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Aušra KAZILIŪNAITĖ 

Society’s Reaction to #MeToo: Self-Defense, Not Defense 

While the world was swept up by the #MeToo wave, and Lithuania was no exception. Here, 
encouraged by #MeToo, women started to publicly share their painful experiences. The first women 
were the ones who worked with the film director Šarūnas Bartas. Later, students of the Vilnius Art 
Academy spoke out about the inappropriate conduct of the painter and lecturer Jonas Gasiūnas. 
Afterwards, we heard the shocking behaviour of theatre director and lecturer Jonas Vaitkaus, who 
walked on all fours and ordered his female students to show him their “triangle.” All of these stories 
received big attention from the media and society. However, the majority of Lithuanian society gave 
their support to the accused men, not to the female victims. 

This majority defended the accused even though they did not know the details. They did not deny the 
testimonies or the behaviour of the accused, but they still tried to justify their actions. This was done 
not only by the fans of the accused, but also by people who heard the names of these artists for the first 
time during these scandals. People who had never been interested in the work of these men argued that 
the genius of famous artists was being unfairly challenged by insignificant girls, who, most likely, 
were doing it to become famous at the expense of the accused. 

Everyone followed the news articles, interviews, shows and discussions. Everyone had their own 
opinion. Most people joked about sexual violence and harassment. These disturbing stories and the 
desire to deny, to mock, to degrade them hovered in the air. I remember one of Lithuania’s most famous 
contemporary poets, now an elderly man, made a mockery of #MeToo at an  evening of readings at 
the National Theatre. The tickets were sold-out, the hall was full of people. The journalist who was the 
host of the evening asked the poet if he ever felt regret for not finishing his studies to become a director. 
The poet meditatively looked at the audience and said: “You know, I am glad that I did not become a 
director, because it would have happened to me like it happened to Šarūnas Bartas. But now – I am a 
writer – so I use violence against words.” The whole audience burst out laughing. 

The public’s defense of the accused soon turned into an accusation against the women who spoke out. 
I have written and spoken about this topic in several public debates, so people stopped greeting me in 
the normal way—instead of “Hi, how are you?”, they would say, “But why did she drink wine with 
him if she did not want sex?” Some of the more aggressive defenders of the accused triumphed when 
they found a picture on social media where one of the women was eating ice cream—this picture 
apparently proved that she “wanted it” (“Coquette! Coquette!”). Everything became more and more 
intense, and more and more absurd. 

From this reckless and savage defense, we can anticipate that it wasn’t defense at all: it was self-
defense. People were not defending the accused, but defending ingrained social practices. They were 
offended not by the testimonies, but by the possibility of exposing and condemning this type of 
behavior. By exposing and publicly condemning sexual violence, harassment, or discrimination by 
gender, a lot of people would be faced with the inevitability of seeing themselves in an undesirable 
light, while rethinking their own actions, actions that they believed to be normal. 
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The truth is that we live in a society in which most men constantly harass or even use violence against 
women. This is happening on such a massive scale that the majority of society considers it a normal 
occurrence. To question the normality of it would mean to question most people’s social and sexual 
habits. Men don’t want to feel like Aggressors and women don’t want to feel like Victims, therefore 
they massively rise up against the attempt to expose and condemn the sexist manifestations of 
psychological and physical violence. Essentially, to belittle the movement of truth-telling is an inert 
defensive reaction. 
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