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To Sage and Parker,


my life’s greatest gifts,


and to the women who persist.


—R.B.V.


To every activist who survives and speaks,


Maureen and Dan for your constant friendship,


and my beloved son Moses, as he becomes a new man.


—M.S.











Stories matter. Stories have been used to dispossess and to malign. But stories can also be used to empower, and to humanize. Stories can break the dignity of a people. But stories can also repair that broken dignity.


—Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, TED Talk:
The Danger of a Single Story


She had resolved never to take another step backward.


—Kate Chopin, The Awakening
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‘me too.’ founder and activist Tarana Burke (second from right) helps lead a march for survivors of sexual assault in Los Angeles, California, in November 2017. Credit: Reuters/ Lucy Nicholson









FOREWORD


Tarana Burke


FIFTEEN YEARS AGO, I WAS A COMMUNITY ORGANIZER AND CULTURAL WORKER IN Selma, Alabama, running an organization for young girls. I was all too familiar with the messages they were hearing every day: you’re not good enough, smart enough, important enough. So I made it my mission to change those messages—to help groups of Black and brown girls find their voices, celebrate their unique potential, and recognize their power as leaders.


It didn’t take long to see the pattern that was taking shape. Every time we gathered together, stories would spill out. I sat in community centers, classrooms, and church basements, listening to thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds matter-of-factly describe their experiences with sexual violence, abuse, and assault. Because I’m a survivor myself, my heart ached for them. I wanted to say something deep and profound—something that captured our shared pain and trauma. I wanted to tell them that this had happened to me, too.


That’s how ‘me too.’ began: as shared language between survivors. It was a signal to these girls that they were in a space where they could focus on their healing without having to be performative or guarded. It was empowerment through empathy.


If you had asked me back then, I would have told you that I believed our survivor-led movement had the potential to move the world. But I never could have imagined that #MeToo would become a hashtag translated into dozens of languages, spark a global reckoning, and become a connective framework for movements across the globe. The spark ignited more than a decade ago has caught fire in ways beyond my wildest dreams.


For me, reading the stories of the women in Awakening is an inspiring experience—and a humbling one. I’m stunned by the defiance of women like Mozn Hassan, a lawyer in Egypt who has been repeatedly targeted and surveilled by an authoritarian regime because of her outspoken feminist advocacy, including her support of #AnaKaman, or #MeToo. By the fortitude of survivors like Khadijah Adamu and Fakhrriyyah Hashim in Nigeria, who have broken with taboo and organized publicly with #ArewaMeToo, at enormous personal risk. I’m awed by the determination of computer science graduate Luo Xixi, who was inspired by #MeToo’s viral moment in the United States to break her silence after thirteen years and name the professor who had harassed her. And the defiance of Swedish actress and writer Cissi Wallin, who decided to speak publicly and remains determined to help protect others, even after she was found guilty of defaming the man she accused. I admire the resilience of Pakistani singer and actress Meesha Shafi, who came forward about a colleague in the entertainment industry, proclaiming, “It is not easy to speak out …but it is harder to stay silent.” In parts of the globe where #MeToo is seen as a form of treason, where legal systems fail women over and over again, where “sex for grades” is accepted as part of life, where standing up for women’s rights is dangerous, where survivors face crushing stigma, and even in places the world views as feminist utopias, the activists in this book are expanding the definition of courage. I am honored to be in common cause with each of them—and with so many others whose names we might never know.


What this global movement has achieved is incredible—and so is its use of technology to empower women to work together across countries and cultures. As someone who came of age in the era when faxing flyers across the city was considered cutting-edge organizing, it’s extraordinary to witness the ways activists around the world are tapping into their collective power through social media. Through private Facebook groups, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube, WhatsApp chats, and Zoom, survivors are using every tool at their disposal and inventing new ones. Even with the challenges social media presents for issues around safety and privacy, it makes it possible to amplify voices that have been silenced for far too long. The result is a movement to end sexual violence that—as it must be—is intersectional and inclusive, centering the experiences of survivors of color.


Ask any organizer and they’ll tell you that one of the hardest things to do is to create lasting, meaningful culture change. This book covers years of efforts to do just that. Ikram Ben Said, a Tunisian activist and founder of Aswat Nissa, summed it up perfectly when she said, “This didn’t happen in a vacuum. This is the result of at least twenty, thirty years of the older generation of feminists who were really talking about gender-based violence and sexual harassment in public space, in private space.” Now, we’re seeing the beginnings of real justice in court systems around the globe. Perpetrators are starting to face consequences. Advocates have changed and strengthened laws against sexual assault. And in places like Brazil, Lebanon, Mexico, the United States, and Sri Lanka, women are running for public office in record-breaking numbers. Even the backlash to ‘me too.’ is a sign of just how much cultural standards have changed.


None of this means that our work is finished. Recently, a pandemic, a global economic crisis, and an overdue reckoning with racism have shown just how much we still have to do to address injustice and inequality in the United States and around the world. As we look to the future of #MeToo, a debate is unfolding: Should we focus on the immediate crisis? Or should we set our sights on the root causes? I believe the answer can’t be “either/or”—it has to be “both/and.” We can—we have to—support the people who are impacted by sexual violence on a daily basis and work to dismantle the systems that allow it to happen in the first place. That’s what our Survivor’s Agenda—a policy blueprint informed by survivors of sexual violence—aims to do. Like the activists in this book, we need to use every tool we have.


I started the ‘me too.’ movement because I wanted the girls in the program I ran and survivors everywhere to be empowered to create their own tools both for their own healing and for dismantling the systems that allowed them to be harmed. There are so many of us who carry this burden, who have been holding our trauma in the pit of our stomach for years. I dream of a day when we no longer have to experience our trauma, when we have the joy and healing we deserve. Fifteen years later, I close my eyes and imagine a generation of young people around the world who have been learning about respect, boundaries, and consent for as long as they can remember; it’s second nature to them. They are free from sexual harassment and assault.


This book shows that, around the world, we’ve come farther than ever before. I’m humbled to be in partnership with leaders globally fighting to realize this vision.









AUTHORS’ NOTE


Rachel’s Story


ON THE AFTERNOON OF NOVEMBER 9, 2016, I STOOD WEEPING IN THE AISLE OF A commuter train with several other women I had only just met, en route home from New York. Hillary Clinton—someone I admired and had served for two decades, the first American woman ever to win a presidential major party nomination, who had long symbolized the rising power of women in America and around the world—had just lost the US presidential election to an avowed misogynist, one who boasted of groping women without their consent and degraded them for sport.


A train attendant approached.


“Ladies,” he inquired earnestly, “is everything OK?”


I marveled at his imperviousness to the shattering loss that had united the diverse group of women with whom I huddled. Surely he had to know that everything was not OK. Not in a world where the most powerful person on the face of the planet would, once again, be male, as had been true since the dawn of civilization. And not just any male, but an alpha chauvinist who had been credibly accused of sexual harassment and assault by multiple women, threatening to undo decades of progress toward women’s equality at home and abroad.


I was incredulous that the attendant didn’t recognize our pain. Our disappointment. Our dejection that this step toward the equal future we’d envisioned for our ourselves—and for our children—still was not to be.


What I couldn’t yet perceive, as I slumped back into my seat, was that the sadness we felt was shared by women around the world, and would quickly morph into rage, helping to spark a global outcry that would catalyze a movement for women’s rights far more powerful and widespread than at any moment in history.


Back in my office at the Council on Foreign Relations, a think tank in Washington, DC, my gloom diminished over the next months as I marveled at the rise in women’s activism that ensued—activism whose roots predated the events of 2016 but was fueled by them, ultimately traveling across borders, over the internet, onto the streets, and into the halls of power. Together with a team of researchers in the Council’s Women and Foreign Policy program, I began chronicling this international surge in the women’s movement, starting with the Women’s March in January 2017, the largest global women’s protest in history; the explosion of the #MeToo movement later that same year, which spread to more than one hundred countries; and the growth in women’s political participation in the 2018 elections and beyond. We carefully monitored breakthroughs in region after region, country after country, as women buoyed by the strength and courage of their sisters were inspired to come forward in droves and demand change.


The coverage and popularization of this movement in the United States astonished me, despite the fact that I had spent my career advocating for women’s rights. Initially, I had worked on women’s issues domestically—volunteering at a domestic violence shelter in New York, and fighting for women’s legal rights at the ACLU Reproductive Freedom Project and as a young lawyer at the National Women’s Law Center. I labored to close the gender gap in the political arena, helping Hillary Clinton, who was then the First Lady, become the first woman ever elected to the US Senate and statewide office from New York, in 2000; the first woman to prevail in a contested presidential primary, in 2008; and the first woman to win a major US party nomination for president, in 2016, along with more than sixty-five million votes in the general election. I worked on global women’s issues as well, partnering with courageous women’s rights defenders while serving in the Secretary of State’s Office of Global Women’s Issues during the Obama administration, as a member of the White House Council on Women and Girls, and later at the Clinton Foundation in New York, where I sought to elevate the status of women at the United Nations and on the US foreign policy agenda, given the wealth of evidence that doing so advances prosperity, stability, and security at home and abroad.


In all these roles, the raison d’être for my job as a women’s rights advocate was often questioned—despite the reality that women are paid less than men everywhere in the world, remain dramatically underrepresented in capitals and boardrooms, comprise the majority of the world’s poor, and face an epidemic of violence that affects one in three women in their lifetimes. When I shared that I was a women’s rights lawyer in a roomful of newly minted attorneys after my admission to the bar, the leader in charge of our training was incredulous. “Full time?” he asked, as if there wouldn’t be enough work to keep me busy all day. “Haven’t women already achieved equality?”


At the White House, at the State Department, and on Capitol Hill, officials from both sides of the aisle routinely considered concerns about the treatment of 50 percent of the global population to be a distraction from the crucial economic and security issues of the day, ignoring not only how those issues affect women, but also their critical role in addressing them. Even after Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, whom I served, declared global women’s issues a priority to US security—an assessment based on reams of data showing that the inclusion of women promotes stability and reduces conflict—government leaders continued to question their importance. A senior US official, in an interview with the Washington Post, derisively referred to women’s issues as a special interest and “pet rock,” and insisted that such issues had to “take a back seat to other priorities.”1 In politics, blindness to gender inequality was endemic: in each of the political campaigns on which I served, voters of all persuasions regaled me with countless reasons why they couldn’t support the woman I was trying to elect—which they claimed had nothing to do with her gender—including her appearance, her voice, her marriage, and even her tenacity and intelligence, which were held against her as she was again and again pronounced “unlikable” for possessing qualities that are routinely rewarded in male leaders. In the media, the issues on which I worked daily—mistreatment of and discrimination against women in the workplace, in their homes, in public, and in private—were seldom considered worthy of putting above the fold.


Following the 2016 election, the #MeToo movement, and the ensuing rise in women’s activism, the questions I faced about the importance of women’s issues began to fade, replaced by urgent entreaties from all quarters—reporters, colleagues, family members, friends, neighbors, my children’s teachers—about how to address the persistent gender inequalities to which so many had finally awakened. In the United States, allegations of harassment and assault that normally would have escaped scrutiny or been disbelieved—or never been lodged in the first instance—suddenly dominated daily headlines and nightly newscasts. People began having open conversations about gender-based violence, discrimination, and power imbalances over dinner tables and around water coolers. And women from all walks of life joined in the movement by speaking out and rising up, claiming their rights and demanding change—fighting not only sexism, misogyny, and gender-based violence, but also racism and xenophobia, economic inequality, environmental ruin, and so much more.


While the recognition of American women’s activism grew, however, the US media continued to overlook the concomitant uprisings led by women around the world. As the domestic #MeToo movement dominated US headlines, I hosted a talk at the Council on Foreign Relations to highlight the scourge of gender-based violence around the world, featuring Nobel Peace Prize laureate Nadia Murad, a courageous Iraqi women’s rights defender who had survived sexual slavery at the hands of ISIS and later served as a UN ambassador on human trafficking. On the margins, I met up with other activists and scholars, trading stories about the international rise in women’s activism we had been tracking in our own work and decrying its absence from the mainstream media, which was failing to capture the birth of a new wave of the global women’s movement, of which the US movement was only one part. Determined to share what I’d learned and to analyze the cumulative effect of this activism, I embarked on a journey to the front lines of this global movement—one that culminated in a partnership with my Council colleague Meighan Stone on this book.


Having the opportunity to share these stories has been a privilege—and an inspiration. Never could I have imagined, as a fledgling women’s rights lawyer, or in the dark days following my train ride in November 2016, that I would soon have a chance to chronicle a resurgence of the global women’s movement, one that promises to be the most far-reaching in history. I could not have known the strength I would personally draw from the persistence displayed by millions of sisters marching online and off around the world. The courage and determination of the women you will read about in these pages offer a lesson in how pain, hardship, and oppression can spur hope, progress, and change. To honor these women, I am more determined than ever to ensure that this progress extends to women everywhere in the world, of every race, ethnicity, class, creed, and country—and I hope their example will inspire many more to enlist in the global fight for gender equality.


—November 2020


Meighan’s Story


On September 27, 2018, I huddled with a group of women around a makeshift video stream set up in a hallway at a New York Times conference in Brooklyn. We were gathered there for the Times’s inaugural summit on gender, power, and policy. But breaking news had stolen our attention: Brett Kavanaugh, President Donald Trump’s nominee to the Supreme Court, and Dr. Christine Blasey Ford, the woman who had accused him of assaulting her, were testifying before the Senate Judiciary Committee.


Megan Twohey, the Pulitzer Prize–winning Times journalist who had broken the Harvey Weinstein sexual abuse story with Jodi Kantor, sat nearby with her young daughter. Former chief of staff to Michelle Obama Tina Tchen, Katie McGrath, and other leaders of the US-based #TimesUp movement for workplace equity stood side by side with Melinda Gates’s advisers, other activists, and former prime ministers. I found a seat in the only place left, on the floor. With my work taking me everywhere from refugee camps to rural health clinics, I’ve always found the ground as fine a place as any to sit.


The scene was reminiscent of an old photo—people gathered around a storefront black-and-white television, watching, say, a man land on the moon. But this TV event felt commonplace and extraordinary at the same time. Far too many American women have stories to share about sexual assault. Far rarer are stories about a powerful man being publicly held to account.


I sat quietly as Dr. Ford began her testimony, about the day three decades before when she believed, she said, that Kavanaugh “was going to rape me.” I thought of myself as a teenage girl, one who’d been raped and would have no day in court. I thought of how ashamed I felt walking up for altar-call prayers at my evangelical Christian church, asking that God might heal me of what I thought was my fault.


In that hallway, women held each other as Dr. Ford said her most unshakable memory was the mocking of her male attackers. “Indelible in the hippocampus is the laughter. The uproarious laughter between the two. They’re having fun at my expense.” The room fell completely silent then, except for the sound you hear when women allow themselves and one another to cry in community, when we know no men are present. That we’re safe together.


When I returned to Washington, DC, still ruminating on the out-of-control anger in Kavanaugh’s testimony—anger that should have disqualified him on grounds of judicial temperament alone—I took myself down to the Supreme Court to protest. There, a trifecta of female senators—Kamala Harris, Mazie Hirono, and Kirsten Gillibrand—delivered speeches and led cheers from the front of the austere building: Shame! Shame! Not fit! The crowd, a huge gathering of angry women asking for nothing more than a credible investigation into credible claims, engaged in the kind of call and response that feels so familiar to those of us who attend a certain kind of church, urging the speaker to Go on, say that. Amen.


I remembered being a girl in small-town Virginia, hearing adults talk about the nomination of Sandra Day O’Connor: a woman has no place on the Supreme Court. Three years later, Geraldine Ferraro would run for vice president, and I’d hear more of the same. No place.


I grew up in a family rife with generations of alcoholism, addiction, and abuse. In 2017, while at the Harvard Kennedy School as a fellow, I attended a fancy dinner one night where an attendee beamed with pride as she told me her daughter was doing a spring service trip to help those poor people who live in trailer parks. I breathed deeply and smiled as I told her my grandparents had lived in a trailer park. I’d wanted that woman at Harvard to know, in the gracious way that cuts someone clean off at the knees, that daughters of people like that were in the room, too, sitting right next to her.


If I’m honest, this work probably started for me when I was around seven years old, when I watched my father throw my mother out of our car. As she cried on the ground and her blood crept across her pressed, white dress, I desperately looked out the window for anyone to show up and help. No one did. So I got out of the back seat, shaking, and started shouting for him to stop, barely aware of how small or powerless I was. Quite a few times, the neighbors called the police to come to my house when I was a child, but I noticed they always left without really intervening. I share this in an attempt to dissolve any pretense of a superior “us” studying a lesser “them”—to underscore that these injustices happen here, in America, not just in some foreign place. They are committed by people we know or love, and may even forgive—like my father, whom during the writing of this book I held as he died, praying God’s grace over him.


Carrying secrets and trauma, I never expected to amount to much. But through some luck of fate and hard work, I’ve earned my keep in a succession of jobs I never dreamed of having, have had seats in places I never thought of belonging. All along, the work I’ve done has always been about changing who has a place in the room. Especially in rooms where real decisions get made—about power, money, freedom, rights—without the presence of those they will ultimately affect.


In 2013, I started working for Nobel Peace Prize laureate Malala Yousafzai, and ultimately served as president of her nonprofit organization, the Malala Fund, which fights for girls’ rights to learn and lead without fear. Thirteen years earlier, in the year 2000, world leaders had gathered at the United Nations and revealed their ambitions for girls around the world, declaring how many years of education they thought girls deserved as a human right: six. In 2015 the world’s leaders were gathering again, at the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals summit, to set a new global goal for girls’ education. The consensus going in was that maybe, by the year 2030, we could get to nine years. But at the Malala Fund, we decided to start fighting for a different number: twelve. Twelve years of education for every girl. We met with parliaments and politicians, we released reports, we built the modeling spreadsheets. We ran the numbers, we did the work.


And in the end? We won. One of our greatest moments came when Malala stood up, in the General Assembly on the floor of the UN, to celebrate that we’d helped win the fight for twelve years of education—that we’d lifted global ambitions and signaled the world’s belief in girls living in the world’s poorest countries by saying this was their human right.


Malala spoke to a room full of the most powerful leaders in the world. But the most important people in the room for me that day were the two girls standing with Malala, the ones we’d fought to make sure were there. The young woman on Malala’s right was Salam, whom we’d met while visiting schools in Lebanon. Salam was a Syrian refugee who had to fight for her education every day—not in the removed way we think of when we talk about policy, but in a way that was hard and personal. The girl standing on Malala’s left was Amina, from Kaduna State in Nigeria, where the terror group Boko Haram has abducted thousands of girls. She and girls like her attended the informal educational programs we were financing at the Malala Fund, under threat of violence every day. They later addressed the press together, from the same stage where the UN secretary-general speaks to the media. To us, it was crucial that people with the power to change lives would have to listen to these young women and promise an education to all children, to declare that wars and other forms of violence could not stop them from learning.


After meeting women activists from developing and war-torn countries, in the hallways of too many high-level summits, I knew that the real work happened in their communities, and not at cocktail receptions in safe places. I also knew how often Western women with big checkbooks—who always said how inspiring these women were—sent them back home to threats and threadbare existences without a dime. Don’t let them off so easy as to just inspire them, I would say to Malala on our many long flights as we talked about strategy. Make them change.


Because of my work with Malala, I’ve had the honor of crossing paths or working with women human rights defenders around the world. Sadly, it’s not so large a sisterhood, because the work is hard and heartbreaking. You will lose friends; your family might be imprisoned or threatened in retribution for your work. You will lose your job, and will long for that old sense of simply feeling safe and free when you walk down the street. You may become an exile from your beloved country, or wind up in the hospital recovering from a beating.


Over the years, many women activists have confided in me that they’ve been physically or sexually assaulted. Raped by family members, subjected to female genital mutilation, sexually assaulted in retaliation for their work or simply for asking for their freedom. Female democracy protestors in Hong Kong alleged that they were sexually assaulted while detained by pro-Chinese government forces. Egyptian women survived horrific sexual assaults for daring to stand for their rights in Tahrir Square during the Arab uprisings. Even Rosa Parks—who, contrary to popular belief, was not just a tired woman on a bus—began her work by investigating the brutal sexual assaults of Black women in the segregated American South, driven by her own experience surviving a 1931 rape attempt by a white male neighbor. It’s not surprising to me that these tragic attacks occurred. It is overdue that we tell these stories—and that we stop pushing the violation of women’s bodies to the margins of human rights policy and our accounts of historic social change.


It’s important to me to emphasize that Awakening is not about women around the world being “awakened” to Western feminism, nor is it a book about Western white feminists “teaching” women in other countries about their own liberation. Where we offer suggestions on how donor governments and global organizations can best support these women’s work, it’s just that: an acknowledgment of the imperative to support them, in the way they deem most helpful.


Our goal with Awakening was to center the victories of women working locally in their communities, to document the challenges they’ve overcome, to feature their own words, recorded from interviews and time spent together in their countries. These brave activists—many accidental heroines, all of them women of agency, ready to fight for their rights and humanity no matter how high the cost—don’t need saving, period.


Ultimately, I like to think of this as a book about men—or about those in power who seek to block women’s progress—being awakened to the fact that women simply won’t stand for it anymore. They may be delayed, deferred, even imprisoned and assaulted. But they will keep coming nonetheless. And the sooner you awaken to the fact that half the population will not be silenced or subjugated, the better your nation’s future will be.


I’m honored to share the words and stories of the women in these pages, and especially grateful to have written about women from countries like Nigeria, Egypt, Tunisia, and Pakistan, places with rich feminist histories, where women often face seemingly impossible cultural and religious barriers to achieving equality. Perhaps because of my own conservative faith background, I feel some solidarity with women from nations and religious communities that are often misunderstood, due to either lack of knowledge or deliberate discrimination. When people attack Islam’s proscriptions for Muslim women, I ask them if they’ve spent much time in America’s churches—like the one where I was told by a pastor in my marriage classes that I had to submit to my husband, because it was God’s will. That in entire Christian denominations, women are still not allowed to teach men, or preach from the pulpit at all. When it comes to reforming our communities, the tough truth is, we all have work to do.


I carry these women in my prayers constantly. I think of them all the time, and have many of their photos in my office. They keep me intellectually honest. They keep me working hard. Today, my own faith is best expressed in service, as pronounced by one of my treasured verses from Scripture: “Faith without works is dead.” If there is anything I’ve learned from my work, it’s that words in a G7 communiqué, summit agreement, or unenforced law are not worth the pages they’re printed on until they measurably impact people’s lives. Real change demands a fight, requires constant pressure and vigilance.


I pray that this book will be some small, humble contribution to the global cause of women’s dignity and freedom—and that these women’s works will be blessed.


—November 2020
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Women protest the alleged rape and murder of a twenty-seven-year-old woman in Hyderabad, India, in December 2019. The alleged suspects were later killed in an extrajudicial police killing and were never tried in court. Credit: Reuters/Vinod Babu









INTRODUCTION


IN 2016, THE YEAR TWITTER WAS BORN, TARANA BURKE BECAME THE MOTHER OF a movement.


That year, she was working as an activist and camp counselor in Selma, Alabama, when a young girl named Heaven told her she’d been sexually abused. Heaven was so meek and vulnerable, the abuse she recounted so devastating, that Tarana couldn’t find the words to comfort her just then. But as the girl walked away, Tarana shuddered. Heaven’s story—the shame she’d shared—was excruciatingly familiar to Tarana, who was also a survivor of sexual abuse. In that moment, she quietly admitted to herself: me too.1


Thus began Tarana’s movement: a campaign to help other Black and brown girls and women, survivors like herself and Heaven, to find both solidarity and justice.2 Together, these women would see their work grow from a grassroots effort into a momentous initiative with global impact. Together, they would fight to disrupt the systems perpetuating sexual violence worldwide. For good.


A decade later—in the wake of a sweeping New York Times investigation detailing allegations of sexual harassment and abuse against the Hollywood mogul Harvey Weinstein—Tarana’s campaign, now propelled by the hashtag #MeToo, went viral across the United States, with more than twelve million posts on Facebook in less than twenty-four hours. In two days, nearly half of American Facebook users knew someone who had posted “MeToo.”3


As the movement spread throughout the United States, so too did exposés about abusive behavior by powerful men across multiple industries, many of whom were forced to resign through grassroots online efforts: The Today Show host Matt Lauer. CBS chief executive Les Moonves. The famed architect Richard Meier. Wayne Pacelle, president of the Humane Society. The chef and restaurateur Mario Batali. Peter Martins, artistic director of the New York City Ballet. The political pundit Mark Halperin. Members of Congress on both sides of the aisle. The list went on—and is still growing.4


But you know that story.


This book tells the story you don’t yet know—one that has unfolded far beyond the United States. In 2017, as the American media focused on sexual harassment and discrimination at home, the #MeToo movement ignited globally, reaching hundreds of millions of people on every continent. This movement—powered by technology and reaching across borders, races, ethnicities, classes, and religions—calls for an end to sexual abuse against people of all genders. It has also awakened the world to the monumental scale of discrimination and violence against women, provoking the most widespread cultural reckoning on women’s rights in history.


In many countries, the #MeToo movement is not new. Instead, it has been fueled by years of local activism by courageous women leaders, many of whom have deployed modern communication methods to organize and campaign for change. In other places, #MeToo has inspired women to raise their voices publicly for the first time. And in far too many nations, women who have come forward under the guise of the #MeToo movement have put not only their reputations and livelihoods, but also their lives, on the line.


Women like Khadijah Adamu, a twenty-four-year-old pharmacist and blogger from northern Nigeria. In February 2019, Khadijah decided to share the account of her assault at the hands of a boyfriend who had threatened to kill her. On Twitter, she told her story—and named her attacker. Because she lives in Kano, a city where sexual and domestic abuse laws are rarely enforced, she didn’t expect justice, or even support. But three hundred miles away, in Nigeria’s capital, Abuja, the entrepreneur and sexual assault survivor Fakhrriyyah Hashim saw Khadijah’s tweet. Risking her safety and reputation, she posted in solidarity and coined the hashtag #ArewaMeToo, adding the Hausa word “Arewa,” for the northern region. Soon, a groundswell of online and real-time activism began, powered by Khadijah’s taboo-defying honesty and Fakhrriyyah’s hashtag. Rejecting cultural expectations of silence and shame, women from all over the country joined the movement. “There’s been an awakening of people’s consciousness,” Fakhrriyyah later proclaimed in an interview.5


It’s a pattern we’ve seen repeated all over the world. Today, in over one hundred countries, women like Khadijah and Fakhrriyyah are using the #MeToo hashtag as a rallying cry to demand change and fight the violence they face every day—and they are winning.


Awakening travels to the front lines of a networked movement that is fundamentally shifting how women organize to demand equality in some of the most challenging places in the world to be a woman. This book documents the stories of brave women in Africa, Asia, Europe, Latin America, and the Middle East who are raising their voices, creating new models of power, and transforming justice and equity for women. These activists’ transnational, digital campaign has accelerated the global women’s movement to powerful and disruptive effect, creating the conditions for unprecedented social, economic, and legal progress.


Historically, revolutions have begun when groups discover that their grievances are not individual, but collective and systemic.6 Women, however, are often excluded from or underrepresented in the very places where that organizing occurs: media, government, universities, businesses. Where women cannot go, they cannot speak; when women cannot gather, they cannot address injustices. To accelerate the movement for power and equality, they needed a place to share stories and amass participants, one that would be safe even in communities that prevented women from speaking or appearing in public.


In short: they needed the internet.


Today, social media has become an alternative public square for women, especially in countries where their physical spaces and activism are constrained by state control, cultural norms, or violence. The Turkish academic Zeynep Tufekci, whose work is focused on the confluence of technology and society, has written about what she calls the “affordances” of the internet and their powerful propulsion of modern networked movements.7 In the case of #MeToo, the low cost of digital connectivity has increased the speed, scale, and diversity of a movement that is simultaneously transnational and hyperlocalized—creating, in turn, the seeds for a global breakthrough in the fight for women’s rights.


Access to electronic communication has accelerated the speed and scale of change across borders, inspiring unprecedented activism for gender equality. In prior eras of the women’s movement, transnational gains were won only after lifetimes of organizing. In the early 1900s, the global fight for women’s suffrage was painstakingly slow. International suffrage marches took months or even years of planning by telegram and steamship, and it took a century for women globally to win the right to vote. In the late twentieth century, the campaign to recognize women’s rights under a human rights doctrine took decades. International conferences to promote women’s rights were held intermittently, only every five years, beginning with the first United Nations World Conference on Women in 1975 and culminating in the historic 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing, at which delegates finally enshrined the principle that “women’s rights are human rights” into international law.8


Today, in contrast, the women’s movement employs social media to mobilize millions in a matter of weeks, or even days. The historic Women’s March of 2017, the largest coordinated global women’s protest in history, was organized digitally on every continent only ten weeks after the contentious US election that elevated the avowed misogynist Donald Trump to the presidency over Hillary Clinton, the first woman to win nomination to that office by a major party. That same year, in less than one month, the #MeToo hashtag was employed over seventy-seven million times on Facebook alone.9


Modern communication tools such as email, social media, and smartphones have also diversified the global women’s movement, granting purchase to anyone with access to an internet connection. Whereas movement leaders in earlier eras tended to be wealthy and privileged or professional activists, today millions of women of every race, ethnicity, creed, and class have raised their voices online. Even though some parts of the world still lack reliable internet connectivity, and many fewer women than men have access to this technology around the world, the overall growth in online penetration has been dramatic enough to facilitate the engagement of more voices than ever before.10 This overdue inclusivity has significantly strengthened the global women’s movement, amplifying the voices of marginalized and economically disenfranchised women who in eras past were pushed out or ignored.


The democratization of the women’s movement has also changed what it means to be a feminist organizer in the #MeToo age—and how power is wielded. Many traditional gatekeepers of “old power”—the media, those educated in rarefied institutions, members of the elite—have been relieved of their duties. In the modern era, digital “foot soldiers” are as important to the movement as establishment leaders. Collective action spurred by internet organizing creates a current that the scholars Jeremy Heimans and Henry Timms describe as “new power,” which is participatory and open to all.11 Under this model, a Tunisian doctoral student like Rania Said studying overseas can help lead an open-source #MeToo campaign and mobilize women in her home country—many of whom she may never meet in person—whose shared activism can outpace efforts by larger, traditional organizations.


The online era of the women’s movement has also expanded transnational organizing. Through social media, women around the world have shared near-universal experiences of discrimination and harassment, helping many survivors see that they are far from alone. The undeniable effect of the sheer volume of women coming forward has also showed them the collective power of their voices. The movement’s global reach has helped create an inclusive language of shared experience that extends beyond any one community or region. Today, the #MeToo hashtag has been translated into dozens of languages and searched online on Twitter, Facebook, and other platforms in all 193 countries.12


At the same time, the internet facilitates a hyperlocalization of the global #MeToo campaign, making the movement much more effective. The context in which women are fighting gender inequality is different in every region of the world, and as the #MeToo movement ignited, local organizers made the campaign entirely their own, highlighting specific cases of harassment or discrimination and defining the legal, economic, or political reforms needed in their own communities.


Awakening investigates how women are pursuing change across cultures, profiling activists and leaders in seven countries: Brazil, China, Egypt, Nigeria, Pakistan, Sweden, and Tunisia. Though our research confirmed the rise of the #MeToo campaign in dozens of other nations, we selected these seven to reflect the proliferation of the movement in places with different ethnicities, religions, populations, and systems of government—from small social democracies to large communist autocracies. While the status of women and strength of the women’s movement in these geographically diverse countries vary considerably, together they offer a comprehensive snapshot of the promise and perils of the #MeToo campaign around the world.


Over the course of two years, in cafés and government offices and at conferences and over Zoom, we traveled to the front lines of the #MeToo movement in these seven countries, interviewing women who are organizing in the face of systemic injustice, government repression, and personal threats—all of whom shared how they had harnessed the power of the global #MeToo campaign to promote gender equality locally. Each chapter in this book explores how and why the #MeToo movement has progressed across different regions and reveals collective lessons about how change is sought, fought, and won around the globe.


In Brazil, the #MeToo movement has inspired a new, diverse generation of women to use digital organizing and political power to run for office and resist the rising tide of reactionary populism. In China, where the government brutally represses women’s rights activism, the sheer number of people active in the #MeToo movement initially overwhelmed government censors, boosting awareness of gender inequality. In Egypt, #MeToo activists remained resolute even as an authoritarian president alleged that their campaign amounted to terrorism, slander, and “fake news.” In northern Nigeria, as #ArewaMeToo took off, Muslim and Christian survivors found common ground and united across religious lines. In Pakistan, women leaders drew upon years of advocating for freedom from violence to fight digitally for legal solutions to sexual harassment and assault. In Sweden, home to some of the most progressive gender equality protections in the world, women across every major industry have still had to organize online to call for an end to persistent discrimination in the workplace, from sexual harassment and pay inequality to women’s underrepresentation in leadership positions. And in Tunisia, #EnaZeda activists have shifted from fighting for freedom to crafting and enforcing a legal framework to protect women from assault and harassment.13
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What will this global, digital wave of the women’s movement achieve? Media coverage of #MeToo to date has focused on the avalanche of high-profile ousters of men in the highest echelons of politics, culture, and business who were accused publicly of sexual harassment and assault. But the #MeToo movement has wrought more than a wave of resignations—in fact, a fundamental recalibration of the treatment and status of women and girls is underway.14


Though #MeToo has become an international rallying cry, the leaders at the forefront of the movement have expanded the agenda far beyond the issue of sexual harassment and abuse. Much as Rosa Parks and civil rights organizers took on the larger cause of racism in 1955 by targeting one specific injustice—segregated buses—today’s women’s activists are using the momentum created by #MeToo to campaign against entire systems of inequality.


Globally, #MeToo has become much more than a viral moment—and the online conversation has contributed to an equally robust movement offline. Since the #MeToo hashtag went viral, record numbers of women candidates from all backgrounds have sought political office in nearly every major election, in countries as diverse as Afghanistan, India, Iraq, Ireland, Lebanon, Malawi, Sri Lanka, and the United States. In the private sector, women are pushing for workplace protections and better policies on harassment, parental leave, and pay equity.15


Legal standards are also rapidly changing. In just two years, courts around the world have handed down sentences that reflect the definitive cultural shifts the #MeToo movement has already wrought—and not just for Harvey Weinstein. In Egypt, South Korea, and Sweden, landmark cases on sexual violence have all resulted in victories for the accusers. The Indian lawyer and activist Vrinda Grover has likened the #MeToo movement to an unstoppable wave, observing that “until now, we have seen consequences only on the women who complained. This time, the consequences are for those who have committed the misconduct.”16


The digital wave is also inspiring policy reform. In Spain, following digitally organized nationwide protests in 2018 over meager sentences handed down to convicted rapists, the government amended the penal code to make rape convictions easier. In Morocco, dialogue triggered by #MeToo reenergized support for stalled legislation that now prohibits sexual harassment, domestic violence, and forced marriage. And in Japan—a country that previously had no legal prohibition on sexual harassment—an online petition prompted the labor ministry to convene public discussions on harassment in the workplace, which led to passage of a new workplace law.17


Progress hasn’t happened everywhere. The #MeToo movement has been layered on top of long-standing and evolving fights for women’s equality that vary considerably among nations, which in part explains the variation in effects and consequences revealed in this book. Yet even in nations where women haven’t yet won legal or legislative victories, the #MeToo movement has disrupted the silence and stigma surrounding sexual assault and harassment in ways that already have shifted the culture—and women’s willingness to come forward for redress. In Senegal, for instance, two women in Dakar started the hashtag #Nopiwouma (Wolof for “I will not shut up”) to encourage women to speak out about harassment and assault; they received a flood of private messages from women around the country, almost all saying it was the first time they’d spoken about their experiences. The value of being able to come forward and share one’s story—even without ultimate accountability for one’s perpetrator—has bestowed a new form of power. In some places, the outpouring of personal stories caused not only men, but also women, to reevaluate hardwired cultural predispositions in favor of the accused. The notion that we should “believe women”—meaning, as Tarana Burke has explained, to start from a place in which we do not assume dishonesty or fault when survivors come forward, and to fairly investigate all claims, including those lodged against the powerful—is becoming more widely accepted.18


To be sure, the #MeToo movement is not immune from structural and cultural barriers limiting its reach. This book also explores the rising backlash against women’s economic, political, and social equality—fueled by online activism, which has proved to be a double-edged sword. The same tools that have aided transnational activism by #MeToo supporters have been employed by forces seeking to silence women’s voices and shield perpetrators from consequences. While the internet has in many instances provided a safe space for women to collaborate out of the public eye, it has also reproduced many of the dangers that women face in the real world through its use as a dangerous tool with which to track, target, harass, and defame women who dare to raise their voices. And the rise of a new class of misogynist leaders—including Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, Rodrigo Duterte in the Philippines, Vladimir Putin in Russia, Recep Tayyip Erdogan in Turkey, and Donald Trump in the United States—emboldened those fighting to preserve the status quo.19


Yet, as with other successful movements for social change, this backlash is a sign of progress—a sign that norms are, in fact, changing, rendering those who cling to them even more determined to stem the tide. Despite opposition at the highest levels, the #MeToo movement has achieved unprecedented momentum. Although the story of #MeToo is still unfolding, we believe the “new power” that characterizes the digital wave of the women’s movement—its speed and scale, diversity, transnational reach, and hyperlocalization—creates the conditions for historic progress on gender equality.


In the final chapter of this book, we propose an agenda to safeguard the gains that have been made and to ensure that progress continues in the face of a rising backlash. This agenda captures insights from visionary champions for gender equality—from Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and Nobel Peace Prize laureate Malala Yousafzai to the highest-ever ranking African woman in the United Nations, Deputy Secretary-General Amina Mohammed, and the first women heads of state in Chile, Liberia, and Australia. We talk to women leaders from the pinnacle of power to the grassroots, many of them “firsts”—first party leader, first minister of defense, first female US presidential candidate of a major party, first woman to speak out in her community, first woman to argue a precedent-setting legal case. Informed by their experiences, we’ve developed a framework for action we refer to as the “Five Rs”—redress for survivors, legal reform, increased representation, sufficient resources, and recalibration of global norms—which will ultimately transform laws, economies, and communities around the world.


Lastly, we want to be clear from the start: this book is not about the heroic arrival of white, Western feminism to other countries. In the nations we profile, women have long organized for their own equality, and in many countries the rise in online activism predated the popularization of the #MeToo hashtag.20 The only heroines in these pages are the women themselves—most, if not all, of whom have paid a tremendous price for their work, bringing great integrity, sacrifice, and creativity to the struggle for equality in their communities. It is from this truth that we approach this book and the women at the center of it with humility. We honor their contributions not just because it’s right and overdue, but because all of us who care about gender equality—in whichever country we reside—have work to do and can learn from the fight these leaders have waged.


This vision of sisters working together across nations to fight harassment and discrimination grows stronger every day. And it is exemplified by the fitting coda to the story of Harvey Weinstein, the American man whose crimes helped spark the outrage that ignited the global #MeToo movement. For decades, Weinstein wielded “old power” to successfully silence women into hiding his abuse. By the time of his rape trial in Manhattan, that silence had given way to a global collective of women claiming “new power.” On January 10, 2020, more than one hundred women of every race, ethnicity, age, and ability campaigned for justice outside the courthouse where Weinstein was being tried, drawing inspiration from activists far from the US. From Lower Manhattan to the Trump International Hotel and Tower at the south end of Central Park, they joined together for public performances of “Un Violador en tu Camino,” or “A Rapist in Your Path,” a defiant anthem composed by the Chilean feminist art collective Las Tesis that—like the #MeToo hashtag—had gone viral, spreading from Chile to Colombia to India to Turkey and, ultimately, to the United States.21


In New York, surrounded by a scrum of media cameras, the crowd of women chanted, “The rapist is you.”




Y la culpa no era mía, ni dónde estaba ni cómo vestía


El violador eras tú


El violador eres tú


Son los pacos


los jueces


el Estado


And it’s not my fault, not where I was, not how I dressed


And the rapist was you


And the rapist is you


It’s the cops


It’s the judges


It’s the system





This book is about women fighting that system and winning—around the world.


Whether that victory means being heard online, protesting in the street for the first time, winning an unprecedented legal case, changing a law, or simply surviving a structure stacked against them, the world has awakened to the power of women’s voices. We hope you will celebrate these women’s victories. We hope you will know their names.


Awakening is a testament to these women’s stories, and to the promise of a new model of power. Propelled by technology and driven by millions more women than ever before, the digital wave of the global women’s movement has the potential to fundamentally revolutionize gender roles—and transform the world we leave to the next generation.
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Street mural of Brazilian politician and human rights activist Marielle Franco, with the slogan Lute Como (“Fight Like Marielle Franco”), by graffiti artist and women’s activist Panmela Castro, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 2018. Credit: Rede NAMI









Chapter One


BRAZIL: SOWING SEEDS


#MeuPrimeiroAssedio




You cannot cover up the sun with a sieve.


—Brazilian proverb





IN OCTOBER 2016, WHEN THE US PRESIDENTIAL CONTEST BETWEEN HILLARY Clinton and Donald Trump dominated headlines in newspapers across the globe, a quieter political revolution was afoot a continent away, in Rio de Janeiro. At its center: an election for Rio city council. Among its candidates: an unknown thirty-seven-year-old political activist named Marielle Franco.1


Marielle was an unlikely competitor in a political system ruled by white men. A descendent of African slaves who was born to a family of migrants from the northeast of Brazil, one of its poorest regions, she hailed from Maré, a favela, or slum, in Rio’s North Zone.2 She was raised in poverty, put to work at the age of eleven, became a single mother by nineteen, and labored as an underpaid preschool teacher to support herself and her daughter while pursuing her own education. She also faced discrimination as a Black woman and, when she came out later in life, as a lesbian. But Marielle was driven. Despite her challenging circumstances, she won a scholarship to a private university and vowed to use her education on behalf of the disenfranchised, especially Black favela women with whom she was raised and who remained shackled by discrimination and violence. She made good on her promise, obtaining a master’s degree in public policy and becoming a vocal critic of government neglect of the impoverished, advising city council members on the needs of a community often ignored by those in power.


Marielle’s unexpected rise left her determined to open doors for others—and she put herself on the line to do so. In 2016, inspired by a rising tide of women’s activism online and in the streets decrying discrimination against women, she took the improbable step of seeking election to the male-dominated city council for which she served as a staffer, campaigning for inclusivity in representation under the slogan “I am because we are.” Though her campaign was historic, no one expected a Black, lesbian human rights activist from the favelas to win political office in a country controlled by wealthy white men. Brazil had long struggled with racism, a legacy of Portuguese colonizers who, upon arriving in 1500, enslaved indigenous people to help fuel the economy, and then began trafficking in the African slave trade. By 1850, Brazil had an estimated four million African slaves—more than seven times the number in the United States. Brazil was the last country in the Western world to abolish slavery, in 1888, and had notoriously neglected its Afro-Brazilian population ever since, the majority of whom were concentrated in slums on city peripheries, far from the centers of power.3


Marielle’s race also ran counter to the history of underrepresentation of women in the national and local legislatures of Brazil. Although women made great strides forward in health and educational attainment after the birth of the modern women’s movement in the 1970s—ultimately winning equality with men under the Brazilian constitution that was ratified after a series of coups and military dictatorships in 1988, and electing their first female head of state in 2010—they continue to face discrimination and underrepresentation in the economic and political sphere. Today, Brazil ranks only 92nd out of 153 countries on the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap index, in part because of the continued dominance of men in positions of power. At the time of Marielle’s campaign, elective office was especially elusive for Black women, who comprised nearly a third of the Brazilian population but held only 3 percent of state and federal elected positions.4 In this context, Marielle’s run was improbable; her staff predicted she would earn about seven thousand votes at best, eking out a respectable loss.


Instead, that October, she won nearly fifty thousand votes in a landslide, receiving the fifth-highest vote total of the fifty-one candidates elected and besting more than fifteen hundred others, due in part to outreach to marginalized populations and the overwhelming turnout of women voters. “People used to look at her and say, ‘She represents me,’” remembered Anielle Franco, Marielle’s sister. “‘That’s me right there in the public arena.’”5 Marielle’s election was a warning shot, signaling the growing power of women’s voices in Brazil and around the world—and threatening those desperate to preserve the status quo.
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The activism that fueled Marielle’s rise was ignited by the Brazilian #MeToo movement, which had begun back in 2013, long before the hashtag campaign was popularized in the United States, and had birthed a season of political activism known as the Women’s Spring.6 As in other countries, this new wave began online—sparked, in this case, by a twenty-eight-year-old journalist in São Paulo named Juliana de Faria.


Juliana had faced sexual harassment throughout her life, in childhood and in the workplace. But she could not persuade the newspapers or women’s magazines for which she wrote to publish stories on the topic. The editors—almost all white men—insisted that “women don’t want to read about these issues,” she recalled during an interview in a bustling coworking space in downtown São Paulo.7


Juliana disagreed. Like so many other women around the world, her experiences with sexual harassment and violence had shaped her life—what she wore, where she went, with whom she traveled and worked—and she knew the same was true for others in whom she confided. The first time she was harassed on the street by a man, walking home from a bakery, she was only eleven years old. To this day, she said, she can still feel the humiliation and distress. “He said things to me that you could never print in the paper,” she said, averting her eyes. “I was too young to fully understand what had happened, but I felt violated and I started to cry.” Upon seeing her tears, an older lady consoled her, but then laughed after learning what had happened. “Oh, dear, don’t be silly,” Juliana recalled her elder saying. “You should take it as a compliment.” Juliana understood then that she was expected to accept this behavior—from this man, from any man. She didn’t dare tell her family, for fear of condemnation.


Across Latin America, discrimination, harassment, and violence against women are endemic to machismo culture, and Brazilian women are particularly at risk: they face the highest incidence of femicide—the killing of a woman because of her gender—in the region, and one of the largest rates in the world. Legislators in Brasília only recently passed legislation, in 2006, recognizing all forms of violence against women as criminal, establishing special domestic violence courts, and opening shelters for abused women. The law was named for Maria da Penha, who was paralyzed after being shot by her husband in the 1980s and campaigned for twenty years for stronger legal protections.8 Despite the law, the cultural acceptance of discrimination against women has persisted, leaving women without recourse and often blamed for the violence and harassment they face.


Juliana became determined to challenge these norms, especially after reports began circulating on the internet in 2013 that a famous female TV presenter had been groped by a powerful director. Although the incident made the news, it was covered as a humorous story. “Lots of men were defending the guy,” Juliana recalled. They argued that “she was asking for it, because of what she was wearing—because she is the kind of woman you could do that to.” Those supporting the groper included not only harassers but also men Juliana respected professionally, who had wives and sisters and daughters but nevertheless defended this man. Juliana concluded that these men were not malicious—after all, she knew many of them—but instead simply didn’t appreciate how millions of women experienced such behavior. “They are not monsters,” she insisted. “They are the men of our society. We work with them, we are raised by them, we are friends with them.” In the face of continued rejection each time she tried to pitch an article on harassment, she resolved to find a different way to send a message to these men.


OEBPS/images/10.jpg





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






CONTENTS





		Cover



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Foreword



		Authors’ Note



		Introduction



		Chapter One Brazil: Sowing Seeds



		Chapter Two China: Small Fires



		Chapter Three Egypt and Tunisia: Two Revolutions



		Chapter Four Nigeria: Faithful Feminism



		Chapter Five Pakistan: Digital Justice



		Chapter Six Sweden: Uprising



		Chapter Seven Global Agenda: Protest into Progress



		Afterword



		Supporting Women’s Rights Globally



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Index













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/26.jpg





OEBPS/images/dot.jpg





OEBPS/images/38.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349015323.jpg
AWAKENING

#MeToo and the Global Fight
for Women'’s Rights

‘Awakening goes where no book has gone before.
Inspiring, insightful and profoundly moving, this book is
a must-read for women and men alike’

Hillary Rodham Clinton

Foreword by TARANA BURKE
Rachel Vogelstein & Meighan Stone





