The #MeToo Movement Study.
On the 15th of October 2017 #MeToo went viral on twitter after Hollywood actress, Alyssa Milano encouraged other survivors of sexual harassment and assault to speak out and raise awareness of the widespread reality of gender based and sexual violence against women. Within a day there were 70,000 replies and over other social media platforms over 4.5 million posts. (Boyd and McEwan, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk183084993]Tarana Burke’s original MeToo movement, together with the viral #MeToo moment, has profoundly impacted societal attitudes towards sexual and gender-based violence, empowering survivors and challenging traditional power structures and sparking global conversations about gender equality and systemic reform. Despite its impact on workplace policies and cultural norms, the movement continues to face challenges in addressing intersectionality and maintaining momentum for long term change highlighting the need for ongoing critical engagement with its goal and methods (Burke, 2021).
In this essay, sexual harassment will be defined by any kind of unwanted behaviour of a sexual nature ranging from sexual advances, request of  sexual favours and other verbal and physical conduct of a sexual nature (Victim Support, 2024). Sexual assault will be defined by intentionally touching a person who does not consent to it in a sexual nature. It can range from pinching, to groping, to rape (King’s College London, 2024). Gender based violence is violence directed at a person because of their gender, or violence that disproportionally affects persons of a particular gender (Council Of Europe, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Hlk183087401]For this essay, referral to gender-based violence will focus predominantly on female survivors of sexual violence. This is not to exclude men from the conversation or to minimise their experience, this is to focus on the events in 2017 that led to and drove forward the #Metoo movement up to the present day. The 2024 #MeToo report reveals that sexual harassment and assault are widespread societal issues affecting diverse populations across the United States. According to the report:
 “The vast majority of women and almost half of all men have experienced sexual harassment or assault in their lifetime. We see no reduction in the lifetime prevalence of sexual harassment and assault from our first study in 2018 to this 2024 study for women (from 81% to 82%) or men (from 43% to 42%)” (Raj, 2024). This study was conducted in America, however the World Health Organisation (WHO), reveals that “Physical or sexual violence against women is a worldwide problem with an estimated 1 in 3 women experiencing it within their lifetime” (WHO, 2024). This statistic sees the disturbing reality of pervasive and persistent gender based and sexual violence of transnational proportions.
While awareness levels have risen considerably and some changes in law have been made, the extent and urgency of the issue needs to be addressed on a much broader and intersectional level for real and sustained change to occur. This essay shall examine the origins and the growth of the #MeToo movement, its impact on society and culture and its challenges, criticisms and future directions.
The MeToo movement was originally started in 2006, over a decade before the hash tag went viral, by Tarana Bruke. Burke grew up in The Bronx in New York to a low-income family in a housing project. Burke struggled to find a way through her own trauma but as a survivor of child and teenage sexual abuse herself, she acquired a lifelong commitment to activism and assisting survivors in her community to gain the confidence to speak out and heal from traumas they received. She helps women and girls of colour regain their sense of self through the healing process, advocating for their safety, and pushing for justice. (Burke, 2021).  More broadly, Burke aims to “dismantle the cycle of sexual violence and other systemic issues that disproportionately impact marginalised people” (Burke, 2021 p.260).
On the 5th of October 2017, Megan Twohey and Jodi Kant investigative journalists from the New York Times, broke a story that compiled three decades of sexual harassment and assaults allegations committed by Hollywood movie producer, Harvey Weinstein. Weinstein used his position of wealth and power to abuse young female employees and to cultivate a culture of silence in the work environment that gave him impunity from his actions during this time. The structure of the movie industry frequently situates victims in precarious circumstances, where they may be reluctant to voice their concerns due to apprehensions about potential reprisals or detrimental impacts on their professional trajectories. Weinstein reached settlements with the some of the women who spoke out about his abuse, on condition of anonymity (Kantor and Twohey, 2017). The Weinstein case, now under public scrutiny, encouraged individuals who had previously remained silent to come forward and share their own stories of sexual harassment and abuse by their employer (Kelly and Moniuszk, 2024).
Burke’s original mission of ending sexual violence centring on marginalised communities, developed to include within the international movement, support for survivors of sexual violence by creating a space for them to share their experiences and connect with others through empowerment and empathy. The MeToo movement seeks to raise awareness and to expose the magnitude and pervasiveness of sexual violence and harassment in society. The movement challenges cultural narratives, societal norms and the expectations surrounding sexual violence, aiming to change how these issues are perceived and discussed. Emphasis on the importance of survivor leadership and community-based action in addressing and healing from sexual violence. The movement recognises that disproportionate impact of sexual violence is on marginalized communities, particularly women and girls of colour and the LGBT communities and seeks to address these disparities. The MeToo movement aims to hold perpetrators responsible for their actions and create systemic change to prevent future instances of sexual violence. They foster an environment where survivors feel safe and comfortable speaking up and sharing their experiences without fear of retaliation or stigma. The movement emphasises the importance of providing resources and support for survivors to heal from their experiences and seeks to advocate for policy changes to influence legislation and institutional policies to better protect individuals from sexual violence and support survivors. (MeToo, 2024).
The combination of Investigative journalism, instrumental in exposing high-profile cases, the #MeToo gaining worldwide traction over social media, and Tarana Burke’s Me Too movement with solid structures to hold survivor’s disclosures in an environment of safety, a new heightened awareness came into public discourse surrounding sexual harassment and assault. Discourse saw changes surrounding the framing of sexual violence in society and in the media. Changes in attitudes and proliferations of rape myths such as, “sexual assault is rare, usually between strangers and happens in back alleys” to “sexual assault is common, is usually between people who know each other, and it happens in workplaces, on campuses, and in homes” and “victims bring it on themselves; woman asks for it” to “perpetrators wrongly believe they are entitled to ignore nonconsent” (The Opportunity Agenda, 2024). New reporting standards were emerging for sexual violence stories balancing the presumption of innocence with survivor support, recognising the importance of amplifying survivor stories and fostering accountability (Factual America, 2024). Observations in a report by The Opportunity Agenda saw that between “October 2017 and September 30, 2018, more than 27 million online posts with specific references to “Me-Too,” “me too,” “me too movement,” (The Opportunity Agenda, 2024). This level of engagement saw survivors come forward and disclosed their stories to investigators, their voices heard and making a difference. On the wave of media momentum that followed #MeToo and the Weinstein case, many prominent men from media to politics were openly accused of sexual harassment and assault. Some resigned from their positions, some, like Weinstein were fired then prosecuted (Tippett, 2018 p.3-6). 
The #MeToo traction pushed public discourse to focus on abuses of power and the historical use of confidentiality agreements. In 2022 bill was passed by congress that would put an end to the silencing of survivors by way of forced arbitration that had protected sexual harassers. “The Act provides that an employee alleging sexual assault or harassment may unilaterally invalidate a pre-dispute arbitration agreement or joint-action waiver”(King & Spalding lawyers, 2022). A ban on non-disclosure agreements in sexual harassment cases and changes in language surrounding sexual violence have reshaped societal responses to these issues. 
The impact of the MeToo movement in US workplaces has been clear. Employers and bad actors have been held to account and employees have felt able to speak out. A report by the Pew Research Center found that “7 in 10 US adults, compared with five years ago, people who commit sexual harassment or assault in the workplace are now more likely to be held responsible for their actions” (Brown, 2022). 
Initially, during this time of #MeToo outpouring on social media, Tarana Burke was apprehensive about the lack of support for survivors after they had publicly disclosed. Having exhaustively worked at grassroots level to create safe spaces for women and girls of colour to navigate their stories and healing, she understood how devastating a situation handled badly could be (Burke, 2021). The #MeToo social media movement was beyond control and as soon as public discourse shifted to an attitude of cultural understanding, counter opinions grew and evolved at the same pace. Criticisms levelled at the movement by some journalistic commentators have “denounced the movement as totalitarian” and “it reduced women to the level of Victorian housewives” (Brockes, 2018). While Burke disacknowledges these accusations she remains open to criticism. The movement grew rapidly, and Burke observed how unregulated and varying situations were from the next. As such, addressing each situation requires proper evaluation, Burke states that “Sexual violence happens on a spectrum so accountability has to happen on a spectrum” (Burke, Brockes, 2018). There is no one size fits all rule to accountability but a cultural shift in perception, investigation and responses to sexual violence are essential to survivors and progression (Brockes, 2018). Culture of accountability is moving and learning as it continues its progression through the ebb and flow societal change.
The #MeToo movement has “reached more than 85 nations” (Stubbs-Richardson et al., 2024) creating a global collective awareness and a desire for change. The #BlackLivesMatter hashtag has been used “over 100 million times” (Jackson, 2016). These now commonplace hash tags, intersect with other social movements, sharing similarities and connecting to broader feminist, minority and gender equality efforts, making them effective drivers for change. However, with all movements demanding change and shifting quickly through society, especially through social and traditional media, backlash is inevitable. 
When the #MeToo went viral in 2017, Tarana Burke’s initial reaction was one of horror, watching the work that she had established to help women and girls of colour from disadvantaged communities taken by Hollywood actresses and into the mainstream (Burke, 2021.p.5).  
This disclosure space created by the #MeToo hashtag was seen by many to overshadow and eliminate the voices of the people it was created for, women and girls of colour, survivors of sexual violence.  A paper on the Viral paradox: The intersection of “me too” and #MeToo states that “in failing to appreciate the identity concerns of the original movement, the sudden viral proliferation of #MeToo created specific, generally unaddressed challenges and harms for the “me too” movement (Boyd and McEwan, 2024). With the sudden expansion of survivor disclosure and conversation, the safe spaces that should have held every kind of survivor was devoid of space where women of colour and their experiences were given focussed attention. 
Men abusing their positions of privilege were targeted where solid changes and examples could be made, and the conversation around tradition, culture and rape myths that were developing, incorporated men and their actions in all walks of life, as reflected through the lens of #MeToo disclosures. “These stories led to calling out the patriarchal, sexist systems of both Hollywood and society writ large while highlighting the ubiquity of sexual violence against women across the globe (Boyd and McEwan, 2024).
Pushback came as men realised that the insistence of women to be heard and that demand for cultural and societal norms must shift away from the patriarchal systems, meant serious reform. As such some felt “for relatively conservative (but not liberal) men, perceptions of men’s victimhood led to less willingness to work alone with a woman and less willingness to combat sexual assault (relative to a control condition). Thus, while the #MeToo movement brings awareness of issues of sexual assault, it also generates a backlash among the more conservative, and may accentuate gender disparities”(Lisnek et al., 2022). 
Tackling disparities “such as gender and race, experience marginalization and discrimination differently than a single identity, such as a race-only lens or gender-only lens” (Boyd and McEwan, 2024) increases representation and impact across racial and socioeconomic lines to broaden the movement's reach and effectiveness.
Despite the apparent disparities within the #MeToo movement a  paper written on the effectiveness of social movements found that the “movement increased the reporting of sex crimes by 10% in the first six months and “not only increased reporting, but also increased arrests for sexual assaults; and that in contrast to a common criticism of the movement, the effects are similar across racial and socioeconomic groups” (Levy and Mattsson, 2023). While the movement is flawed in many respects and may not reflect the original positions of Burkes MeToo, it is most definitely worth continuing.  This is also echoed within findings that saw “victims were more motivated to report sex crimes because individuals perceived sexual misconduct to be a more serious problem following the MeToo movement. Our results demonstrate that social movements can rapidly and persistently change high-stakes personal decisions”(Levy and Mattsson, 2023).
In conclusion, the #MeToo movement has significantly transformed societal discourse on sexual harassment and assault. From its grassroots origins with Tarana Burke to its viral explosion in 2017, the movement has raised awareness, challenged cultural norms, and empowered survivors to speak out against sexual violence. The movement's impact has been far-reaching, influencing media reporting, workplace policies, and legal frameworks. It has fostered accountability and encouraged more survivors to report incidents, with its effects felt globally across over 85 nations. However, the movement faces challenges, including concerns about overshadowing marginalized voices, particularly women of colour. The rapid expansion has also led to backlash and exacerbating gender disparities. Despite these challenges, research shows positive impacts. The movement increased reporting of sex crimes by 10% in the first six months and led to more arrests for sexual assaults across various demographic groups. Moving forward, the movement must address its shortcomings, particularly in terms of intersectionality and representation. By broadening its reach across racial and socioeconomic lines, the #MeToo movement and the MeToo movement can continue to drive meaningful change in the fight against sexual violence and gender-based discrimination
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