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 Introduction

Social media has become a predominant way for 
people to express themselves, interact with others, 
and learn what is going on in the world. In the Fall 
of 2017 millions of social media users af!xed the 
phrase #MeToo to their experiences of being sexu-
ally assaulted and harassed. The collection of 
responses spurred a cultural movement that has 
illuminated the universality of sexual assault and 
harassment. The #MeToo movement has encour-
aged victims to break their silence by emphasizing 
the credibility of women and victims and by high-
lighting the impunity that many powerful white 
men have experienced. Social media grants indi-
viduals a voice and the ability to control their mes-
sage, wherein past social movement actors often 
did not have control over how media represented 
their claims (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989).

In this chapter, framing concepts are applied 
to the #MeToo movement to better understand 
the in"uence of the #MeToo frame on certain 
beliefs and actions regarding the issue of sexual 
assault. The #MeToo movement is examined 
with regard to its impact on politics, identity, 
policy, and gender relations. Social media is dis-
cussed in terms of its potential advantages and 
risks as a justice-seeking tool.

 Social Media and #MeToo

Social media serves a catch-all term for internet 
platforms—websites (“sites”), or applications 
(“apps”) for mobile devices—where users create 
and share content and interact with each other. 
Platforms across social media emerged in the 
early 2000s and are used for social networking 
(i.e., Facebook), professional networking (e.g., 
LinkedIn), video sharing (e.g., YouTube), and 
sharing videos, photos, and typed content (e.g., 
Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, Reddit).1 In 2017 
there were an estimated 209 million social media 
users in the US and 2.46 billon worldwide 
(Statista, 2018a). By 2022, social media use is 
projected to increase to about 221 million US 
users and around 3 billon users globally (Statista, 
2018b).

The #MeToo movement gained widespread 
recognition on social media after the #MeToo 
“hashtag,” a keyword or phrase preceded by a 
pound sign, “went viral” or was circulated rap-
idly and extensively, on the social media platform 
Twitter. Twitter allows users to broadcast short 
messages called “tweets” limited to 140 
 characters. When users include a hashtag in a 
tweet, Twitter converts the keyword or phrase 
into a clickable link allowing users to track 

1 Other social media platforms are for photo messaging 
(e.g., Snapchat); video calling (e.g., Skype); gaming in a 
multiplayer virtual world (e.g., Fortnite) or dating (e.g., 
Match, Tinder, Bumble).
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discussions of certain topics.2,3 Users can also 
“follow” each other to receive updates in real 
time about what others are creating, sharing, and 
their reactions to content. Twitter users set up 
virtual identities or pro!les consisting of a short 
bio and image.

The notion of “MeToo” as an initiative to sup-
port survivors of sexual violence predates social 
media. In 1997, Tarana Burke came up with the 
phrase “me too” while working at a youth camp 
after a 13-year-old sexual abuse survivor shared 
her story. Burke recalls on her website, “[I]n the 
middle of her sharing her pain with me, I cut her 
off and immediately directed her to another 
female counselor who could ‘help her better…’ I 
couldn’t even bring myself to whisper…me too” 
(JustBeInc, 2013a). In 2006 Burke founded the 
nonpro!t organization Just Be Inc. which serves 
survivors of sexual harassment and abuse 
(JustBeInc, 2013b).4

The #MeToo movement caught !re in October 
2017  in the wake of sexual assault and harass-
ment allegations against media mogul Harvey 
Weinstein by female celebrities and numerous 
other women in the entertainment industry. 
Weinstein was exposed by Kantor and Twohey 
(2017) writing for the New York Times and Rowan 
Farrow in the New Yorker. The Weinstein com-
pany, the production company Weinstein ran with 
his brother, was forced into bankruptcy. Kantor 
and Twohey along with others who brought 
awareness to sexual violence were named TIME 
magazine’s “Person of the Year” for Farrow, 2017 
as “Silence Breakers.” Farrow won a Pulitzer 
Prize for his Weinstein story.

In response to the allegations against Weinstein 
actress Alyssa Milano, known for her television 
roles on Who’s The Boss? and Charmed, sent a 

2 A twitter “handle” is the users identifying name. Using 
the @ symbol and the Twitter user’s name sends messages 
directly to that user’s Twitter feed (or collection of 
messages).
3 Reddit content is organized within areas of interest called 
“subreddits” or “subs” for short. Users vote on content 
which then moves it toward the top or bottom of a subred-
dit feed.
4 To learn more about JustBeInc see: https://justbeinc.
wixsite.com/justbeinc/purpose-mission-and-vision

tweet encouraging her three million Twitter 
followers to reply to her tweet and write “me too” 
if they’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted. 
The #MeToo hashtag circulated rapidly and 
extensively or “went viral” on Twitter. Milano’s 
tweet prompted millions of people worldwide to 
post their #MeToo experiences. Women in differ-
ent countries have translated the hashtag or cre-
ated a new one. In the Arab world “#Ana_kaman,” 
translated as “me too,” has been used millions of 
times. In France “#BalanceTonPorc” meaning 
“rat out your pig,” went viral (Nicolaou, 2018).

The #MeToo hashtag was used roughly 19 
million times on Twitter in the year after it went 
viral (Anderson & Toor, 2018). Though hashtags 
originated as a feature on Twitter, they have 
become part of the language on other social 
media platforms. #MeToo spawned other 
hashtags which have become political statements 
aimed at challenging society’s skepticism toward 
victims of sexual assault and harassment and a 
long history of women’s voices being dismissed 
or ignored (Hodge, 2018). #BelieveWomen or 
#BelieveVictims, and #TimesUp encapsulate the 
ideas that women should be taken seriously when 
they allege they have been victims of sexual mis-
conduct and the time has come for abusive men 
to be held accountable for their behavior.

Social media movements or “hashtag” move-
ments such as #MeToo facilitate social movement 
participation. In the vast social media landscape, 
hashtags make it easy to !nd related posts, spread 
messages, and unite with allies. The elasticity of 
the #MeToo hashtag contributes to its broad 
appeal. #MeToo ties together experiences from all 
ages and different backgrounds into a broader 
whole to illustrate the scale of the sexual assault 
problem.

 Framing and Frames

The framing approach derives from literatures in 
sociology (Goffman, 1974) and communication 
(Entman, 1993). Framing theory explains that the 
way information about a particular issue is pre-
sented in"uences how that issue is understood. 
Framing has been applied to social movements 
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(Benford, 1997; Snow & Benford, 1992), media 
(see Scheufele, 1999 for an overview) and politi-
cal communication (e.g., Edelman, 1964). From 
a sociological perspective a frame provides “a 
central organizing idea or story line that provides 
meaning to an unfolding strip of events, weaving 
a connection among them. The frame suggests 
what the controversy is about, the essence of the 
issue” (Gamson & Modigliani, 1987, p.  143). 
The social movements literature de!nes a frame 
as “an interpretive schemata that simpli!es and 
condenses the ‘world out there’ by selectively 
punctuating and encoding objects, situations, 
events, experiences, and sequences of actions 
within one’s present or past environment” 
(Snow & Benford, 1992, p.  137). Framing is 
characterized by selection, emphasis, salience, 
and exclusion. While some facts are selected and 
emphasized to make them more salient, other 
facts are downplayed or excluded (Entman, 
1993).

#MeToo represents a collective action frame, 
an “action-oriented sets of beliefs that inspire 
meaning and legitimate social movement activi-
ties and campaigns” (Benford, 1997, p.  416). 
Collective action frames “underscore and embel-
lish the seriousness and injustice of a particular 
social condition,” amplify the suffering of vic-
tims, and cast moral judgements upon those who 
represent the cause of the problem (Snow & 
Benford, 1992, p. 137). Simplifying and crafting 
information to promote a certain set of beliefs 
can be very effective for getting people on board 
to support a particular cause, though it may also 
limit a movement’s ability to address issues in an 
effective way and lead to other injustices or unin-
tended consequences.

 The Power of the #MeToo Frame: 
Credibility and Salience

The phrase and hashtag #MeToo is one of the 
most viral and powerful occurrences in social 
media history. The #MeToo frame characterizes a 
“Superframe,” a highly recognizable and reso-
nant frame that serves as an “interpretive 
medium” for evaluating the issues and assigning 

blame for problems (Benford & Hunt, 1992; 
Minsky, 1974, p. 237). Superframes like #MeToo 
are easily activated and retrieved from memory 
(Minsky, 1974). Why is #MeToo so powerful? 
Why do some framings seem to be effective or 
“resonate” while others do not? The strength of a 
frame depends on its credibility and salience 
(Snow & Benford, 1988).

The credibility of any framing depends on its 
empirical credibility or its apparent !t between 
framings and events in the world. The greater the 
number of slices of evidence for the frame, the 
more credible the framing and the broader its 
appeal (Benford & Snow, 2000). The volume of 
#MeToo-related posts, news items, and discus-
sions on social media and off-line actions 
prompted by #MeToo serve as “slices of evi-
dence” for legitimizing the #MeToo frame. A 
frame’s credibility also has to do with the credi-
bility of the frame articulators, the greater their 
status, the more plausible and resonant the frame 
(Benford & Snow, 2000). #MeToo gained recog-
nition amid sexual misconduct allegations by 
celebrities against Hollywood producer Harvey 
Weinstein. Famous actresses like Alyssa Milano, 
Gwenyth Paltrow, Ashley Judd, and Angelina 
Jolie and countless other celebrities validated the 
claims against Weinstein. The interest in celeb-
rity culture lends to the resonance of the #MeToo 
frame.

Social media plays an important role in the 
salience of the #MeToo frame. The accessibility 
of social media and its extensive reach increases 
the visibility of #MeToo-related content. Pew 
Research found that since #MeToo went viral, 
65% of adult social media users in the US 
reported regularly seeing posts about sexual 
harassment-related content online with 29% 
reporting it comprised a great deal of content 
they saw on social networking sites (Anderson & 
Toor, 2018).5 #MeToo has been linked to a 
 substantial increase in internet searches related to 

5 The study noted that usage surged around news events 
with the most posts in September 9, 2018, when CBS 
CEO Leslie Moonves resigned after allegations of sexual 
assault followed by Harvey Weinstein’s resignation from 
the board of his entertainment company on October 17, 
2017 (Anderson & Toor, 2018).
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reporting sexual harassment and assault (Caputi, 
Nobles, & Ayers, 2018).

News media in particular in"uences beliefs 
about a variety of topics, including sexual assault 
(Ardovini-Brooker & Caringella-MacDonald, 
2002). As of 2018 68% of adults in the US were 
getting their news from social media (Matsa & 
Shearer, 2018). Traditional news outlets such as 
broadcast news and newspapers report on social 
media activity and vice versa, creating a feedback 
loop. The content of news feeds vary depending 
on the social media platform, but they consist 
mainly of the posts, articles, and images from 
other people whom the user has chosen to “fol-
low.” People tend to search for, interpret, favor, 
and recall information in a way that con!rms 
how they see the world (Plous, 1993, p. 233).

Interactions over social media serve as impor-
tant identity signals that help people navigate the 
networked social world. As social movements 
play out online, social media interactions play an 
important role in identity construction, transfor-
mation, and validation (Benford, 1997; Donath & 
Boyd, 2004). “Identity discourse in social move-
ments helps to concretize activists’ perceptions 
of social movement dramas, demonstrate per-
sonal identities, reconstruct biographies, impute 
group identities and align personal and collective 
identities in movement groups” (Benford, 1997, 
p. 421).

 How Do Frames In"uence Thinking?

Framing refers to both the “frames” people use in 
communication and mental “frames” or schemas 
that people use to interpret information. Frames, 
in communication and in the mind, are never con-
structed from scratch, but always draw on already 
existing schemas (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989; 
Snow & Benford, 1988). Concepts from social 
cognition offer insight into how frames in"uence 
thinking. The “schema” concept (Bartlett, 1932) 
refers to “internal structures of the mind” 
(Goffman, 1974; Kinder & Sanders, 1990, p. 74). 
Research !nds that our brains set up mental 

schemas, or stereotyped categories to make sense 
of the world (Allport, 1954; Bartlett, 1932; Fiske 
& Taylor, 1991; Tajfel, 1974).6 Much like how 
user content on Twitter is organized by hashtags, 
our brains catalog vast amounts of incoming 
information by taking “cognitive shortcuts” and 
by setting up schemas to streamline the meaning 
making process (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Lippmann, 
1946). Walter Lippmann (1946) explains that 
“we are not equipped to deal with so much sub-
tlety, so much variety, so many permutations and 
combinations” and must reconstruct information 
to a “simpler model” in order to manage it (p. 16).

Schemas are shaped by experience and re"ect 
our beliefs, values, and worldview. Through 
“priming,” certain frames can unconsciously acti-
vate an associated mental schema, which then 
in"uences how new information is perceived and 
evaluated (Bartlett, 1932; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; 
Winter, 2005). For instance, attaching the 
#MeToo hashtag to a post on social media links it 
to the broader #MeToo frame. The #MeToo frame 
activates the reader’s mental schema with their 
beliefs and values regarding the #MeToo move-
ment and in"uences how the reader evaluates the 
content of the post and the person who posted it.

Simplifying operations or heuristics that func-
tion to conserve mental effort often reduce the 
complexity of thinking and renders individuals 
ill-equipped to deal with complex social matters 
in a critical way and can lead to errors in judge-
ment and illogical thinking (Nelson, Clawson, & 
Oxley, 1997; Shah & Oppenheimer, 2008). While 
we cannot avoid automatic, cognitive processes 
that often operate without our knowledge, we can 
certainly acknowledge that a better understand-
ing of #MeToo and the frames embedded in dis-
cussions around #MeToo is critical given its 
salience and potential to affect real change.

6 Related ideas can be found in Bartlett’s (1932) research 
on the schematic nature of perception and Tajfel’s (1969)
cognitive determinants of social interaction.
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 Setting the Stage for the #MeToo 
Movement

Frames are in"uential when they resonate with a 
certain schema. The likelihood that a frame will 
activate a schema increases if information in that 
schema is activated frequently or has been 
recently activated (Graber, 1988). While sexually 
abusive behavior toward women has been a prob-
lem for a very long time, in the year leading up to 
#MeToo going viral, glimpses of the activities 
that characterize the #MeToo movement 
“primed” the public’s schemas to be activated 
and to resonate once #MeToo went viral.

Twelve months before #MeToo went viral in 
October 2016, during the presidential election 
between Donald Trump and Hilary Clinton, the 
Washington Post publicized a recording of Trump 
from 2005 talking about his treatment toward 
women and that he “grab[s] them by the pussy” 
(Garcia, 2016). Trump’s comments about women, 
allegations of sexual abuse against him by multi-
ple women, and his victory over Clinton, the !rst 
female presidential nominee in US history, gen-
erated anger and galvanized protests. On January 
21, 2017, Trump’s !rst full day as president, mil-
lions of people took part in the Women’s March 
on Washington and in other cities worldwide to 
support gender equality and civil rights. Many 
wore pink “pussy” hats with cat ears referencing 
Trump’s comment. Several months before 
#MeToo going viral, high-pro!le men in media 
were ousted from their positions following accu-
sations of sexual misconduct. Fox News founder 
and CEO Roger Ailes resigned and Bill O’Reilly, 
host of the O’Reilly Factor on Fox News, was 
!red after allegations against them were made 
public (Steel & Schmidt, 2017).

The public demonstrations protesting the mis-
treatment of women and high-pro!le men being 
held accountable for sexually exploitive behavior 
informed schemas with fresh information regard-
ing a shift in responses to sexual assault; victims 
who come forward will be taken seriously and 
perpetrators will be held accountable. This shift 
was legitimized when #MeToo went viral.

After #MeToo went viral a wave of sexual 
misconduct allegations against celebrities and 
politicians surfaced at a rapid-!re pace. Matt 
Lauer, host of the Today Show on NBC was !red, 
and CBS CEO Leslie Moonves resigned after 
being publicly accused of sexually inappropriate 
behavior (Anderson & Toor, 2018). Actor Kevin 
Spacey was accused of initiating sexual contact 
with a minor and !red from the Net"ix show he 
was starring in at the time, House of Cards. 
Alabama’s Republican candidate for Senate Roy 
Moore lost an election after allegations of sexual 
assault against him surfaced and the hashtag 
#NoMoore spread quickly across social media. 
Democratic Senator for Minnesota, Al Franken 
was pressured to resign after allegations of sexu-
ally inappropriate behavior and posts and images 
to that effect went viral on social media. 
Comedian Louis C.K., Prairie Home Companion 
creator Garrison Keillor, longtime television host 
Charlie Rose (Carmon I. & Brittain, 2017), and 
numerous other politicians, business leaders, and 
celebrities lost their jobs or reputations after alle-
gations of sexual misconduct.7

The activity before #MeToo went viral made 
the #MeToo frame more accessible in people’s 
minds. When evoked, Superframes like #MeToo 
are easily activated and retrieved from memory 
(Minsky, 1974). Once #MeToo went viral, people 
were more easily able to reference these past 
activities as a way to evaluate the legitimacy of 
#MeToo. Case after case of people coming for-
ward and prominent men being held to account 
for sexually exploitive behavior memorialized 
#MeToo as a turning point where sexual assault 
would no longer be tolerated and perpetrators 
would be held accountable and victims were 
empowered to come forward to talk about and 
seek justice for the sexual abuse they have 
suffered.

7 On October 18, 2017, gymnast McKayla Maroney 
tweeted she had been sexually assaulted by Larry Nassar, 
the doctor for the US female Olympic gymnastics team.
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 #FakeNews?

The internet has made news more accessible and 
given rise to many competitive voices, it’s also 
become harder to !gure out the integrity of the 
news source. In what Pew Researchers called a 
“striking !nding from 2018,” most news posts on 
Twitter were posted by fake accounts. They esti-
mated that two-thirds (66%) of tweeted links to 
popular news and media websites were posted by 
Twitter “bots” or automated accounts with a rela-
tively small number of highly active bots generat-
ing many of the posts (Wojcik et al., 2018).8 A 
“Bot” can play a valuable part in the social media 
ecosystem; they can answer questions in real 
time and generate automated updates about news 
stories or events. “Bots” have also been used in 
exploitive ways to alter perceptions of political 
discourse on social media, spread misinforma-
tion, and manipulate online rating and review 
systems (Wojcik et  al., 2018). Twitter has set 
rules outlining proper and improper uses of auto-
mation. Proper usage includes broadcasting help-
ful information, generating interesting or creative 
content, and automatically replying to users via 
direct message. Twitter prohibits any circum-
venting of the platform’s software protocols, 
spamming, and violating user privacy.

Twitter “bots” can be extremely in"uential in 
promoting certain understandings underpinning 
the #MeToo movement (Garkey, 2017). 
Newsweek detailed a sophisticated social media 
campaign, a “botnet” to generate opposition 
against Senator Al Franken which later lead to his 
resignation. Amidst the wave of sexual miscon-
duct allegations against powerful men at the end 
of 2017, model and LA radio host, Leanne 
Tweeden accused Franken of groping her on a 
USO trip in 2005. After the allegations surfaced 
Twitter was immediately inundated with the 
hashtags such as “#frankenfondles,” a photo of 
Franken miming grabbing Tweeden’s breasts, 
and a “meme” or image with the phrase “Franken 
is a groper.” The hashtags and images originated 
thousands of “bot” accounts. The fake Twitter 

8 Pew researchers used a “Botometer” algorithm to iden-
tify bot accounts.

accounts also shared a link to a news article criti-
cizing Franken. The website for the news article 
was based in Japan and had been created the day 
before the allegations against Franken became 
public. Prominent right-wing activists with mil-
lions of Twitter followers joined in to denounce 
Franken. One tweeted, “Thinking of offering 
money to people who go on tv and say Al Frank 
is a predator” (Burleigh, 2018). The Alliance for 
Securing Democracy, an organization that tracks 
Russian social media accounts and discourse, 
found that “Al Franken” was a top trending topic 
in the days following the allegations. The agency 
also detected counter-bots that were planted to 
defend Franken to keep the conversation going 
(Garkey, 2017). The notion of “Al Franken is a 
groper” dominated in the US and effectively 
silenced the testimonies of eight former female 
staffers defending Franken and other supporters. 
A similar manipulation is believed to have 
affected the 2016 US presidential election.

 Social Media as a Justice-Seeking 
Tool

Social media has the potential to be an effective 
or risky justice-seeking tool. The #MeToo move-
ment has opened up vast resources online that 
help victims of sexual assault seek justice, net-
work with allies and other survivors, and recover 
emotionally from their trauma. However, indi-
viduals who share their experiences publicly may 
lose control of their story or face legal 
consequences.

 Disclosing Sexual Assault

#MeToo has galvanized the notion that the 
response to disclosing sexual abuse is that of 
unconditional support, admiration for being 
brave, and insistence that it was not their fault. 
Research !nds that disclosing abuse results in a 
positive impact psychologically (Andalibi, 
Haimson, De Choudhury, & Forte, 2016; 
McClain & Amar, 2013). #MeToo founder Tarana 
Burke indicated that the #MeToo movement 
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allows people to create community with shared 
experiences which can satisfy emotional and 
social gains linked to self-esteem and identity 
such as recognition, attention and validation. 
Burke described, “You have a built-in group of 
people who automatically gets you, who auto-
matically believes you, who automatically wants 
to hear you. That’s the wild!re of it” (Rowley, 
2018). Disclosing can be liberating for a survivor, 
promote a sense of taking control, and perhaps 
preventing bad things from happening to some-
one else.

 Cyber Vigilantism

People who turn to social media for justice may 
also put themselves at risk. The #MeToo era has 
seen dozens of high-pro!le people lose their jobs 
and reputations. Social media can be a platform 
for sexual assault victims to seek justice when 
victims feel the legal system has come up short or 
is inadequate to meet their needs. When an accu-
sation fails to destroy the accused as seen in the 
Hollywood version of #MeToo, victims may feel 
their only recourse may be to turn to vigilante 
justice via social media, a practice called cyber 
vigilantism (e.g., Smallridge, Wagner, & Crowl, 
2016).

Publicly accusing someone of sexual assault 
or harassment can back!re. Once allegations are 
public, a person risks losing control of the story 
and increases vulnerability to public scrutiny. 
Whitney Phillips (2015), author of This is Why 
We Can’t Have Nice Things, a book on internet 
trolls, is wary of the unintended consequences of 
social media vigilantism. Phillips explains, 
“Something that you do or say or post now can be 
taken and recombined and re-harnessed for nega-
tive ends and without your knowledge or consent. 
It sets people up to be re-violated, and if the orig-
inal harm is a violation, that’s really scary” 
(p. 27).

Public disclosure can lead to defamation law-
suits as a way for the accused to restore their 
reputation. Even if the accused loses in civil 
court, the accuser would have to spend money to 
defend themselves. The details of the alleged 

attack would be aired publicly, and the victims 
would have to relive the trauma (Wong & La 
Ganga, 2016). An October 2018 lawsuit high-
lighted the potential consequences of speaking 
out about sexual misconduct. Stephen Elliott, a 
writer and founder of the literary site the Rumpus, 
sued “Shitty Media Men” list creator Moira 
Donegan for $1.5 million in damages, alleging 
that the accusations next to his name in the now- 
of"ine list were unsubstantiated, false, and 
defamatory (Sherman, 2018).9

 Unintended Consequences 
of the #MeToo Movement

All movements, no matter how virtuous in intent, 
may result in unintended consequences. While 
the #MeToo movement has encouraged aware-
ness of and sensitivity to sexually exploitive 
behavior, studies suggest it has also intensi!ed 
anxieties around being wrongfully held liable for 
sexual misconduct.

As the public sharing of “injustices” garners 
far more attention and emotional outpouring than 
most other events on social media, some suggest 
that #MeToo incentivizes disclosures of sexual 
victimization. Critics argue that #MeToo, by situ-
ating victimhood as a privileged and coveted sta-
tus, may encourage exaggerated or false claims 
of sexual assault and harassment.

One year into the #MeToo movement, an 
October 2018 poll of 2201 adults in the US found 
that 57% were equally worried about men facing 
false accusations of sexual assault as they were 
about women being subjected to sexual harass-
ment and assault (Piacenza, 2018). During the 
same month an analysis of Reddit forums found 
that of the posts containing the word “rape,” 60% 
of them mentioned false accusations. Two-thirds 
expressed concerns about men being falsely 
accused while the remaining third contained 
accounts of men who had reportedly been falsely 
accused of rape (Reddit, 2018).

False disclosures may happen for a host of 
reasons such as to belong, for a sense of purpose, 

9 The suit is still pending at the time of writing.
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to make friends or promote trusting bonds with 
others (see O’Callaghan, Lorenz, Ullman, & 
Kirkner, 2018). De Zutter, Horselenberg, and Van 
Koppen (2017) found that false complainants 
were primarily motivated by emotional gain with 
20% of complainants reporting they did not know 
why they !led a false allegation.10 Studies have 
found that false allegations of sexual assault can 
function to produce an alibi, to exact or gain sym-
pathy and attention, often when under stress 
(Kanin, 1994). Other pathways to false sexual 
assault and harassment claims include lying, 
false interpretations, false memories, intoxica-
tion, substance abuse, biased or "awed investiga-
tions, personality disorders, or other form of 
mental dysfunction (Engel & O’Donohue, 2012; 
O’Donohue & Bowers, 2006).

All false allegations aren’t necessarily false 
but rather may re"ect the complexities inherent 
to human interactions and variations from one 
individual to another. Consent rules that dictate 
whether a sexual violation has occurred may be 
part of the problem. The National Council for 
Higher Education and Risk Management 
(NCHERM) one of the country’s largest higher- 
education consulting practices specializing in 
Title IX, argues that consent as a construct is 
imperfect in both theory and practice, “Our 
consent rules need to be malleable to account 
for the vagaries of the human experience, and 
we need to be "exible enough to allow for the 
fact that human communication and interaction 
are imperfect” (Black et al., 2017). NCHERM 
points out, “Having less-than-ideal sex is unfor-
tunate, but probably universal at some point for 
all people who are sexually active” (Black 
et al., 2017). The anxieties in relation to accu-
sations of sexual misconduct may have the 
unintended effect of men actively avoiding 
women and harming women in the long run. A 
study presented at a meeting for the American 
Heart Association found that bystanders are 

10 Complainants !le a false allegation out of material gain, 
emotional gain, or a disturbed mental state. The list can be 
subdivided into eight different categories: material gain, 
alibi, revenge, sympathy, attention, a disturbed mental 
state, relabeling, or regret.

less likely to perform CPR on women for fear 
of being accused of sexual assault (Norton, 
2018).

Studies focused on workplace interactions 
between men and women re"ect a similar anxi-
ety. A Pew Research survey revealed that 51% of 
US adults felt that the recent focus on sexual 
harassment made it harder for men to know how 
to interact with women in the workplace (Graf, 
2018). Kim Elsesser (2015), author of “Sex and 
the Of!ce,” predicts that if men start to back 
away from women in the workplace, the result 
would be a “sex partition” that would adversely 
impact female workers’ career advancement. A 
2018 article in Bloomberg titled “Wall Street 
Rule for the #MeToo Era: Avoid Women at All 
Costs” found men are taking extra precautions to 
keep their distance from women. Interviews with 
more than 30 senior executives revealed men are 
avoiding one-on-one meetings and dinners with 
female colleagues, sitting next to them on "ights, 
and are booking hotel rooms on different "oors. 
One respondent noted that just hiring a woman 
these days is “an unknown risk” that she might 
take something the wrong way (Tan & 
Porzecanski, 2018). Texas Sheriff Jim Kaelin 
dubbed “Sheriff Hugs” made a similar statement 
in a viral Facebook post in the month after 
#MeToo went viral when allegations were publi-
cized nearly every day. The Sheriff announced 
that #MeToo made him discontinue receiving and 
giving hugs from anyone outside of his family 
and close friends. He explained, “[Y]ou just don’t 
know when this hug might come back and bite 
you. The workplace, for one, can become hostile 
if an employee “feels” threatened by your hugs” 
(Zeisler, 2017). A common hashtag, #MGTOW 
meaning “Men Go The Other Way,” refers to men 
avoiding interactions with women out of fear of 
being accused of sexually inappropriate 
behavior.

Andi Zeisler (2017) author and cofounder of a 
feminist blog site argues that focusing on the dis-
comfort of a man rather than his behavior toward 
women discredits those who speak up about 
harassment. She emphasizes that acting as though 
women “frivolously point !ngers” trivializes the 
reality that women who come forward with accu-
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sations often risk losing their job or ostracization 
by their colleagues.

 Applying Framing to the #MeToo 
Movement: The Injustices, 
the Victims and Who’s to Blame

Framing in the context of social movements 
involves identifying an injustice, the victims of 
the injustice, and where to direct blame (Benford, 
1997). The #MeToo frame assigns meaning to 
articulations and interpretations intended to 
mobilize potential adherents, garner support, and 
demobilize antagonists (Snow & Benford, 1988). 
This section identi!es the injustices, victims, 
protagonists, and antagonists of the #MeToo 
movement. Counter injustice claims, injustices 
that the #MeToo is said to have caused, are also 
discussed.

 Injustice Claims of the #MeToo 
Movement

Before collective action is likely to occur, a criti-
cal mass of people must socially construct a sense 
of injustice (Hunt & Benford, 1992; Gamson, 
Fireman, & Rytina, 1982). Diagnostic framing 
refers to the identi!cation of an injustice, identi-
fying the victims of a given injustice and ampli-
fying their victimization (Benford & Hunt, 1992). 
The widespread participation in #MeToo over 
social media drew attention to injustices related 
to the universality and normalization of sexual 
assault and harassment including the history of 
women being silenced, dismissed, and not sup-
ported after coming forward, and the underre-
porting of sexual assault to police.

#BelieveWomen and #BelieveVictims are 
mantras of the #MeToo movement to address 
injustices. Thus, they constitute prognostic fram-
ing; the articulation of proposed solutions to the 
problem that takes place among activists, oppo-
nents, targets of in"uence, media, and bystanders 
(Benford & Hunt, 1992). Like #MeToo, 
#BelieveWomen and #BelieveVictims are also 
Superframes, highly resonant frames for evaluat-

ing issues and judging others (Benford & Hunt, 
1992; Minsky, 1974).

#BelieveVictims is about being supportive of 
those who make claims of sexual assault and 
acknowledging that they are entitled to support, 
advocacy, and help. The “Believe the Victim” 
movement originated in the 1970s in the context 
of psychological treatment to recognize the harm 
suffered by sexual assault victims and the need 
for therapists to believe clients claiming sexual 
assault was necessary and appropriate for thera-
peutic purposes (Bourke, 2012). Taken literally, 
the #BelieveWomen and #BelieveVictims 
hashtags promote the assumption that all sexual 
assault accusations are automatically true or 
rarely false. The #MeToo directive to “believe 
the victim” is supported by the “false accusations 
are rare” frame and relies on the widely cited sta-
tistic from National Sexual Violence Resource 
Center (2012) that 2–10% of sexual assault 
reports are false. However, this research has been 
scrutinized for using unreliable data and unscien-
ti!c methodologies.11 There is no clear consensus 
on the prevalence of “false” or “true” rape accu-
sations. Rape accusations cannot always be clas-
si!ed as either “false” or “true,” in reality far 
more cases fall outside this binary and are never 
pursued for various reasons (see O’Donohue, 
Chap. 32, this volume). According to researchers 
studying false allegations, “To classify a case as a 
false allegation, a thorough investigation must 
yield evidence that a crime did not occur” (Lisak, 
Gardinier, Nicksa, & Cote, 2010). Using the 
same logic, classifying an allegation as “true” 
also requires a thorough investigation that yields 
evidence that a crime did occur (Schow, 2018). 
This would not be a fair assessment either.

Framing literature shows that judgments are 
not based just on the facts, but on frames. 
According to George Lakoff (2004) “To be 

11 Turvey, Savino, and Mares (2017) quotes a study by 
researcher Edward Greer, past president of the Association 
American Law Schools. Greer traced the one and only 
source for the “2%” statistic to Susan Brownmiller’s 
(1975) book, “Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape.” 
Brownmiller cited !ndings by female police of!cers in a 
New York City rape squad. Their methods are unknown 
and the !nding was never veri!ed.
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accepted the facts must !t the frame. If the facts 
don’t !t the frame, the facts bounce off” (Lakoff, 
2004, p.  17). While the #BelieveWomen and 
#BelieveVictims frames promote respectful 
 treatment of persons who report sexual assault 
crimes, they may also encourage the presumption 
that persons accused of sexual assault are auto-
matically guilty. Framing scholars caution against 
applying socially constructed frames to speci!c 
situations as this ignores the variations in indi-
vidual experiences and risks causing further 
injustices (Benford, 1997). The presumption of 
innocence is part of the “due process” frame and 
is often misconstrued as being anti-victim. For 
proponents for of the #BelieveVictims frame, any 
facts that suggest the accused is innocent, 
“bounce off.” Supporting victims and respecting 
constitutional protections should exist in the 
same space but given the strength of the 
#BelieveWomen / #BelieveVictims frames this is 
often not the case.

 Victims of the #MeToo Movement

Frames re"ect existing biases, prejudice, and ide-
ology in society (Edelman, 1993). Women and 
girls are overwhelmingly victims of sexual abuse 
and are prominently displayed as victims in the 
#MeToo movement. Boys and men, while they 
are also victims of sexual assault, they are also 
more often the perpetrators of sexual abuse and 
depicted as such. Women who are poor, are from 
certain ethnic minorities, and who have intellec-
tual disabilities are disproportionately likely to 
be victims of rape (USDOJ, 2017). Those who 
are more likely to be victims of sexual exploita-
tion are also more likely to be marginalized or 
discounted altogether as victims in the #MeToo 
movement.

Sex workers, who are at signi!cant risk for 
sexual victimization, claim their voices had been 
left out of the #MeToo movement (Cooney, 2018). 
“Sex workers” refers to people who choose to par-
ticipate in a range of sex-based work, including 
prostitutes, escorts, strippers, pornography actors, 
dominatrixes, erotic massage therapists, and nude 
webcam models, among other jobs (Cooney, 

2018).12 Confusion among #MeToo activists 
regarding how to frame support for sex workers 
was evident during the Women’s March in January 
2017. Janet Mock, sex worker, author and trans-
gender activist helped draft the guiding principles 
for the March. She wrote a line stating “…we 
must stand in solidarity with sex workers’ rights.” 
“Sex workers” was later deleted and the line was 
edited to say that sex exploitation “in all forms is 
a violation of human rights.” It was eventually 
changed back to Mock’s original wording 
(Vagianos, 2017). The day after the Women’s 
March a group of sex trade survivors and advo-
cates issued an open letter criticizing the March’s 
“pro-sex trade” position as “thoroughly anti-fem-
inist” and condemned March leaders for “ignor-
ing and erasing” the voices of sex trade survivors 
and for “perpetuat[ing] the status quo of women 
as commodi!ed goods” (Burris, 2017).

Sex workers criticized Ashley Judd, one of the 
actresses at the forefront of #MeToo for her activ-
ism to abolish all sex work for being “inherently 
harmful” to women. In angry posts on Twitter, 
they blasted Judd’s “simple-minded” assump-
tions that all sex workers are women and all their 
clients are men and that sex workers cannot give 
consent because the presence of money is proof 
of coercion (Zimmerman, 2018). They argued 
that the sex work structure and sex worker expe-
riences are complex and that Judd “lacks the cog-
nitive ability to fully grasp [its] complexity” 
(Zimmerman, 2018). The backlash from sex 
workers re"ects that #MeToo activists treated sex 
workers as though their voices represented a uni-
!ed whole, a tendency that framing scholars cau-
tion against as it ignores the uniqueness of 
individual experiences (Benford, 1997).

#MeToo founder Tarana Burke started the 
#MeToo movement for black women and girls 
but feels their voices and their suffering has been 
ignored (Burke, 2017). She writes, “In 2006, I 
launched the #MeToo movement because I 
wanted to !nd ways to bring healing into the lives 
of black women and girls. But a year after the 

12 Consensual sex work is not to be confused with sex traf-
!cking when people are forced into sex work by violence, 
threats or other forms of coercion.

A. F. McDonald

schewepa@uic.edu



89

movement they have not felt seen” (Burke, 
2018a; Burke, 2018b). Burke told the Huf!ngton 
Post, “It’s about the 60% of black girls like me 
who will be experiencing sexual violence before 
they turn 18 (Vagianos, 2018).

Writing in the Yale Law Journal, Angela 
Onwuachi-Willig (2018) chastised the #MeToo 
movement for ignoring the contributions and 
experiences of women of color, particularly black 
women, and for failing to recognize the unique 
forms of harassment and the heightened vulnera-
bility to harassment that women of color fre-
quently face in the workplace. The public 
perception that Alyssa Milano started #MeToo 
rather than its actual founder, Tarana Burke, a 
black woman, highlights a common concern 
about the ways that black women’s contributions 
can be ignored or dismissed, only to have the 
same ideas lauded when they are presented by 
white women (White, 2017).

Journalist Emily Yoffe describes in a 
September 2017 article in The Atlantic how race 
is almost completely unacknowledged by the 
government with regard to campus sexual assault. 
She explains, black males don’t !t the archetypal 
image of the campus rapist—a rich, white frater-
nity athlete (Yoffe, 2017b). Though black men 
make up only about 6% of college undergradu-
ates, they are vastly overrepresented in sexual 
assault cases on college campuses (Yoffe, 2017b). 
Supporting evidence for this is anecdotal since 
the Of!ce for Civil Rights (OCR), which regu-
lates how colleges respond to sexual assault, 
doesn’t document the race of the accused and 
accuser in sexual assault complaints. Harvard 
Law School professor, Jeannie Suk Gersen 
(2017) wrote in the New Yorker that in general, 
the campus personnel she’d spoken with who 
routinely work on sexual-misconduct cases said 
that most of the complaints they see are against 
minorities. Michael Jones (2018) writing for the 
CollegeFix pro!led 11 cases where black stu-
dents suffered under false allegations or poorly 
administered campus tribunals. Many were sus-
pended or expelled, and many had their promis-
ing sports careers derailed.

Janet Halley, a professor at Harvard Law 
School, is one of the few people who have pub-

licly addressed the role of race in campus sexual 
assault. Halley (2015) argues in the Harvard Law 
Review that interracial assault allegations are a 
category that bears particular scrutiny given that 
“American racial history is laced with vendetta- 
like scandals in which black men are accused of 
sexually assaulting white women” (p. 106). The 
social disadvantage black men continue to carry 
in our culture may make it easier to blame black 
men and may make it harder for black men to 
defend themselves against sexual assault allega-
tions (Halley, 2015). Unconscious racial biases 
might in"uence some women to view a regretted 
encounter with a man of a different race as an 
assault (Yoffe, 2017b). Racial biases, coupled 
with the lack of resources common among minor-
ity students on campus, might systematically dis-
advantage men of color in adjudication (Yoffe, 
2017b). Gersen (2017) noted in her New Yorker 
article, “[If] we have learned from the public 
reckoning with the racial impact of over- 
criminalization, mass incarceration, and law 
enforcement bias, we should heed our legacy of 
bias against black men in rape accusations.”

Policies reacting to the notion that a “rape cul-
ture” on campuses that reduce protections for the 
accused may exacerbate injustices for black stu-
dents accused of sexual assault. In 2011 the 
Obama administration issued its “Dear Colleague 
Letter” (DCL) calling to put an end to “rape cul-
ture” on college and university campuses using 
Title IX, the federal law that prevents discrimina-
tion in education (USDOJ, 2011). De!nitions of 
what constitutes sexual misconduct were broad-
ened, and procedures to investigate and adjudi-
cate misconduct were often stacked against the 
accused; overwhelmingly young men. The DCL 
guidance warned that every college that receives 
federal funding (most of them) would risk having 
that money pulled for noncompliance. In a 2017 
California Law Review article “The Sex 
Bureaucracy” about the regulation of sexual 
assault on college and university campuses, 
Harvard Law professors Gersen and Suk (2016) 
argue that, “[C]onduct classi!ed as illegal by the 
sex bureaucracy has grown substantially and 
indeed, it plausibly covers almost all sex students 
are having today” (p. 930).
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To support the “rape culture” frame, the DCL 
guidance cited a study that 1 in 5 females will be 
raped while at college. The “1 in 5” statistic came 
from a 2007 study funded by the National 
Institute of Justice called the Campus Sexual 
Assault Study (CSA) (Krebs, Lindquist, Warner, 
Fisher, & Martin, 2007). Lead author of the CSA 
study, Christopher Krebs cautioned against the 
reliability of the data stating, “We don’t think one 
in !ve is a nationally representative statistic” 
since they had only sampled two schools in their 
study. Krebs added, “[T]here will never be a 
de!nitive estimate of the prevalence of sexual 
assault” (Yoffe, 2014).13 Another widely cited 
and more alarming statistic supporting the “rape 
culture” frame was a 2000 study commissioned 
by the U.S. Department of Justice claiming that 
1 in 4 college women will be raped while at col-
lege.14 The authors of the study included a dis-
claimer that their projections were “suggestive” 
stating, “To assess accurately the victimization 
risk for women throughout a college career, lon-
gitudinal research following a cohort of female 
students across time is needed” (Fisher, Cullen, 
& Turner, 2000).

Victim politics in the #MeToo movement 
re"ect elite bias, the tendency for framings to 
focus on movement elites while neglecting others 
(Benford, 1997). The most prominent voices on 
social media and in academia behind #MeToo—
white, well-off, able-bodied graduates—are less 
likely than average to experience sexual violence. 
Sex workers and black women, though at 
increased risk for sexual exploitation, tend to be 
left out as victims. Frames are not based just on 
the facts, but on frames. The “rape culture” 
frame, while not necessarily supported by the 
facts, may subject black male college students 
accused of sexual misconduct to unfair campus 
policies a racialized bias.

13 Krebs noted that the response rate was 42% and there 
was no way to know if there was response bias, if victims 
of sexual assault were more likely to participate in the 
study or not (Krebs & Lindquist, 2014).
14 An activist organization, One in Four, takes its name 
from the !nding.

 Who’s to Blame?

Since social movements seek to remedy some 
problem or issue, directed action is contingent on 
identi!cation of the source of causality or blame 
(Benford, 1997). Social movement actors engage 
in adversarial framing (Gamson, 1995) in the 
construction of antagonists and protagonists. As 
a Superframe, #MeToo provides “the interpretive 
medium” in which actors will assign blame for a 
particular problem (Benford & Hunt, 1992). 
Framing enables people to “locate, perceive, 
identify and label” (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). The 
#MeToo frame draws on already existing cultural 
anxieties and diagnostic claims to “fortify the 
identity of their targets by delivering a strong 
negative identity” (Gamson, 1992, p. 135; Snow 
& Benford, 1988). A sexual misconduct accusa-
tion in the context of #BelieveVictims presumes 
guilt and the individual is placed in a stigmatized 
category that can “engulf the total !eld” or de!ne 
the individual (Heider, 1958, p. 54). Most people 
have a certain “picture in their head” of a “sexual 
predator” (Lippmann, 1946). The “sexual preda-
tor” resonates with themes of threat, danger, and 
low morals, which hypermobilizes blame.

#MeToo founder Tarana Burke says that in the 
year since the #MeToo movement began, she 
observed an unwavering obsession with the per-
petrators—a cyclical circus of accusations, cul-
pability, and indiscretions (Rowley, 2018). She 
blames the media for latching onto every sala-
cious detail in #MeToo stories and a culture that 
!xates on high drama (Rowley, 2018).

Burke (2018b) pointed out on Twitter that 
#MeToo has been !xated on individuals rather 
than on the systems of oppression that allow sex-
ual violence, patriarchy, racism and sexism to 
persist. Burke insists the movement needs to 
“shift from talking about individuals … and 
begin to talk about power.”

Media scholar, Shanto Iyengar (1996) indi-
cates that news viewers prefer “episodic fram-
ing” focused on individuals over “thematic 
framing” about social contexts. “Episodic fram-
ing” is #MeToo news stories are often told using 
“episodic framing” and point viewers to a spe-
ci!c individual to blame (e.g., Harvey Weinstein) 
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for a certain problem (i.e., sexually exploitive 
treatment of women). #MeToo stories using “the-
matic framing” offer a broader theme (i.e., patri-
archal systems of power) as the cause of a 
particular problem (i.e., sexually exploitive treat-
ment of women). “Episodic frames” are more 
dramatic and cognitively resonant while “the-
matic frames” tend to be more dull they are often 
more accurate (Iyengar, 1996). Iyengar found 
that “episodic frames” promote “individual 
responsibility” explaining, “It is easier to see 
cause and treatment in the person depicted than 
in the context” (Feinburg, 2009).15

The #MeToo, #BelieveWomen, 
#BelieveVictims frames also extend blame to 
others. In campus Title IX proceedings, witnesses 
who defend the accused pay a social and profes-
sional price. Harvard PhD student Tanaya Devi 
was ostracized by her peers and faculty in her 
own department for defending Harvard 
Economics Professor Roland Fryer, who was 
being investigated in December 2018 for verbal 
harassment (Taylor, 2019). Devi, who is a dark- 
skinned native of India and who was present for 
many of the allegedly harassing comments 
insisted she saw no harassment and spoke very 
highly of Fryer, who is black. Racial identity 
accelerates moral culpability toward antagonists. 
Race-based stereotypes are culturally embedded 
and inherent in attitudes about culpability (Jones, 
2009). Fryer’s lawyer, Harvard Law School Dean 
Ronald S. Sullivan, also black, stated Fryer “was 
portrayed as an over-sexualized black man who 
no one could tell no” (Taylor, 2019).

Reports about the allegations against Fryer 
highlighted research he had published where he 
found no evidence of racial bias in police shoot-
ings (see Fryer Jr, 2018). According to Fryer, “To 
make me seem less human they highlighted the 
part of my research that was the most controver-
sial and failed to mention that the same paper 
also found racial bias in the form of huge racial 
differences on lower-level uses of force” (Taylor, 
2019). Alex Bell, a PhD student who supports 

15 Iyengar’s comments are from an interview with the 
FrameWorks institute about his work on framing in the
media.

Fryer said, “It’s not just white people who think 
Roland is too black; black people also think 
Roland is too white, especially after his police 
shootings paper.”

Fryer was found guilty of sexual harassment 
despite the Harvard investigator concluding that 
the complainant was probably not telling the 
truth and multiple eyewitnesses contradicting her 
claims. Stuart Taylor, coauthor of Campus of 
Campus Rape Frenzy, Harvard Law School grad-
uate, and writer for the New York Times criticized 
the !nding against Fryer. He also criticized the 
New York Times coverage of the story for casting 
Fryer as a criminal and discounting Tanaya 
Devi’s outspoken support of Fryer. Taylor (2019) 
writes:

This conclusion seems driven less by evidence 
than by sympathy for the complainant and a need 
to win applause from people steeped in “believe- 
the- woman”—and disbelieve-the-man—ideology 
by !nding Fryer guilty of something. For an ever- 
expanding, and surely costly, investigation to do 
less would not have played well in, say, the New 
York Times.

Harvard Dean Ronald Sullivan, while already 
unpopular for representing Fryer, faced further 
scrutiny after he joined Harvey Weinstein’s legal 
team as the !lm producer faces criminal charges 
of sexual abuse in New York. Students protested 
calling for Sullivan, to step down as dean citing 
that representing Weinstein signaled he was 
unsupportive of survivors of sexual assault and 
his role as dean made them feel unsafe (Harris, 
2019). Sullivan defended his decision to repre-
sent Weinstein, saying even “unpopular defen-
dants” have the right to legal representation. In 
March 2019 52 Harvard faculty members signed 
an open letter contextualizing Sullivan’s decision 
to represent Weinstein (Avi-Yonah, 2019). The 
letter states, “[L]egal advocacy in service of con-
stitutional principles is not only fully consistent 
with Sullivan’s roles of law professor and dean 
… but one of the many possible models that resi-
dent deans can provide in teaching, mentoring, 
and advising students.”

#MeToo critics are deemed antagonists. 
Journalist Nancy Rommelmann (2019) wrote in 
the LA Times that she was branded hostile to 
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 sexual assault survivors for discussing frustra-
tions about the #MeToo movement, among other 
topics on her YouTube series. She described that 
feminist activists stalked her, took pictures of her 
and posted them to social media sites. Her hus-
band was driven out of business. Activists called 
her husband’s vendors urging them to stop work-
ing for a company that supports “rape culture.” 
Rommelmann pointed out an irony that “so- 
called feminists,” defending a cause to empower 
women drove a man out of business because his 
wife voices opinions of her own.

Rommelmann (2019) expressed that she 
doesn’t hate the people who waged the attack, but 
rather “see[s] them as afraid of ideas of others” 
and “unwilling to confront the world beyond 
their small chosen groups.” She extended offers 
to have conversations about the issues they felt 
were dangerous enough to go to war over but 
never received a response. Benford (1997) warns 
against treating frames as though they are a sin-
gle reality. The #MeToo movement risks becom-
ing oversimpli!ed when nuances and complexities 
of varied perspectives are neglected.

The attack on Rommelmann represents a 
broader issue with outrage. The impacts of 
#MeToo activism rooted in fear and hate traps 
women in victimhood, demonizes men, and dis-
misses dissenting women as “man-pleasing col-
laborators” (Young, 2019).
#MeToo founder Tarana Burke said in a Ted Talk, 
“Suddenly a movement that was started to sup-
port all survivors of sexual violence is being 
talked about like it’s a vindictive plot against 
men” (Vagianos, 2018). #HimToo has emerged 
on social media through hashtags and memes as 
#MeToo’s !rst major inversion; male pushback 
against #MeToo. #HimToo has been dubbed a 
“hashtag-slinging countermovement,” the 
#AllLivesMatter of sexual assault (Ellis, 2018). 
#HimToo serves as a reminder that males can be 
victims of sexual assault who face similar stig-
mas and suffer privately. As one user on Twitter 
wrote, “Sexual harassment and assault are not 
limited to cis gender women #metoo #hertoo 
#himtoo #themtoo” (Ellis, 2018). Tarana Burke 
tweeted, “I’ve said repeatedly that the #metooM-
VMT is for all of us, including these brave young 

men who are now coming forward” (Burke, 
2018b).

#HimToo frames the #MeToo movement as “a 
widespread feminist witch hunt falsely accusing 
men of sexual misconduct” (Ellis, 2018). Many 
women, including mothers of boys, are using the 
hashtag #ProtectOurBoys to denounce what they 
consider false claims. Families Advocating for 
Campus Equality was founded in 2013 by “three 
mothers of sons who had been falsely accused of 
sexual misconduct at their respective colleges,” 
says the group’s website, which describes the 
group as an unbiased, gender-neutral resource for 
families going through the sexual misconduct 
disciplinary process on campus. Save Our Sons 
advocates for men’s rights by publicizing stories 
and legal cases about college men and school-
boys who have been acquitted of sexual miscon-
duct charges or to have suffered unjustly at the 
hands of accusers (Save Our Sons, 2019).16

 Counter Injustice Claims

Disputes often erupt between and within social 
movement organizations. “Framing contests,” or 
square offs between movements and their detrac-
tors with detractors making counter injustice 
claims (Ryan, 1991).

 Sexual Misconduct, One Term Fits All?

“Sexual misconduct” is the most commonly used 
term to de!ne unacceptable sexual behavior. Use 
of such a broad term can be problematic when it 
is used to describe nearly every behavior deemed 
sexually inappropriate and is regarded with the 
same level of seriousness and the same conse-
quences as sexual assault (Davis, 2018a, 2018b). 
Masha Gessen (2017) writing for the New Yorker 
said, “the distinctions between rape and coercion 
are meaningful, in the way it is meaningful to dis-
tinguish between, say, murder and battery.”

16 More information about Save Our Sons can be found at 
https://helpsaveoursons.com/
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Actor Matt Damon faced social media back-
lash when he suggested that a “spectrum” of 
sexual misconduct needs to be taken into account 
when evaluating the men who have faced allega-
tions (Gans, 2017). Though Damon himself had 
never been accused of sexual misconduct, his 
comments were highly publicized, and he was 
immediately attacked.17 Damon was accused of 
“mansplaining,” where a man explains some-
thing in a way that is oversimpli!ed and conde-
scending to women. The backlash against 
Damon represented antagonism toward men and 
revealed a #MeToo double standard. When 
#MeToo founder Tarana Burke (Davis, 2018a, 
2018b) made a similar argument in an article she 
penned for Variety magazine social media paid 
little attention. Burke wrote, “Sexual violence 
happens on a spectrum, so accountability has to 
happen on a spectrum. And that means various 
ways of being accountable are necessary.” The 
backlash against Damon illustrates the strength 
of the #MeToo frame and resistance to complex-
ities. A possible explanation for the resistance to 
distinguish between different sexual behaviors 
under the #MeToo frame traces back to frames 
encouraging a single reality and simplifying the 
issue of sexual assault. And thus, reducing the 
ability to address the problem of sexual violence 
in a critical way. Psychologist Deborah L. Davis 
(2018a, 2018b) writing in Psychology Today 
points out, “[T]reating all transgressions as 
equally criminal is foolish and destructive. [I]f 
we can’t do the hard work of differentiating 
between degrees of transgression, the #MeToo 
movement can’t do the hard work of changing 
social norms.”

17 The !rst to call Damon out was ex-girlfriend Minnie 
Driver, his and co-star in their 1997 !lm Good Will 
Hunting. After more than a year of dating, Driver learned 
that the two were no longer a couple from when Matt 
Damon in an appearance on “The Oprah Winfrey Show” 
told Oprah that he was single. A construct coined by Greg 
Matoesian (1995), “the patriarchal logic of sexual ratio-
nality” in his analysis of the William Kennedy Smith trial 
describes a strategy employed by Kennedy’s lawyer with 
the premise that women who are rejected allege rape for 
revenge.

 #MeToo Backlash

Allegations against comedian Aniz Ansari were a 
catalyst for the !rst notable backlash against the 
#MeToo movement for its promotion of gendered 
frames that remove female agency and paint 
women as helpless victims. The allegations 
against Ansari were by an anonymous woman, 
“Grace,” and published in the online publication 
Babe in January 2018. Grace described going to 
Ansari’s home after a date. They kissed and had 
oral sex until she put on the brakes. They got 
dressed, watched TV and he started kissing her 
again. She told him “You guys are all the same” 
and cried on way home. Ansari texted Grace the 
next day, saying it was fun meeting her. She 
responded that he had ignored her nonverbal cues 
and made her cry. “I’m so sad to hear this,” he 
wrote back. “Clearly, I misread things in the 
moment and I’m truly sorry.” After talking to 
friends, Grace concluded that Ansari had sexu-
ally assaulted her. She told the Babe reporter, “I 
was debating if this was an awkward sexual expe-
rience or sexual assault. And that’s why I con-
fronted so many of my friends and listened to 
what they had to say” (Way, 2018).

After the allegations against Ansari went viral, 
the internet was awash with claims and counter- 
claims about the rights and wrongs of what had 
taken place. Some believed his behavior exempli-
!ed the aggressive, entitled, chauvinistic attitude 
that too many men show towards women 
(Roberts, 2018). Others felt Ansari was the vic-
tim of a witch hunt, persecuted by an internet 
mob with no respect for due process and didn’t 
deserve to be publicly humiliated and profession-
ally assassinated (Weiss, 2018).

 Counter Injustice Claim: #MeToo 
Hurts Women and Victims

Some fear that the #MeToo frame has been trivi-
alized by partisan and reactionary discourse and 
that this will harm women, particularly victims of 
sexual abuse, and be detrimental to feminist 
gains. The #MeToo mantra to “Believe all 
women” has been criticized for being conde-
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scending to women and fetishizing them. 
“Women are no longer human and "awed. They 
are Truth personi!ed. They are above reproach… 
it’s condescending to think that women and their 
claims can’t stand up to interrogation and can’t 
handle skepticism” (Weiss, 2017).

Social movements are comprised of interact-
ing, coacting, and reacting human beings 
(Benford, 1993; Buechler, 1993; Hunt & Benford, 
2004). As such, Benford (1997) criticizes the ten-
dency to treat socially constructed frames as 
though they are real and exist independent of the 
actors involved. He states, “Social movements do 
not frame issues; their activists or other partici-
pants do the framing” (Benford, 1997, p.  418). 
This rei!cation, he argues, neglects human 
agency where “human action and interaction are 
stripped from the text” (p. 418).

Following the allegations against Ansari, 
high-pro!le women in the media blamed #MeToo 
and #BelieveWomen for imposing victimhood on 
young women. Bari Weiss (2018) in her New 
York Times article, “Aniz Ansari is Guilty. Of Not 
Being a Mind Reader” writes, “I’m apparently 
the victim of sexual assault. And if you’re a sexu-
ally active woman in the 21st century, chances 
are that you are, too.”

Female commentators warned the allegations 
against Ansari infantilized women as incapable 
of enforcing personal boundaries. Christine Hoff 
Sommers, author of “The War Against Boys” and 
“Who Stole Feminism?,” argues that equity femi-
nism has been eclipsed by what she calls fainting 
couch feminism or victim feminism which views 
women as fragile, easily traumatized and as an 
oppressed and silenced class (Saul, 2017). Weiss 
(2018) argues #MeToo is re"ective of Grace’s 
narrative where Ansari is depicted as the only one 
having agency while Grace is merely acted upon. 
She writes, “[W]hat ought to be a movement for 
women’s empowerment [was turned] into an 
emblem for female helplessness.” Cable news 
host Ashleigh Ban!eld criticized Grace’s inabil-
ity to distinguish between a “bad date” and “sex-
ual assault” (Baragona, 2018). Meghan Holstein 
(2018) in her piece for Medium argued that con-
"ating negative feelings with lack of consent may 

lead women to mischaracterize awkward sexual 
encounters as sexual assault. She writes, “When 
she processes her emotions, later on, she will 
experience regret. That doesn’t make that interac-
tion rape.” Holstein (2018) suggests that awk-
ward sexual experiences can be avoided by 
“clearly communicat[ing] what they want (or 
didn’t want), when they wanted it (or didn’t want 
it).”

Grace’s comment about talking to her friends 
to determine if she had been sexually assaulted 
offers insight into her ability to make decisions 
on her own about what happens in her life. 
Research !nds that each time we recall an event, 
it is being reassembled, and sometimes changed 
by the very process of recall. A 2015 study by the 
education insurance group United Educators ana-
lyzing 305 student claims of sexual assault at 104 
colleges found that 40% delayed reporting an 
assault and “in most cases [the student] labeled 
the incident a sexual assault only after talking 
with friends or attending prevention training” 
(Keehan, Caputo, Pettegrew, & Bennett, 2015). 
The study, which was conducted before #MeToo 
went viral, suggests that decision-making among 
many young people regarding sexual victimiza-
tion is subject to outside in"uence. The increase 
in discourse and prevention training following 
#MeToo may further “prime” decisions about 
victimhood.

The #MeToo movement has caused sexual 
assault advocacy, training, and education efforts 
to proliferate. Programs often apply trauma- 
informed approaches that send the message to 
young people that they are biologically pro-
grammed to become helpless during unwanted 
sexual encounters and to suffer mental impair-
ment afterward (Yoffe, 2017a). Alcohol can fur-
ther impact memory. Given that he majority of 
sexual assaults on college campuses (78%) 
involve alcohol, young people may inadvertently 
be encouraged to view consensual late-night, 
alcohol-fueled encounters that might produce 
disjointed memories and some regret as some-
thing more sinister (Keehan et al., 2015).
Disputes among women about the Ansari allega-
tions and positions regarding #MeToo were 
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quickly characterized in the media as 
 generational. Older feminists (anyone over 40) 
were considered sinisterly complicit, laughably 
outdated, or just too scared of overstepping. 
Younger women are either righteously passion-
ate, naively idealistic, or out for blood. Feminist 
icon and author of the Handmaid’s Tale, 78-year-
old Margaret Atwood was criticized by young 
feminists for speaking out against #MeToo. 
Atwood (2018) responded by writing a piece 
called, “Am I a Bad Feminist?” in the UK’s 
Globe and Mail where she gave her perspective 
of the dangers and consequences of treating 
women as though they have limited agency. 
Atwood (2018) writes:

My fundamental position is that women are human 
beings. Nor do I believe that women are children, 
incapable of agency or of making moral decisions. 
If they were, we’re back to the 19th century, and 
women should not own property, have credit cards, 
have access to higher education, control their own 
reproduction or vote. There are powerful groups in 
North America pushing this agenda, but they are 
not usually considered feminists… they are just 
feeding into the very old narrative that holds 
women to be incapable of fairness or of considered 
judgment, and they are giving the opponents of 
women yet another reason to deny them positions 
of decision-making in the world.

Overall, the allegations against Ansari were said 
to damage the #MeToo movement and served to 
discredit women and trivialize victimhood. Bari 
Weiss (2018) of The New York Times called the 
Ansari allegations “the worst thing that has hap-
pened to the #MeToo movement since it began.”

Surveys suggest that the storm of sexual 
assault allegations, confessions, and !rings in the 
wake of #MeToo has actually made Americans 
more skeptical about sexual misconduct. A poll 
in the Economist surveying 1500 Americans in 
November 2017 and September 2018 revealed a 
small but clear shift against victims of sexual 
assault and misconduct (“Measuring the #MeToo 
backlash,” 2018). In a column for the Atlantic, 
contributing editor Caitlin Flanagan (2018) 
called the allegations against Ansari “proof that 
women are angry, temporarily powerful—and 
very, very dangerous”.

 Counter Injustice Claim: 
#BelieveWomen Undermines 
Due Process

A prominent counter injustice frame alleges that 
the #MeToo directive to “believe all women” 
with claims of sexual abuse undermines the pre-
sumption of innocence for the accused. The 
#BelieveEvidence hashtag is used to reject that 
women should always be believed and signals a 
perspective in favor of due process for the 
accused. As most victims of sexual violence are 
women and most of those accused of sexual vio-
lence are men, the two hashtags pit women and 
men against each other.

Commentators argue that asserting that 
women are always telling the truth and that 
accused men are always guilty is irresponsible, 
uncritical, and destructive. Writing for New York 
Magazine Andrew Sullivan (2018) likened the 
#MeToo movement to McCarthyism stating, 
“[Activists] believe they are !ghting an insidious, 
ubiquitous evil—the patriarchy—just as the 
extreme anti-Communists in the 1950s believed 
that commies were everywhere and so foul they 
didn’t deserve a presumption of innocence, or 
simple human decency.” In an interview for The 
Guardian, Margaret Atwood likens the #MeToo 
politics of ignoring due process to the Salem 
Witch Trials. Atwood points out that “‘innocent 
until proven guilty’ is the key to a civilized soci-
ety” and worries that “guilt by accusation” has at 
times been used justify new forms of oppression” 
(Kassam, 2018). In an editorial for The Harvard 
Crimson, Elizabeth Bartholet writes that while 
she “applaud[s] the removal of many alleged per-
petrators who have clearly abused their positions 
of power” and “celebrate[s] those who have 
stepped forward to call out sexual misconduct” 
what she !nds “deeply troubling” is the argument 
that “if some innocent men must be sacri!ced to 
the cause of larger justice, so be it” (Bartholet, 
2018).

#MeToo and #DueProcess are effectively 
competing frames. In a rational world, propo-
nents of #MeToo don’t want innocent men to be 
punished for a rape they didn’t commit just as 
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those who advocate for #DueProcess don’t want 
those who commit rape to escape accountability 
and hurt others. Therein lies the power of frames. 
The strength of the #MeToo frame has caused 
many to be reticent about speaking out against 
due process in the for the accused for fear of 
being accused themselves of siding with rapists. 
Within the #MeToo frame, advocating for due 
process is viewed as a category of “rape myth 
acceptance.” #DueProcess has become a proxy 
for favoring the accused, being an apologist of 
inappropriate behavior, and as generally being 
unsupportive of women and victims of sexual 
assault.

The Obama-era guidance to end “rape culture” 
on college and university campuses called for 
more vigorous investigation of campus sexual- 
assault claims using Title IX, the federal law that 
prevents discrimination in education (USDOJ, 
2011). The letter didn’t specify procedural safe-
guards or rules for the examination of evidence. As 
a result, colleges and universities developed and 
implemented their own procedures, which vary 
widely from campus to campus. The Obama- era 
guidance, while well intentioned, subjected vic-
tims and the accused to an unreliable process. A 
2019 survey of college and university presidents 
by Inside Higher Ed and Gallup found that 42% 
of public university leaders and 60% of those at 
private colleges agree or strongly agree that “the 
Obama administration’s approach did not place 
enough emphasis on due process for those 
accused of sexual assault or harassment (Piper, 
2019). A 2018 report by the Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education (FIRE) revealed 
that nearly three quarters (73.6%) of America’s 
top 53 universities do not guarantee presumption 
of innocence in campus proceedings regarding 
sexual misconduct (FIRE, 2018).

Some schools have implemented procedures 
that may be considered arbitrary and capricious, 
ultimately opening the gate for lawsuits from 
either an alleged victim who may feel that he or 
she was not adequately heard or from an accused 
individual who feels unjustly punished. 
According to a 2015 study by United Educators 
(a large national insurance provider for colleges 
and universities), about one-third of all Title 

IX-related lawsuits against institutions are 
brought by those accused of sexual misconduct 
(Keehan et al., 2015).

As of 2018 nearly 400 accused students have 
taken their schools to court citing violations of 
due process and gender bias against males (of 
which is a violation of Title IX) and courts are 
increasingly !nding in their favor. The National 
Center for Higher Education Risk Management 
(NCHERM) a law !rm that provides Title IX 
consulting to hundreds of colleges and universi-
ties urged that higher-education institutions are 
“losing case after case in federal court on what 
should be very basic due process protections” 
(NCHERM, 2017). KC Johnson and Stuart 
Taylor (Johnson & Taylor Jr, 2017) in their book 
Campus Frenzy discuss how since Obama’s 2011 
Title IX guidance universities have lost more 
than 100 federal and state court decisions in law-
suits brought by students accused of sexual 
assault, and that 53 more lawsuits (at the federal 
level alone) were settled before a court could ren-
der any decision. Seventy-two percent of accused 
students who sued the institution also sued the 
victim for defamation or slander (Keehan et al., 
2015). Given the strength of the #BelieveVictim 
frame, this suggests that litigation may also be a 
means to repair the reputation of the accused. 
The lawsuits revealed that the accused students, 
mostly males, faced investigations characterized 
by anti-male bias and pro-accuser bias among 
academic of!cials. In a 2016 decision involving a 
student from Brandeis University, U.S.  District 
Judge F. Dennis Saylor criticized victim-centric 
investigative practices. He wrote, “Whether 
someone is a ‘victim’ is a conclusion to be 
reached at the end of a fair process, not an 
assumption to be made at the beginning” (Doe v 
Brandeis, 2016, p. 12).

Lawsuits cited other unfair procedures such as 
secret training of adjudicators to believe accusers 
even in the face of discrediting evidence; con-
cealment of exculpatory evidence; bans of mean-
ingful cross-examination; designation of a single 
investigator; and in some cases the accused were 
not allowed to know what they were being 
accused of, who was accusing them, evidence 
against them, or given the opportunity to defend 
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themselves. Many schools also limit the ability of 
the accused to present evidence and call wit-
nesses in their defense. Schools impose campus 
bans prohibiting the accused from being on cam-
pus or gag orders directing the accused to not 
speak with anyone af!liated with the school 
including students, staff, and faculty. Title IX 
investigators use the lowest standard of proof, the 
preponderance of evidence (50% plus a feather) 
to determine the likelihood of a sexual miscon-
duct violation, including sexual assault, a violent 
criminal offense. The Foundation for Individual 
Rights in Education (FIRE) which advocates for 
civil liberties on campus noted, “Given the 
marked lack of core due process protections in 
the vast majority of campus judicial systems, the 
adjudication of such serious, life-altering accusa-
tions requires more than our lowest standard of 
proof.” The American Association of University 
Professors and the American College of Trial 
Lawyers have made similar points (Johnson & 
Taylor, 2018a).

The debate over due process protections for 
those accused of sexual misconduct on college 
campuses exhibited the strength of the #MeToo 
frame while simultaneously exposing its "aws. 
The “rape culture” frame promotes an arti!cially 
in"ated sense of justice denied which creates 
incentives for a separate justice system for sexual- 
abuse cases that minimizes due process for the 
accused (e.g., Title IX sexual assault tribunals on 
college campuses). The overwhelmingly liberal 
campus climate in the US re"ects a dedication to 
the “rape culture” and “believe the victim” frames 
and opposition to due process protections for those 
accused of sexual misconduct.

Liberal politicians operate on frames over 
facts regarding legislation to address the “rape 
culture” on college campuses. Kirsten Gillibrand, 
a Democratic senator from New  York who 
cosponsored CASA (the Campus Accountability 
and Safety Act) in 2015, took the “rape culture” 
frame to a new level of danger.18 Gillibrand 

18 The guidance would, among other things, require all 
colleges provide a con!dential adviser to guide victims 
through the entire process of bringing an accusation while 
no guidance or assistance is mandated for the accused.

announced, “We should never accept the fact that 
women are at a greater risk of sexual assault as 
soon as they step onto a college campus. But 
today they are.” Government statistics say the 
opposite. The US Bureau of Justice’s National 
Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) shows that 
women in college are less likely to be sexually 
assaulted than women not attending college. 
From 1995 to 2011 NCVS found that of females 
aged 18–24 who reported being victims of threat-
ened, attempted, or completed rape/sexual 
assault, 0.6% were in college and 0.8% were not 
in college (Sinozich & Langton, 2014).

Senator Gillibrand had invited “Mattress 
Girl” Emma Sulkowicz to the State of the Union 
where she introduced the CASA legislation. 
Emma Sulkowicz, a Columbia University stu-
dent, became a symbol of “rape culture” and the 
failure to address sexual assault on college cam-
puses. Sulkowicz began carrying a 50-pound 
mattress around campus after her Title IX rape 
accusation was determined to be invalid. 
Sulkowicz was the subject of multiple pro!les in 
The New  York Times. After messages between 
Sulkowicz and her “rapist” surfaced, it became 
apparent that Sulkowicz had likely falsi!ed her 
rape claim because her “rapist” was not inter-
ested in a romantic relationship with her (Bauer-
Wolf, 2017).

In September 2017, Betsy Devos, the US 
Secretary of Education appointed by Trump 
rescinded the Obama administration’s Title IX 
guidelines for adjudicating sexual misconduct 
on college campuses (USDOJ, 2017). In 
November 2018, Devos released new guidelines 
designed to restore fairness to campus Title IX 
sexual assault and harassment investigations, 
guided by legal precedents from lawsuits brought 
by accused students  (USDOE, 2018). These 
guidelines include the right for accused students 
to be presumed innocent; a proposal granting 
accusers and the accused the right to cross-
examine witnesses through a lawyer or an advo-
cate; and the right of the accused to examine all 
the evidence  uncovered in the campus investiga-
tion, and all the materials used to train campus 
adjudicators. Her proposals were met with strong 
opposition by #MeToo activists, with the most 
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vocal being liberal college students and univer-
sity leaders.

Devos proposed implementing cross- 
examination which the Supreme Court described 
as the “greatest legal engine ever invented for the 
discovery of truth” (California v Green, 1970, 
p. 11). In Doe v Baum (2018) a lawsuit brought 
by a University of Michigan student found guilty 
of sexual assault and expelled, the judge deter-
mined that in “he-said, she-said” cases the uni-
versity must allow cross-examination to satisfy 
due process. University students and leaders 
argued that cross examination would deter sexual 
assault victims from reporting sexual assault and 
would retraumatize the accuser.

Devos opposed the single investigator model 
where one person serves as prosecutor, detec-
tive, judge, and executioner. A federal court rul-
ing against Brandeis University, cited the 
“obvious” dangers “of combining in a single 
individual the power to investigate, prosecute, 
and convict” (Doe v Brandeis University, p. 70). 
University leaders praised the single investiga-
tor model and criticized Devos for micromanag-
ing campus handling of sexual assault (Johnson, 
2019).

Devos’s new guidelines proposed that 
trauma- informed training for title IX investiga-
tors be public given that training programs use 
unsupported science on trauma that rationalizes 
inconsistencies in the accuser’s account, gaps 
or lack of memory, and that “freezing” is a 
common response to sexual advances regard-
less of whether violence or threats of violence 
were present (Yoffe, 2017a). Harvard law pro-
fessor Janet Halley has ridiculed the trauma-
informed training used at her university. Halley 
told Emily Yoffe in an interview for The Atlantic 
that the trauma-informed Title IX training 
materials at Harvard were “100% aimed to con-
vince them to believe complainants, precisely 
when they seem unreliable and incoherent” 
(Yoffe, 2017a).

The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) 
ironically voiced opposition to civil liberty initia-
tives outlined by Devos’ new Title IX guidelines 
stating they promote an “unfair process” The 
ACLU stated in a tweet (ACLU, 2018):

It promotes an unfair process, inappropriately 
favoring the accused and letting schools ignore 
their responsibility under Title IX to respond 
promptly and fairly to complaints of sexual 
violence.

Senator Claire McCaskill, a Democrat from 
Missouri and a cosponsor of the CASA bill, said 
to the Washington Post stated, “I don’t think we 
are anywhere near a tipping point where the peo-
ple accused of this are somehow being treated 
unfairly” (Anderson, 2014). Democratic senator 
Dianne Feinstein tweeted that allowing cross- 
examination and equal access to evidence would 
“silence” and “drown out the voices of victims” 
(Johnson & Taylor, 2018b). Rejecting Devos’s 
Title IX guidelines appears to be less about bal-
ancing fair procedures in campus investigations 
and more about rejecting the Trump 
administration.

 Framing and Partisan Politics 
in the #MeToo Era

Competing interpretations of #MeToo discourse 
has become highly polarized among political 
lines. Framing activity and the extent of its reso-
nance are affected by the cultural and political 
environment (McAdam, 1999). An October 2017 
Pew Research poll of US adults found that 69% 
of Democrats felt that the country hasn’t gone far 
enough in granting women equal rights with men 
while only 26% of Republicans agreed with the 
sentiment (Horowitz, Parker, & Stepler, 2017). 
Framing processes and political opportunity are 
linked interactively, the extent to which they con-
strain or facilitate collective action depends on 
how they are framed by movement actors and 
others (Koopmans & Duyvendak, 1995). A 
December 2017 Pew Research poll revealed that 
Democratic women were more likely to identify 
as a victim compared to Republican women, sug-
gesting a relationship between political identity 
and identifying as a victim. While half of 
Democratic women said that they experienced at 
least one form of gender discrimination at work 
while only a third of Republican women felt the 
same way (Parker & Funk, 2017).
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In August 2018, Trump’s nominee for the US 
Supreme Court, Brett Kavanaugh was accused of 
sexual misconduct. Kavanaugh’s accuser, 
Christine Blasey Ford testi!ed before the US 
Senate. The hearings politicized #MeToo with 
conservatives calling for due process while liber-
als insisted “#BelieveWomen,” and re"ected the 
tone and line of questioning from senators posed 
to Kavanaugh and Ford. Emily Yoffe (2018) writ-
ing in The Atlantic summed up the politicization 
of sexual assault, “Sexual violence is a serious 
national problem. But in the wake of the 
Kavanaugh hearing, it has joined the list of explo-
sively partisan issues.” After the Kavanaugh 
hearings #DueProcess and #BelieveWomen 
hashtags were memorialized as a way to signal 
political allegiances.

The politically charged due process vs 
#BelieveWomen debate during Kavanaugh’s 
con!rmation hearing was compared to campus 
Title IX tribunals. John Davidson (2018) writing 
for the Federalist stated that Democrats are 
trying to turn the Kavanaugh Supreme Court 
con!rmation hearing into “a Kafkaesque version 
of a Title IX tribunal” where “the accused is pre-
sumed guilty, may not know the identity of the 
accuser, and is not permitted to mount a defense.” 
During the Kavanaugh hearings Trump fueled the 
“due process” frame calling it a “Scary Time” for 
young men generating the #scarytime hashtag on 
Twitter. In his tweet Trump declared (Trump, 
2018):

It’s a very scary time for young men in America 
when you can be guilty of something that you may 
or may not be guilty of. Peoples (sic) lives are 
being shattered and destroyed by a mere allegation 
[…] There is no recovery for someone falsely 
accused—life and career are gone. Is there no such 
thing any longer as Due Process?

This arguably marked the moment when “due 
process” became a !rmly partisan frame, not 
equated with fairness and justice but signaled 
being pro-Trump and thus hostile to sexual 
assault survivors. The “due process” frame is 
now liable for nearly any other grievance about 
Trump.

Republican Senate majority leader Mitch 
McConnell weighed in on the importance of due 

process during Kavanaugh’s con!rmation pro-
cess stating, “[T]otally uncorroborated allega-
tions [must not be] enough to destroy an 
American’s life” (Johnson & Taylor, 2018b). 
Republican Senator Susan Collins said, “In eval-
uating any given claim of misconduct, we will be 
ill served in the long run if we abandon the pre-
sumption of innocence and fairness, tempting 
though it may be. It is when passions are most 
in"amed that fairness is most in jeopardy” 
(Johnson & Taylor, 2018b).

Senator Mazie Hirono, a Democrat from 
Hawaii warned that Kavanaugh’s con!rmation 
will “send a message to every victim of sexual 
violence that their pain doesn’t matter, that they 
do not deserve justice, and that for them, fair 
treatment is out of reach” (CNN, 2018). Richard 
Blumenthal, a Democrat Senator from 
Connecticut asserted that Kavanaugh’s con!rma-
tion was threatening women’s rights (Nilsen & 
Zhou, 2018).

 Is #MeToo a Moral Panic?

#MeToo appears to be characteristic of a moral 
panic, where a social condition or group of per-
sons is de!ned as a grave threat to societal values 
and interests (Cohen, 1972). Stages of a moral 
panic include de!ning a threat which is depicted 
in a simple and recognizable symbol by the media 
(i.e., #MeToo), a response by policy makers (i.e., 
Title IX guidance) and the moral panic itself 
resulting in social changes (Cohen, 1972).

A moral panic involves a heightened level of 
concern about an issue and its impact on the rest 
of society (i.e., gender inequality, “campus rape 
culture”), and re"ects simple, punitive solutions 
to complex problems (i.e., #BelieveWomen, 
“guilt by accusation,” rejecting due process). Fear 
tends to produce emotional, reactionary responses 
rather than a rational assessment of a problem. 
This leads to increased hostility directed toward a 
person or group and/or their problematic behavior 
and a consensus in society about who this “evil-
doer” is (i.e., those accused of sexual misconduct 
and their supporters; anyone who criticizes 
#MeToo) (Cohen, 1972).
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For individuals who regularly view #MeToo 
stories and posts and have tailored the news to 
their belief system, that information can engen-
der the belief that a greater portion of the popula-
tion is engaged in this disturbing behavior than 
actually is, or that the harm incurred is greater 
than what has occurred. Existing research has 
portrayed college campuses as such bastions of 
“rape culture” and discriminatory toward women 
when at the same time, female enrollment in col-
leges has surpassed that of males. While theory 
and reality suggest that moral panic exaggerates 
the threat, !erce support of the campus “rape cul-
ture” frame in spite of facts, and the intense 
opposition to due process in campus rape pro-
ceedings re"ect tangible consequences of the 
#MeToo moral panic.

 Conclusion

Social media has become an important part of our 
personal, public, professional, and political lives. 
The #MeToo movement is clearly having an 
important impact that will help to shape how we 
publicly discuss sexual assault for years to come. 
Going forward there are some “counter frames” 
or challenges to the versions of reality promoted 
by #MeToo that activists, participants, and sup-
porters might consider in order to better address 
the injustice claims of the #MeToo movement 
and to minimize unintended consequences and 
related injustices that the #MeToo movement 
promotes (Benford, 1987).

First, just because #MeToo is popular doesn’t 
mean that #MeToo can solve every problem over-
night. Social media allowed #MeToo to gain in 
popularity very quickly. #MeToo founder Tarana 
Burke expressed, “Part of the challenge of Me 
Too getting so popular is that people think that 
the popularity is a solution” (Smola, 2018). 
Burke cautions however that #MeToo has been 
spread too thin. She observes that people are 
“taking the infrastructure that already exists—
#MeToo, the movement and the hashtag—and 
appending additional ideas to it.” Burke is 
describing “frame extension,” a frame alignment 
process from social movements literature that 

involves “extending the boundaries” of a frame 
(Snow, Rochford Jr, Worden, & Benford, 1986, 
p. 469). Extending the frame too far risks stray-
ing from its original purpose which can result in 
loss of support for the cause. Burke believes that 
extending the boundaries of #MeToo asks too 
much of the movement by “weighing it down 
with the inevitable freight of hope and expecta-
tion” (Garber, 2018, p. 1).

Second, humans and their interactions are 
complex and far more nuanced than the #MeToo 
movement accounts for. #MeToo is a socially 
constructed frame, made by humans, experienced 
by humans. Humans must not be stripped from 
the context. We must resist applying socially con-
structed frames to individual-level explanations 
as this neglects the complexities of humans and 
the issues being addressed by the #MeToo move-
ment. We should keep in mind that our brain sim-
pli!es information often without our knowledge. 
We are all subject to unconscious biases. In a 
2019 interview Supreme Court Justice Ruth 
Bader Ginsberg pointed to acknowledgment of 
“unconscious biases” as her message to the next 
generation of feminists (Rosen, 2019). This 
includes the racial and social biases that exist in 
culture that marginalizes those who are victim-
ized the most. Failure to acknowledge the ways 
in which unconscious bias in"uences judgements 
and evaluations others hinders addressing 
#MeToo injustices in an effective way.

Furthermore, Burke argues that failing to center 
marginalized voices in our movements relegates 
these voices to “no more than a footnote” and that 
“it will require those whose voices are most often 
heard to !nd ways to amplify those voices that 
often go unheard” (Burke, 2017). We know that 
those voices who are most heard in the #MeToo 
movement are white, educated women. An analy-
sis of partisan prejudice by Predictwise, a polling 
and analytics !rm, found in a ranking of counties 
in the U.S. that the most politically intolerant 
Americans tend to be white, highly educated and 
more partisan themselves (Ripley, Tenjarla, & He, 
2019). Burke urges, “We have to shift the narrative 
that it’s a gender war, that it’s anti-male, that it’s 
men against women, that it’s only for a certain 
type of person—that it’s for white, cisgender, het-
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erosexual, famous women. That has to shift…
that’s a part of our work, too” (Rowley, 2018, p. 1).

Third, things need to be fair. For the #MeToo 
movement to in"uence change for the better, it 
must seek justice, not perpetuate injustice. 
Supporting victims of violence and due process 
for those accused of violent crimes are funda-
mental values in our society. According to 
Ginsburg (Rosen, 2019, p. 1):

Supporting survivors of sexual assault and estab-
lishing systems of equitable justice are not mutu-
ally exclusive. Due process is not an obstruction to 
justice, it is a foundation of the American rule of 
law and was meant to be a barrier to hasty judg-
ment and conviction by public opinion”. (Rosen, 
2019, p. 1)

The CEO of TIME’S UP Lisa Borders resigned 
in February 2019 following sexual misconduct 
allegations against her son (French, 2019). 
Borders resigned because TIME’S UP, an organi-
zation that addresses sexual assault and harass-
ment in the workplace, viewed support for 
survivors and support for the accused as a zero- 
sum game (TIME’S UP, 2019).19 This re"ected a 
missed opportunity to contextualize support for 
survivors of sexual assault and due process for 
accused in the same space as Ginsburg suggests.

The #MeToo movement aims to address unfair 
and biased practices that invalidate women who 
spoke out about sexual abuse. Real equality for 
men and women means procedures that do not 
presume either side is innocent or guilty. The 
solution is to eliminate unfair and biased pro-
cesses, not simply shift them to those accused of 
sexual assault. Ginsburg offers that young people 
play a signi!cant role in upholding fairness in the 
#MeToo era. Ginsburg states (Rosen, 2019):

The person who is accused has a right to defend 
herself or himself, and we certainly should not lose 
sight of that… Young people should appreciate the 
values on which our nation is based and how pre-
cious they are, and if they don’t become part of the 
crowd that seeks to uphold them … Learned Hand 
said—if the spirit of liberty dies in the hearts of the 
people, there is no court capable of restoring it. 
(p. 1)

19 To learn more about TIME’S UP refer to this link: 
https://www.timesupnow.com/about_times_up

Court decisions have become so problematic for 
universities that many campuses are being forced 
to change policies to restore due process regard-
less of whether the Trump administration imple-
ments its new Title IX regulations or not. In 
February 2019, court rulings deemed existing 
procedures for investigating Title IX cases in 
California so unfair that colleges and universities 
across the state were forced to halt ongoing Title 
IX proceedings and reevaluate ways to imple-
ment more balanced policies (Watanabe & 
Hussain, 2019).

Finally, change requires male participation. 
#MeToo activities, de!nitions, and processes that 
criminalize or demonize men can lead to the 
unintended consequence of turning men and 
women into opposing camps. According to 
Burke, “[T]he [#MeToo] movement is actually 
working when the public understands that there is 
no expected narrative, standard perpetrator and 
victim, or archetypical story of abuse”. (Rowley, 
2018. p. 1)
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