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Chapter ONE

AN aShitdgispd r}:‘* d
yiovement:

People typically assume that the #MeToo movement began in
2017 in the aftermath of the Harvey Weinstein scandal. But the
movement was actually founded more than a decade earlier.
It was the brainchild of Tarana Burke, a civil rights activist and
social justice advocate from New York City. In 2006, while living
and working in Selma, Alabama, Burke and her colleagues be-
came aware of a disturbing number of girls and women of color
who had been victims of sexual abuse and violence. These fe-
males needed help and support, as well as a safe place to talk
about what happened without being afraid or ashamed.

At the time, social media was relatively new, and the social
networking platform MySpace was just becoming popular. To
increase the visibility of her work with sexual abuse victims, and
to offer a virtual platform where they could communicate and
support each other, Burke started a MySpace page titled Me
Too—and was astounded at the response. “There was no such
thing as viral back then. But if there was this would be as close
to that as possible,” says Burke.

Within like a week or so, we had so many responses from
women who were like, “Thank you for doing this,” “This
is really amazing,” “How can we be involved,” “We need
help.” And we realized this is bigger than we thought.®

Burke had no way of knowing that the movement she started
would eventually become a massive global platform for change.
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The Famous Milano Tweet
The “me too” message was well known to Burke’s colleagues
and people throughout the country who were familiar with her
work. It was not widely known beyond those circles—until 2017,
when the phrase “me too” was propelled into the spotlight by
actress and activist Alyssa Milano. On October 15, 2017, Milano
was angry and disgusted after reading articles about the many
women who said Weinstein had sexually harassed or assaulted
them. That night, while getting ready to go to bed, she received
a text message from an acquaintance who attached a screen-
shot saying, “Suggested by a friend: if
all the women who have been sexually
harassed or assaulted wrote ‘me too’ as
a status, we might give people a sense
of the magnitude of the problem.”®
Milano had been sexually assaulted
twice, once when she was a teenager,
and she felt compelled to do as the
screenshot suggested. She decided to
tweet it to her followers. “I thought, you
know what? This is an amazing way to
get some idea of the magnitude of how big this problem is. It
was also a way to get the focus off these horrible men and to put
the focus back on the victims and survivors.” To personalize the
message, Milano added one sentence: “If you’ve been sexually
harassed or assaulted, write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet,”
and then she sent it. “That was basically it,” she says. “l looked
down at my daughter, sent the tweet, and went to sleep not
knowing it was going to snowball.”*°
And snowhball it did. The next morning, when Milano checked
her Twitter feed, there were at least fifty-five thousand replies
marked with “me too.” Most of the respondents had turned it into
a hashtag, #MeToo, which quickly became the number one trend-
ing hashtag on Twitter—and it had spread far beyond the United
States. In a 2018 article in Foreign Affairs, Pardis Mahdavi, who
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is acting dean of the Josef Korbel School of International Studies
in Denver, Colorado, writes, “#MeToo took hold in every corner of
the world. By the end of the day [on October 16, 2017], there were
similar movements in multiple languages, including Arabic, Farsi,
French, Hindi, and Spanish. Today, women in eighty-five different
countries are using the hashtag to bring attention to the violence
and harassment they face in daily life and to demand change.”""
Milano later said that the overwhelming response to her
tweet did not really surprise her; she had long been convinced
that sexual harassment was a massive problem. What she was
not expecting, though, was a different kind of response —tweets
from women of color who were familiar with Burke and her work.
They made it clear that the “me too” message had been around
for more than a decade and it was Burke who deserved credit
for starting the movement. Burke was initially also concerned.

Tarana Burke is credited
with starting the #MeToo
movement in 2006 when
she created a MySpace
page titled “Me Too,” for
victims of sexual abuse.




She had devoted her entire career to fighting sexual harassment
and abuse among young black women. She was afraid that all
her work would be buried under the avalanche of publicity that
seemed focused on actresses and other famous white women.
As Burke said in a 2018 interview: “l woke up to find out that the
hashtag #metoo had gone viral and | didn’t see any of the work |
laid out over the previous decade attached to it. | thought for sure
| would be erased from a thing | worked so hard to build.”* As
soon as Milano realized what had happened, she reached out to
Burke by tweeting an apology. The two women began working
together to promote the #MeToo movement.

A Heartbreaking Recollection

For years Tarana Burke has worked as an advocate for young women of color
who have been sexually harassed or assaulted. But when she thinks about her
first encounter with a young girl who turned to her for help, the memory is ex-
tremely painful. It occurred in the late 1990s, when Burke was working at a
youth camp in Selma, Alabama. During a bonding session, several girls shared
intimate stories about their lives. As she had done many times before, Burke
listened to the girls and offered comfort as needed. The next day a thirteen-year-
old girl named Heaven, who had been in the session, asked to speak with Burke
privately. Burke writes:

For the next several minutes this child, Heaven, struggled to tell me
about her “stepdaddy” or rather her mother’s boyfriend who was doing
all sorts of monstrous things to her developing body. . . . | was horrified
by her words, the emotions welling inside of me ran the gamut, and |
listened until I literally could not take it anymore. . . . Right in the middle
of her sharing her pain with me, | cut her off and immediately directed
her to another female counselor who could “help her better.” | will never
forget the look on her face. | will never forget the look because | think
about her all of the time. . . . | watched her put her mask back on and
go back into the world like she was all alone and | couldn’t even bring
myself to whisper . . . me too.

Tarana Burke, “The Inception,” JustBe Inc., 2013. https:/justbeinc.wixsite.com/justbeinc/the
-me-too-movement-cmml.
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The Women Who Said “Me Too”
The responses to Milano’s “me too” tweet came from all kinds of
people, including many celebrities. Superstar Lady Gaga, who
had been open about her own trauma as a rape survivor, was
among the first celebrities to tweet a response. A number of ac-
tresses also responded, including Gabrielle Union, Anna Paquin,
Patricia Arquette, Viola Davis, Deborah Messing, Rosario Daw-
son, and Evan Rachel Wood. Singer/songwriter Kimya Dawson
tweeted “me too,” as did comedian
Lane Moore and former Fox News an-
chor Gretchen Carlson. Most women
who tweeted #MeToo messages were
not famous, however. As journalist Mary
Pflum writes in an NBC News story,
“Many women who were not household
names also spoke out: nurses, teach-
ers, engineers, florists, waitresses and
students—mothers and daughters, sis-
ters and wives.”3

One young woman who responded was seventeen-year-old
Stephanie Angstadt. WWhen she saw Milano’s “me too” tweet, she
was living in a group home in Mississippi and says she was feeling
“very cut off from the world.”* Angstadt had been placed in pro-
tective custody after reporting that her father had sexually abused
her from the time she was fifteen. On October 15, 2017, while
looking at her Twitter feed, she saw tweet after tweet after tweet
from women who were responding to Milano with their own “me
t00” messages. Seeing so many others who had been sexually
harassed or assaulted made Angstadt realize she was not alone,
and it gave her the courage to tweet about her own trauma. Im-
mediately, people replied with messages of support. “A stranger
tweeted back to me to stay strong,”’® she says.

Nora Yolles Young, a hypnotherapist from Carrboro, North
Carolina, also responded to Milano’s “me too” tweet. While Young
was in her twenties, she was on an archaeological dig with a
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