by being recognized” (Maeda 55). In other words, the power of legitima-
tion—and of granting agency—is typically in the hands of someone other than 
the individual who has been traumatized.

In the dominant narrative, survivors are marked as other and, as such are 
to be talked about. In broader cultural discourse, they are not typically given 
a voice—they are not viewed as legitimate. They are disbelieved when they 
speak the unspeakable. As a result, their other status typically silences their 
potential testimony, a colonizing move that relies on “modalities of subordina-
tion and exclusion” such as identity categories to legitimize or “allow” speech 
(Hesford 81). By engaging in self-recognition, survivors empower themselves 
as fully present subjects, rather than mere narrative objects to be used by oth-
ers. They legitimize themselves and thereby engage in the transformative by 
combining personal experience with political goals as instruments for exter-
nal change. Rather than relying on the politics of legitimation in dominant 
narratives about human trafficking, they instead “work to narratively trans-
form [their] experience of exclusion as a transgressive outsider into chosen, 
prized, collective difference” (Watson 154). By engaging in the practice of 
storytelling, my research participants actively re-wrote how they understood 
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Rewriting Trauma  |  53

themselves in relation to broader discursive spaces, thereby creating counter-
discourses that stood in stark contrast to the dominant narrative. In many 
respects this transformative aspect of their storytelling mirrors traditions of 
witnessing and testifying. Lyon and Wilson observed, “As symbolic acts con-
cerned with engaging forces of oppression, witnessing and testifying have a 
particular place in speaking back to power, in creating counter-discourses and 
offer alternative worldviews” (7). The storytelling practices of my research 
participants predominantly represented the creation of a counter-discourse 
focused less on describing the horrors and trauma of human trafficking and 
more on developing a narrative of renewal. More than that, in the creation 
of this counter-discourse, survivors sought to effectuate broader change by 
encouraging others to shift their focus. The use of storytelling was a way of 
extending self into a community and a powerful rhetorical act to make new 
realities. Participant 2 emphasized this in her discussion of choice regarding 
who she shared her trauma stories with:

PARTICIPANT 2:  Okay, you’ve been through this trauma. How do you move 
past it? How do you get on with your life? You see so many people just stuck 
and don’t know how to move forward. It’s like, I’ve been there and maybe 
I can show you some things that have helped me that will maybe help you 
get past that or maybe work on some healing. I’m not a licensed therapist 
and I’m not a psychologist or a psychiatrist, or anything like that. But I can 
relate to what that trauma is.

Participant 2 shared her stories because she could relate: she knew what 
trauma was. She knew what it was like to work through it, and she sought 
to use that knowledge to others’ benefit. By visibilizing the transformational 
aspect of her story, she engaged in the transformative: building relationships 
between herself and others to help them to engage in their own transforma-
tional self-recognition. In this sense, this survivor’s storytelling practice was a 
counter-discourse rooted in a persistent acknowledgment of her own human-
ity, a humanity that she encouraged others to recognize as well.

The ways in which my research participants described their storytelling, 
particularly in relation to others who endured trauma should give us pause 
when we consider broader discourses around the human trafficking issue. 
These women remind us that the moment of extraction or escape from the 
trafficking scenario is not the end of the story, but rather the beginning. Ironi-
cally, in the all too common reality, human trafficking subjects are silenced 
while being used as exemplars of the state’s beneficence—used once again as 
commodities in human interest stories designed to demonstrate state action 
and yet rendered silent through the state’s ownership over and framing of their 
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54  |  PACIFIC COAST PH ILOLOGY

stories. They are freed yet slipped into discursive silence while being used yet 
again. By positioning their storytelling practice as a counter-discourse that 
pushes against this, these women engaged in social activism and advocacy. 
This was not merely bearing witness or testifying; rather it was an act of hu-
man connection that was inherently political. Like African American women 
who advocate for their race and gender to be treated with respect, these trau-
matized women advocated for human trafficking subjects to be recognized 
as “human beings with a full range of human potentialities, including their 
desires to function as intellectual beings with agency and authority over their 
own lives” (Royster and Cochran 17).

As a practice, this serves to unflatten the victim trope, instead encourag-
ing us to listen to and learn from the complexity and multi-faceted humanity 
of lived experiences of those who have been traumatized, marginalized, and 
silenced. By unflattening these tropes, my participants wrote themselves 
onto the discursive landscape and encouraged the recipients of their stories 
to do the same. In this, I see parallels to the approach, described by Andrea 
Smith, of wellness circles used by Native women to “share their stories 
and learn from each other as they travel on the road toward wellness” (73).  
Smith writes,

We began to see that we do not need to rely on the “experts” who have their own 
agendas; we need to trust our bodies, which colonizers have attempted to alienate 
from us. Our colonizers have attempted to destroy our sense of identity by teaching 
us self-hatred and self-alienation. But through such wellness movements, we learn to 
reconnect, to heal from historical and personal abuse, and to reclaim our power. (73)

While the wellness circles described by Smith are in response to both histori-
cal and ongoing colonization, there are similarities between her experience 
and the approaches used by my participants in their own storytelling. Like 
what Smith describes, these women were fully cognizant of the ways in which 
experts have sought to label and categorize them, as individuals, and their 
experiences. They, too, have grappled with the expectations of self-hatred or 
self-alienation that necessarily stem from the expert labels with which they 
are so often given. Instead of allowing such colonization to destroy their sense 
of identity, they instead shared their stories as a means to resist those discur-
sive spaces through building relationships. They were able to connect with 
others by attending to and resisting expert categorization, and facilitating a 
process of self-recognition that did not rely on oversimplifications of lived 
experiences.

Across interview sessions, my participants also repeatedly emphasized the 
importance of helping others find empowerment through rewriting the self 
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on the individual level. Simply put, they shared their stories as an activity of 
hope. Participant 2 described this poignantly when she talked about her ex-
perience in returning to a women’s prison—one at which she had been previ-
ously incarcerated—to provide guidance to some of the inmates.

PARTICIPANT 2:  People go in there thinking that, “Now I’m a convicted felon 
nobody’s ever going to hire me. I’m never going to get a job. Never going 
to get my kids back. What’s the use? Why even try?" Especially the women’s 
prison for me was really powerful because when I went in there, I sat down, 
and I shared my story, I had a few of the women say, "I thought I knew you." 
They had recognized me but they were like nobody’s coming in the gate the 
way I came in that had been in the gate from the backdoor. They were like, 
"You just gave me hope.” (Personal Interview, 2016)

More than any other motivation, the sharing of hope is what drove my research 
participants in their storytelling. While they mentioned other aspects of their 
reasons for sharing—creating awareness, educating the public—they both re-
turned to their connection with others who have endured similar experiences. 
In seeking to connect, and to build trust, they engaged in a powerful transfor-
mative storytelling process that helped others find their own strength. In this 
sense, these women enacted their own brand of relational accountability by 
asserting that their relationships with others with whom they could identify 
were primary, rather than being relegated as a secondary consideration. In 
considering this, I am reminded of Greg Sarris’ “Conversations with Mabel 
McKay,” where he describes how she uses basket making to demonstrate the-
ory. Like Mabel McKay, these women were practicing their own theories. For 
them, theory and practice came in one package—life and theories about life 
are intrinsically interwoven. For them, sharing stories with others who had 
been through trauma was an act of communion, one which was rooted in their 
own experiences, and one in which they saw as both creative and communal. 
By engaging with and reflecting on their relationships, with discursive spaces 
and ideas, and with the facts of their existence, survivors told stories as means 
to make do, to live and to help others live.

Generatively Rewriting Trauma

Survivor storytelling is not merely about facilitating healing and renewal. 
It is also situated in survivors’ external-facing efforts to transform how we 
see, listen to, and understand the lived experiences implicated by trauma. By 
rewriting how they understand themselves in relation to broader discursive 
spaces, survivors of the trauma of human trafficking also inhabit a scene of 
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recognition in which they destabilize the dominant narrative that misrecog-
nizes or fails to recognize at all. They desire to be listened to and they want 
others who have endured trauma and exploitation to also be heard. In this, 
they seek to be recognized by those who would seek to tell stories about them, 
while asserting control over those stories for themselves. They do not seek rec-
ognition to be legitimated, but rather seek to be recognized as they are within 
the frame of their own subject formation. This quest to be heard and recog-
nized on their own terms is, I think, important to understanding not only the 
motivations of their storytelling, but also to understanding how they view the 
rhetoricality of the larger frames of trauma and human trafficking.

When we listen to survivors talk about themselves, discuss their work with 
others who have been in similar situations, and open up about their life jour-
neys, we begin to hear their concern with the ways in which they see them-
selves as mis-recognized; indeed, we witness the transformational informing 
the transformative. In effect, the desire to be heard on their own terms is a 
clear effort to remind that the dominant narrative fails both in its recognition 
of individual subjectivity and in its capacity to open up space for stories to be 
told. It also represents a continued re-assertion of control over not only the 
telling of their stories but their use. There is a caution that survivors share 
when they open up, a caution that is connected to their knowledge that once 
their stories are “let loose into the world” they cannot be taken back (King 10). 
Such an acknowledgement leads to a continued evaluation and re-evaluation 
of what is being said and, more importantly, a questioning of how what is 
being said will be used by others. Notably, the desired use of their stories 
tends to be a use that exists outside of the way stories are typically deployed 
in the dominant narrative; rather than mere sensationalism to create aware-
ness, they see their stories as potential bridges to connect with other people, a 
use of language to emphasize transformation, that occurs outside of broader 
culturally situated discursive spaces. In this sense, there is less a desire to be 
incorporated into the broader narrative than a desire to create new, alternative 
narratives rooted in human dignity.

In creating such narratives through their storytelling, these women work 
to create discursive spaces within which they can reside. We may think about 
this as a concept of developing a home for the stories they share and the sto-
ries that others like them share. Such an approach informs us in thinking 
about discursive home-making as resistance, as a “site of struggle over the 
politics of representation, the exercise of power, and the function of social 
memory” (Giroux 142). By purposefully taking the action of creating a home 
for their stories, my research participants engaged in a strategy for resistance 
both centered in a relationship of self implicated in the other and in opposi-
tional relation to the dominant narrative. By creating a home for their stories 
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outside of that narrative, they made apparent their resistance to those seeking 
to script their lives and the collective lives of those who have been impacted 
by the trauma of human trafficking.

The rhetorical practice of trauma survivors offers a framework for gen-
eratively re-seeing and rewriting strategic responses to trauma writ-large. 
Considering how individuals tell stories about their lived trauma translates 
into lessons for how humanists might leverage language and the power of 
story to more effectively intervene in cultural discourse as well as to guide 
the development of more effective responses to trauma through law and 
policy. Wendy Hesford has written that “the incorporation of the individual 
into the human rights system” involves survivors “taking on a double sub-
jectivity as rights-bearer and victim” (82). In listening closely to how sur-
vivors construct their stories and use their stories in relation to others, we 
can see an alternative ideal of the incorporation of the individual into the 
human rights system. When they share their stories, they continually assert 
themselves as they are, not as they were. They do not embrace victimhood, 
a prerequisite of participation in the human rights system. They instead 
seek to be recognized as themselves, as they transcend, or move beyond, 
conceptions of victimhood. In this sense, such stories are transformative 
in that they encourage a paradigmatic shift from recognizing survivors as 
victims and instead recognizing them as “human beings with a full range 
of human potentialities, including their desires to function as intellec-
tual beings with agency and authority over their own lives” (Royster and 
Cochran 17). The emphasis on human dignity, on present-ness, on personal 
transformation—rather than on trauma—should transform how we recog-
nize survivors within the rhetoric of human rights. Instead of perpetuat-
ing the subject/other-object dichotomy, such a recognition transforms our 
understanding of how we should listen to these stories. While there is no 
question that individuals who are trafficked find themselves placed in situa-
tions that make them vulnerable, according to Julie Ham this sort of across-
the-board depiction of vulnerable women “entrenches vulnerability as an 
identity for women” (543). Therefore, individuals such as those with whom 
I have worked are faced with rejection/silencing because their actuality is 
misaligned with perceptions about how they should be—abject, ashamed, 
fearful, mere shadows. When an individual who has been in a trafficking 
scenario, then, doesn’t align with the dominant narrative of what that indi-
vidual should look like, how they should act, or how they should represent 
themselves, they are then faced with disbelief.

As Erik Doxtader writes, perhaps we should instead listen to these stories 
as demonstrations of how such individuals possess and are actively assert-
ing a right to invent their own “practices of identification, contest identities 
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pre-formed by tradition, and the power to negotiate subversive subject-posi-
tions” (149). In other words, instead of seeking recognition to engage in public 
discourse within the pre-formed, pre-defined frame—along with its attendant 
categorizing labels—perhaps we should listen to how survivors are identify-
ing themselves, pushing against those pre-formed identities, and engaging in 
their own subject formation, all while helping others to do the same. In doing 
so, we are encouraged to move to an understanding of trafficking and trauma 
that is not defined by nor centered on victimhood.

Certainly, current U.S. and international legal definitions of trafficking 
center on the identification of people as victims; the category of victimhood 
for those who have experienced trauma generally opens up the possibility of 
both benefits and protection. However, to say that victimhood should be the 
prerequisite for participation in paradigms of human rights is an inherently 
colonizing move. Instead, we need to first stop and carefully listen to those 
who have been most impacted; to hear, absorb, and consider what they have 
to say about experiences of exploitation, about their needs, about their sur-
vival, about their capacity for rewriting identity. Their stories, practices, and 
perspectives have for too long been unattended and we must consider their 
implications seriously if we are to transform the laws and policies that impact 
those who have experienced severe trauma like that of human trafficking. In 
the broadest sense, the topic is infused with many highly problematic rhe-
torical components.3 As I observed in 2017, far too often, legal and policy dis-
courses about trafficking are defined by rhetorical slippage, where “complex 
lived experiences slip into a reductionistic narrative framework that fails to 
account for the importance of the humanity of those who lived what is being 
described” (Gagnon 3). Worryingly, the stories about human trafficking with 
which scholars, the public, and policymakers interact are “generally plotted in 
terms of the captivity narrative that played such an extensive role in negotiat-
ing Native American/settler relations and the enslavement of African Ameri-
cans” (4). While many scholars have criticized the contemporary discursive 
framework of trafficking, few to none contemplate how survivors and survi-
vor stories might inform the development of alternative ways to articulate, or 
see, the problem.

I believe listening to trauma survivors, like those I listened to in the course 
of my research, and applying their rejection of victimhood as a centerpiece of 
action, could fundamentally transform governmental responses to a broad ar-
ray of issues. As but one example, consider the T nonimmigrant visa program.4 
The T-visa allows foreign nationals who have been trafficked within the United 
States to remain, work, and eventually pursue immigrant status. Despite the 
benefits of this program, it remains tragically underutilized: with an annual 
cap of 5,000, the most T-visas approved in a year was 851, in 2013, a 16 percent 
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utilization rate (U.S. Citizenship & Immigration Services). The underutilization 
of this program has been, in my opinion, a direct result of the onerous require-
ments it places on individuals who have been trafficked. In order to qualify, 
an individual must demonstrate that they were trafficked, establish that they 
would suffer extreme hardship if removed, be supported by an endorsement 
from a law enforcement agency, and comply with ongoing requests from law 
enforcement agencies for assistance in the investigation or prosecution of hu-
man trafficking.5 The last requirement is often the most taxing; despite the 
existence of an under-used and ill-defined trauma exception, the notion of 
maintaining an ongoing relationship with law enforcement—which, in effect, 
often means re-telling and re-living the experience of trauma in substantial 
detail, sometimes across years—represents a hurdle that many cannot or are 
unwilling to overcome. For individuals who have survived trafficking, this 
represents another type of exploitation and reflects the government’s claim of 
ownership over their experiences and stories. This exertion of ownership over 
stories is a particularly profound example of the ways in which the current 
framework colonizes; and, for individuals who have been through trafficking 
it can be particularly damaging with regards to their process of rewriting the 
self, and moving beyond the trauma. What would happen, then, if we paused to 
listen and to apply what can be learned from those most impacted?

My research participants articulated clear discomfort with the perceived 
expectation to dwell on the horror and trauma of their experiences. And, yet, 
this focus—re-telling the details of horror and trauma—is the centerpiece of 
victim support and protection programs provided by government agencies. If 
we pause to listen, might we be able to develop an alternate approach? What 
if, in the instance of the T-visa example, we rewrote the associated regula-
tions and agency policies to more clearly reflect the challenges of individuals 
who have been trafficked? What if we made the law enforcement compliance 
requirement optional rather than mandatory? Considering what such individ-
uals have already experienced by way of trauma, what if we eliminated the ex-
treme hardship qualifier? What if we deployed rhetorical listening practices to 
learn what such individuals most needed and structurally incorporated mech-
anisms to meet those needs in benefit programs? When we consider program-
matic changes such as these, we begin to re-orient away from ownership over 
stories to engage in the facilitation of renewal and hope. If I learned anything 
from my interactions with the survivors I interviewed, it is that renewal and 
hope should be the centerpieces of any programs designed to support those 
who have experienced trauma.

Shelley Wright has observed that “much of the abuse which human beings 
actually suffer cannot be adequately addressed within ‘mainstream’ human 
rights discourse” (233). Similarly, Wendy Hesford contends that “rights talk is 
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limited in its ability to address the structural violence and symbolic mecha-
nisms that have functioned as modalities of subordination and exclusion, 
such as normative identity categories” (283). What Hesford and Wright are 
getting at is something that I believe to be true of projects involving the issue 
of trafficking: the mainstream discourse, which has been framed, top down, 
in the discourse of globality has rendered us less capable of seeing and less 
willing to hear the individual and communal voices that have been directly 
impacted. To a very large extent, I see this as a need and responsibility for 
engaging in the humanist work of “re-mapping boundaries and renegotiat-
ing connections” (Hernandez-Avila 174). That re-mapping starts, I think, by 
practicing a new way of seeing that is both directly connected with and ac-
countable to individuals who have endured trauma. Such direct conversa-
tion—writing with, not about—helps us think about how we rhetorically frame 
trauma and how it might be recast to more fully acknowledge lived experience 
in a way that carefully works with and is accountable to those who know what 
it means to be traumatized.

JOHN GAGNON is Assistant Professor of English and former Director of the 
Writing Center at the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, where he specializes in 
the field of cultural rhetorics. He is primarily interested in the relationship be-
tween trauma and rhetoric, as well as the rhetorical framing of human rights 
issues. His research has been published in Reflections, Poroi, Present Tense, The 
Liminal, Interdisciplinary Humanities, and the  Journal of War Crimes, Geno-
cide, and Crimes Against Humanity. He holds a PhD in writing and rhetoric 
from Michigan State University, where he was a University Distinguished Fel-
low, and JD and MS degrees from Tulane University.

N O T E S

1.	 For the past five years, I’ve focused my research on the storytelling practices 
of human trafficking survivors. This research encompassed the ways in which 
stories about human trafficking are constructed, rhetorically framed, and cul-
turally circulated. My research program has spanned the American Midwest, 
the Pacific, and Southeast Asia across traditional texts, media portrayals, and 
ethnographic interviews conducted directly with those who have survived the 
experience of being trafficked. 

2.	 For those of us interested in activism around this issue, there is a clear need to 
engage in better, more careful, rhetorical listening practices and to push against 
the colonizing language and research paradigms that have thus far defined 
work connected to the trauma of human trafficking.

3.	 In this sense, we might identify a core problem of anti-trafficking discourse as 
being one of imposing pre-defined assumptions onto lived experiences. Such 
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discourse operates top-down rather than bottom-up by placing a framework 
around the issue of human trafficking first rather than constructing it from the 
stories that are told by those most involved and most impacted. An alternate ap-
proach might more closely consider and account for the stories that individuals 
tell about their storytelling practices, the stories that survivors tell about their 
lived experiences, and put those into conversation with the stories that institu-
tions put forward about human trafficking.

4.	 Disclosure: From 2010 through 2012, I was the senior program manager at the 
Department of Homeland Security responsible for managing and providing  
nationwide operational oversight for the T nonimmigrant visa program.

5.	 The “extreme hardship” standard is incredibly difficult to meet: it is a discre-
tionary determination by an adjudicator and the applicant must show, based 
on a totality of the circumstances, that they would face “great suffering or loss” 
and/or “unusual or severe harm” upon removal.
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