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Abstract 
The #MeToo movement was a defining instance of online

feminist activism. How did algorithmic design intertwine with

psychological phenomena to shape the movement’s visibility

and impact? This paper interrogates the digital and

psychological dynamics of the #MeToo Movement employing a

conceptual and qualitative synthesis of existing research.

Drawing on concepts such as filter bubbles (Pariser, 2011),

confirmation bias, and emotional arousal in virality (Berger &

Milkman, 2012), the paper examines how social media

provided survivors with a platform for collective disclosure and

solidarity while simultaneously reinforcing polarised narratives.

It further investigates how algorithm-driven platforms like

Instagram, Facebook, and X (formerly Twitter) amplified

emotionally charged content, thereby both empowering and

retraumatizing survivors through metrics of affinity,

engagement, and recency. Juxtaposing the movement’s

creation of a politics of visibility with the dangers of algorithmic

curation, the paper highlights how digital infrastructures shape

public discourse. By analysing network-related reciprocal

disclosure (Gallagher et al., 2019) and partisan backlash such

as #HimToo, this work frames #MeToo as both: a

breakthrough in digital feminist solidarity and a cautionary tale

about the psychological and technological infrastructure that

governs contemporary online activism. 
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The #MeToo Movement
“And when that new day finally dawns, it will be because of a lot of magnificent women…

fighting hard to make sure that they become the leaders who take us to the time when

nobody ever has to say ‘Me too’ again.”

History is shaped by tipping points— moments when the unspeakable becomes 
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undeniable. #MeToo was one of them. Beneath its explosive rise lay a hidden

architecture: social media algorithms that amplified marginalized voices, psychological

mechanisms that turned perceived shame into online solidarity, and a disruptive force

so potent it rewrote the rules of accountability. This is how a hashtag became a

revolution. The quote borrowed from Oprah Winfrey’s Golden Globes speech in 2018

highlights how survivors of sexual assault worldwide decided to take matters into their

own hands. 

The phrase “Me Too” was first used on the Myspace social network by Tarana Burke in

2006, as a part of the campaign to promote ‘empowerment through empathy’ among

women of colour who have experienced sexual abuse, particularly within

underprivileged communities. She was inspired to use the phrase after being unable to

respond to a thirteen-year-old girl who confided to her that she had been sexually

assaulted. Burke later wished she had simply told the girl, “Me too.” 

 Eleven years later, it was popularised by Alyssa Milano, one of the activists and

actresses who accused Hollywood producer Harvey Weinstein of sexual assault. While

Burke’s phrase laid the groundwork, its transformation into a global phenomenon

required more than activist intent; it needed algorithmic amplification. She tweeted, “If

you’ve been sexually harassed or assaulted write ‘me too’ as a reply to this tweet.” 
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The phrase had been used more than 2,00,000 times by the end of the day and

tweeted more than 5,00,00 times by the next day. On Facebook, the hashtag was used

by more than 4.7 million people in 12 million posts during the first 24 hours. The

platform reported that 45% of users in the US had a friend who had posted using the

term. According to X (formerly Twitter), 1.7 million tweets with the hashtag were

recorded in the next ten days. Eighty-five countries reportedly had over a thousand

tweets posted on the hashtag. Sexual assault as a topic of discussion remains

stigmatised. Yet, a large number of people, especially but not exclusively women, 

 (Milano, 2017, X)
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It is important to note why and how this particular phrase started trending or became a

‘media hype.’ In 2016, Facebook had 1.55 billion active users who spent at least twenty

minutes every day reading the news on their feed. Social media giants such as

Facebook, X, WhatsApp, Snapchat, or Instagram act as places where breaking news,

media hypes and whispering campaigns are implemented.

With numerous stories floating every day, Facebook and X place their limitations and

restrictions on a piece of content that the particular user will be most interested in. This

is enabled through the algorithmic design. It is capable of forming divisive groups and

manipulating their reality through reinforcement. Facebook argues that without the

algorithm, an average user would see 1,500 to 15,000 stories in their feed. With the

growing amount of content pouring in, algorithms must filter the stories. This cuts

down to the 300 most relevant stories instead. 

Now, how does the algorithm determine what the user would be most interested in?

It is dependent on many factors, namely:

affinity: it measures the interaction between the user and the provider of content;

weight: the weight factor measures the engagement, judging by the number of

likes, shares, common photos, tags, and events;

decay: the delay between when a post was published and the user’s last login is

measured. 

Other indicators are: the type of content, potential for mass likes, user interest, content

quality, connection speed, and/or how long the user stopped scrolling through the

newsfeed to watch a post, even if they do not click the link to it (Allfacebook, 2016). An

average organic post reaches about sixteen per cent of its users, considering the

interplay of these elements (HubSpot, 2016).

All of these factors played a major role in how these numbers were achieved for the

#MeToo movement. Evidently, the social media algorithm and its user cannot be

viewed in isolation. The user decides how newsworthy or shareworthy a piece of

content is in their newsfeed. Shareability makes the content go viral and creates media

hype around a topic. 

Think of why you would share a post. Is it relatable? Does it evoke an emotion? Is it

educational, or does it have all of these qualities? 

The Algorithmic Design

Mediation Of Trauma Narratives

around the globe started actively engaging in this public discourse.
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Virality is partially driven by physiological arousal. Content that evokes high-arousal

emotions, whether positive or negative, is more likely to go viral. Sexual assault is

among the issues eliciting intense and complex emotional responses. 

 

Stigmatisation of the subject of sexual harassment acts as a tool of control to instil fear

in the minds of survivors. According to Alaggia (2005), the survivors’ feelings of

responsibility and experiencing victim-blaming, judgment, or dismissal make them

apprehensive of discussing the incident. In a qualitative study by Strauss and

colleagues, survivors mentioned “being triggered, being inundated with media

coverage and public narratives about sexual assault, burning out, and feeling

disillusioned and frustrated” when asked about their initial reactions and challenges

upon seeing the anti-sexual assault activism trend. 

Hence, strengthening the proposition that high-arousal emotions have a role to play in

virality. The crux of the movement was the self-disclosure by survivors. It frequently

prioritised the "who," "what," "where," "when," "why," and "how" of personal trauma

experiences for disclosure. Gallagher et al. (2019) analysed more than 1.8 million

#MeToo tweets and found evidence for a network-related reciprocal disclosure. This

meant that when a survivor self-disclosed, there were subsequently more disclosures

from their followers. A ripple effect, where one voice emboldened many. In this way,

the internet served not only as a megaphone but as a connective tissue between

survivors, uniting strangers through the shared experience of sexual harassment and

assault.

Yet, the movement’s digital momentum was not solely the result of raw human

connection. Behind every viral post or trending hashtag was an unseen set of

algorithmic decisions, quietly curating what content reached whom, and when. This

brings us to a deeper examination of how algorithms influence not only visibility but

perception of reality. The same platforms that enabled mass disclosure also quietly

filtered and amplified content according to opaque, algorithmic priorities. Users are

often unaware that their reality is being manipulated. One cannot see the algorithms

actively working, grant permissions to their mechanisms, nor see what they filter. 
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Eli Pariser (2011), in his book ‘The Filter Bubble: What The Internet Is Hiding From

You’ describes a phenomenon known as the “filter bubble.” He argues that users

always consume media based on their interests. Unfortunately, most consumers are

uninformed of the three dynamics brought by the algorithm:

1. Each user has their own filter bubble according to their specific preferences, leading

to a decisive separation amongst people.

Filter Bubbles, Echo Chambers and 

Polarisation
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2.  The metrics which create the ‘filter bubble’ are invisible, inaccessible and opaque to

the public. This makes us believe what we are seeing on Facebook/X/Instagram is

exactly what everybody else is also seeing.

3.  Thus, no one consents to enter the filter bubble. Personalised and relevant filters

approach the consumer without active consent.

According to Pariser (2011), it is difficult to recognise how biased the notion of ‘filter

bubble’ is while being in it. The filter bubble reinforces group dynamics on social media

as confirmation bias is further perpetuated. Users tend to be a part of groups with

which they agree and it segregates them from others without leaving a space for them

to discuss their own biases.

Additionally, the social media algorithm builds upon these dynamics. Del Vicario et al.

(2015) conducted a study that proved that exposure to selective content leads to the

formation of homogeneous echo chambers. These echo chambers of like-minded

people who agree with each other provide a breeding ground for the spreading of

certain pieces of information, ultimately creating media hypes.

Another key driver for the sharing of content, besides homogeneity, is polarisation.

Seeing the world in either black or white evokes intense emotions, which again plays

an instrumental role in reinforcing media hypes. People more willingly share content

which aligns with their pre-existing beliefs. Algorithms driven by metrics encourage the

user to read and solely discuss opinions they agree with. This content is shared with

like-minded peers in their cluster, who again evidently will ‘like’ or share the content

that originates from this cluster. They are being ignorant of the rest, but not willingly.

Yet for every algorithm that unites survivors, another sows division. This manifests

clearly in the ideological chasm between #MeToo and #HimToo. The latter was a

short-lived backlash to the movement, which aimed to support male victims of sexual

assault and against false rape allegations. #HimToo became popular during the Brett

Kavanaugh hearings. He was nominated in 2018 by President Donald Trump for

Associate Justice of the Supreme Court of the United States of America. Later, it came

to light that Christine Blasey Ford, Deborah Ramirez and Julie Swetnick had accused

him of sexual misconduct. The supporters of Donald Trump’s nomination used the

hashtag to largely portray men who were accused of sexual assault as victims of false

allegations. This iteration of the hashtag is indicative of “popular misogyny” since this

discourse of men’s rights emerges because of men’s injuries solely within a feminist

context (Banet-Weiser, 2018; Bratich & Banet-Weiser, 2019). 

The algorithm plays a role in how the perception of the two differs. It personalises a 

#HimToo Movement
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filter bubble only for you, which you are not aware of. Say, your friend shares a story

which contains #HimToo, and you are interested in the things your friend regards as

shareworthy. You might stop browsing to read the title or ‘like’ the post as it is in

concurrence with your belief. The algorithm takes note of this reaction and is driven by

the metrics to filter similar content for you. You will find more individuals who share

the same views. More headlines will report cases that support the world you picture

and fewer that do not. This leads to confirmation bias. Outlets that have a different

agenda than your filter bubble are not reported, even though they might be what the

media is currently discussing. 

This is how our social media and perception differ from others, and leads to

polarisation. We start to think of the world in two extremes. Similarly, this example

could be viewed from the standpoint of advocates of #MeToo. This is more damaging

than an unknown online audience can completely fathom. 

As Pariser argues, being in a filter bubble leads to the extinguishment of democracy.

Not only are we unable to see others’ point of view, but also get more enclosed in our

own (bubble). We are being offered parallel and separate schools of thought without

having an option to rely on shared facts. The political divide between #HimToo and

#MeToo supporters demonstrates how the interplay of filter bubbles, confirmation bias

leading to echo chambers, and deliberate dichotomy plays out. Hence, digital

algorithms reinforce misinformation. If it continues to not report opposing views and

only feeds the filter bubble, there may be no way out of the echo chamber. In fact, it

might be expanded. 

The #MeToo movement evolved within a digital ecosystem designed for glueing

eyeballs. In doing so, it revealed the ethical fragility of algorithm-driven activism. What

began as Tarana Burke’s grassroots mantra became a global reckoning not only against

perpetrators of sexual violence but also against the technological and psychological

systems that determine whose pain is amplified. This paper set out to examine how

algorithmic design, emotional arousal, and cognitive biases shape online feminist

mobilisation; the trajectory of #MeToo demonstrates precisely how these forces

converged. Confirmation bias in custom-made filter bubbles, dopamine-fueled

engagement with high-arousal content, and the catharsis of networked reciprocal

disclosure were subtly weaponised by platforms that prioritise attention over balance.

It must be noted that this analysis is limited by its reliance on secondary literature.

Future research might employ qualitative interviews, digital ethnography, or

computational analysis of platform behaviour to robustly demonstrate how algorithmic

infrastructures interact with the psychological mechanisms driving collective action. 

Conclusion 
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Such work is essential if we are to develop technologies that protect the integrity of

online activism while mitigating polarisation, retraumatisation, and misinformation.

In a world of nuance, social media architectures continue to push users toward

increasingly binary viewpoints—an outcome that is not incidental but structurally

embedded. If we are to harness the power of digital movements for lasting social

change, we must move beyond surface-level engagement. Demand transparency,

equity, and accountability not only from institutions but from the platforms that shape

contemporary public discourse. In an era where attention is monetised and truth is

filtered, reclaiming our narratives begins with reclaiming our awareness. If algorithms

control our revolutions, we must ask: who controls the algorithms?
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