BADASS WOMEN

“Why Isn't Evervone
Talking About This?”

ACTRESS, FILMMAKER, AND ACTIVIST
MARISKA HARGITAY ON GETTING JUSTICE
FOR VICTIMS OF SEXUAL ASSAULT

gotasense earlyonthat Law & Order: SVUand my
role on it were going to have more significance in
mylife than I'd initially anticipated. After I started
filming the first seasonin 1999, I was invited to
adinner for Mt. Sinai Hospital’s Sexual Assault
Violence Intervention program to honor [the show’s creator]
Dick Wolf. That was the first time I
heard the sexual-violence statistics
that to this day rock me back on my
heels: At some pointin herlife, onein
three women reports being physically
or sexually abused by ahusband or
boyfriend.Istarted doing the math
whenever I wasin a group of women,
and I'was just floored. And I thought,
“Why isn’t everyone talking about this?”

Iwaslooking for ways to respond, beyond
simplybeing outraged, soI decided tobecome
arape crisis counselor tolearn more. As Iwas
educating myself, SVUbegan airing. Almost
20years ago, the conversation around sexual
violence was very different, virtually
nonexistent,but I think the showhelped give
people permission to talk about it more openly. That’swhen I
started gettingletters from survivors, many of them saying,
“Your show saved my life. I've never told anyone this before.”

Iwanted to continue to build out myresponse, so I started
the Joyful Heart Foundation in 2004 to help survivors
healandreclaim theirlives. Akey element in that process
canbe the pursuit of justice. That’s why we’ve prioritized
the elimination of the rape-kit backlog, the hundreds of
thousands of untested kits sitting in storage facilities in
the U.S. Itis still one of the most shocking demonstrations
ofhow these crimes—and women—have beenregardedin
this country. We’re working toward passing comprehensive
legislation in all 50 states [to eliminate the backlog].

We are obviouslyin an unprecedented moment of cultural
change on theissue of sexual violence. I am so deeply grateful
for the courage of the women who have come forward, who
have made the world pivot. And I will always look up to the
heroesin this movement, like Gloria Steinem. This has
been atruly awe-inspiring display of strength in num-
bers—and the strength of collective outrage has brought
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about this hard-won time of change. We must continue to
move forward, fearlessly and relentlessly. I don’t want my
kids to growup in avictim-blaming culture.

Outrage is still avery potent source of fuel for me. At the
same time, I think that one of the manyreasons this change
issovitalis thatitwill ultimately make space for vulnerabil-
ity, which I consider a superpower, in both women and men.
Compassion and empathy toward survivors are vitalin this
process, now more than ever. You don’t need to be an expert
to make a difference—I’m not. There’s deep, transforma-
tional power in the act of bearing witness, in listening,.

Ithasbeenanincredible privilege to tackle these issues
on- and offscreen. It’s also been overwhelming at times,
but whenever things get difficult and I feel like I can’t do
something, I always hear my father asking me, “Why not?”
He’d always ask me that question when I was younger, and
itreally taught me that no one can ever tell me what I can
orcan’tdo. —AS TOLD TO SAMANTHA SIMON

In her documentary, I Am Evidence, premiering April 16 on
HBO, Hargitay sits down with sexual-assault survivors and
discusses the backlog of rape kits in the U.S. For more informa-
tionon her foundation, visitjoyfulheartfoundation.org.



