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PRAISE FOR TABOO


Hannah Ferguson is one of the most reliable, educated and qualified voices for young women in Australia. I’d read anything she writes. Taboo arms readers with the knowledge and language to question the status quo and, in turn, gives them the tools to make impactful change in their everyday lives. 
– Abbie Chatfield


Ferociously bright, fearless and funny – Hannah Ferguson is the voice we all need to shatter taboos and guide us towards a new truth. 
– Elizabeth Day


Taboo is an instant classic. Hannah Ferguson’s ability to bring humanity to every polarising conversation she contributes to is what sets her, and this book, apart. As political discourse becomes more and more fragmented, disrespectful and dogged, Hannah ploughs a new path. Her work is open, honest and examined, with a conviction in her beliefs that never borders on dogma. It’s a pleasure to watch her think, and it’s just as much a pleasure to read it, too. Everyone – yourself, your mum, your partner and your dog – needs to read this book! 
– Lucinda Price, aka Froomes


A confronting and cathartic exploration of our most intimate experiences, Taboo is another relatable and revolutionary read from one of Australia’s most important voices.  
– Bridget Hustwaite


Taboo is incredible. It shines light into every dark corner, every shame filled spiral, every curious whisper and secret you’ve ever held close. The kind of thing you want to make sure everyone from your best friend to your boss to that one uncle we all have reads. It’s fearless and true, astonishingly honest and poignant, searingly relatable in its specificity. Ferguson tells the kind of tales that will make you laugh out loud, make your brain explode from thinking in a new way and make your heart ache, possibly all in the same sentence. 
– Hannah Diviney










PRAISE FOR BITE BACK


An impressive and important piece of Australian literature. 
– Alex Dyson


In need of some sharp and insightful non-fiction for your holiday reading? Look no further than Bite Back 
– Fashion Journal


Hannah Ferguson’s thoughts on media literacy, reductive discussions of complex political and world ‘hot button’ issues and how to actually address them in a nuanced and impactful way should be mandatory reading for us all. 
– Her Canberra


[Hannah’s] bold ideas will inspire you to think, have hard conversations with family and friends and inspire social change. 
– Perth Now


[Bite Back] showcases many of the same daring feminist opinions, progressive perspectives and whip-smart humour that [Hannah’s] digital platform is celebrated for. 
– Primer


Essential reading for anyone interested in feminism, media and politics, Ferguson expertly captures the mood of younger millennials and Gen Z as they come of age. 
– WellRead
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Taboo contains material that may be distressing for some readers. These subjects range from sexual and domestic violence to disordered eating. Please read with care for yourself first and seek professional support if this content raises concerns for you.
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Taboo: noun


A social ban or avoidance of a subject based on a community’s belief that it is repulsive, offensive, sacred or exclusively for enjoyment and discussion by certain people. It is a pressure point, a prescription for how to behave in public. Taboos regulate our behaviour and ensure we do not cross the boundaries of social custom determined by those in power, to benefit them. Anyone who dares invoke it creates a powerful, often negative, reaction in those around them.




Taboo: reality


Any conversation that frays the fabric of patriarchy. A subject clouded in stigma that serves systems and institutions of power. The function of a taboo is to silence. It ensures you do not question the status quo. It requires you to remain in discomfort, for the continued comfort of men. It enforces the boundaries of shame, who feels it and why. Taboo is a silencer of truth, and therefore accountability. Taboo is a locked door, with change sitting on the other side. Subjects are not taboo; experiences that challenge the power structures upheld by straight, white, cisgender, able-bodied men are.




My Taboo Opinions




	Your romantic partner isn’t your best friend: that undermines the meaning and purpose of friendship.


	Sex is a mental act more than a physical one.


	Motherhood is taught as a calling, but it is foremost hard work.


	Getting botox isn’t a feminist act.


	Gossip is a valuable component of social connection.


	Women are most celebrated for ‘milestones’ that limit our independence. The social markers for heterosexual female success are the extent to which we centre men and children, not ourselves.


	We live in a culture obsessed with wellness, and yet we have never been more sick.


	Women proposing to men is not progressive or subversive, it is just women taking on the one thing men are expected to plan, execute and be vulnerable in during romantic relationships.


	Our obsession with anti-ageing insults the beauty of our mothers and grandmothers.


	We need to think less about ourselves; our fixation on our appearances is the patriarchy winning.


	In a heteronormative society where women have had our pleasure suppressed and it has been normalised to ‘tolerate’ sex with men, we must be intentional about seeking freedom in our sexuality, or we risk never truly finding it.


	Hating yourself is a form of internalised misogyny to be unlearned.


	Women work more hours than men; men have simply built an economic system that only values men’s contributions.


	Taboos are a mechanism used to make women feel shame about their bodies, stories and experiences.
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Introduction


T he first time I heard anyone talk about female masturbation was when I was fifteen. Yes, that is the first sentence of this book. I was at a birthday party, and the year was 2014. I was in grade ten and a group of girls in my year went for lunch at the Hog’s Breath Cafe in town. We dressed up to take heavily filtered sepia-toned Instagram photos over the chocolate cake topped with sparklers. Sixteen of them. The Snapchat puppy dog filter was in, and Taylor Swift was about to release 1989, the album that would catapult her to an entirely new tier of superstardom. Hog’s Breath was a staple birthday venue in our regional New South Wales town, Orange. I try to black out most of those years of my life, but two things I will never forget are (1) this story and (2) the $12.50 chicken caesar wraps and curly fries meal deal during the two-hour lunch session. 


On this particular rainy Saturday, twelve of us piled around one of the long wooden tables towards the front of the restaurant, which was decorated in what I would describe as a shed-chic aesthetic. Pinterest has never seen anything like it. After an hour and a half of debating which of our teachers was the creepiest, sharing screenshots of messages from boys we liked and checking who was listed as the top three best friends on every person’s Snapchat, we landed on the topic of masturbation. I had never done it, and I had never talked about it before. I remember looking down at my ankle boots, gold-zippered and scuffed, not wanting to make eye contact with any of the giggling friends who were offering up their thoughts in hushed voices. My cheeks began to burn as I dipped a chip in aioli, careful to chew for as long as I could and avoid eyes assessing my response. It was the first time in my life I had shut the fuck up. These girls were some of my closest friends. We knew boys in our grade did it, because they talked about it. They shared porn videos and blasted moaning noises through their phones and couldn’t make it through even one of our health and physical education lessons without being sent out, when all we were instructed to do was complete a worksheet matching contraceptives to their definitions. Boys would laugh or mock any mention of pads and tampons, but some encouraged each other to circulate nude images they had been sent by a girl they were talking to, or on one occasion a video that was non-consensually taken of their girlfriend performing a blowjob. These images made the girl ‘slutty’ in the eyes of many students and teachers. The boys who shared them were slapped on the wrist. Then the police were brought in to give a legal talk and that was that. I’m sure this was the cycle at many schools.


I wish I was about to describe a defining moment in friendship, one where girls who went to a conservative religious school that controlled every element of our uniform – from mandating knee-high socks, to teachers conducting random makeup-wipe swipes throughout the day, to compulsory calf-length skirts and attempting a ban on wearing hair ties on our wrists – had an open conversation about pleasure and our bodies. If I’d had the emotional maturity, this could have pivoted my entire perception of my body and my sexual understanding. But, of course, that isn’t what happened. Instead at least 70 per cent of the party attendants ostracised the two girls who had disclosed their experiences of masturbation to us. I honestly can’t remember if we decided to ostracise them in the moment, or privately afterwards. Regardless, we judged them and shamed them; I know I did. I nervously giggled that I would NEVER do that. Picking up the remnants of my wrap, shoving it into my face, I texted my mum that I would be ready to go in fifteen.


I went home and thought about the conversation for weeks. It prompted me to try masturbating for the first time. I learned more about my body in those weeks than in the years of lacklustre, uncomfortable sex ed my school offered; but those learnings didn’t stop me from telling my other friends, who hadn’t been invited to Hog’s Breath, about the conversation. I was not just shaming the two girls who had told me it was normal to want to feel pleasure; I was imposing that same stigma on others by spreading a lie I told myself day in day out: that masturbation was not normal. This is one of those stories that keeps me up at night, sitting with the realisation that the child in me hurt other children who were actually just so far ahead of me. The openness of those girls on that day was something I can still learn and benefit from even now. Children can be so mean. Mostly, we learn it from adults.


The truth about high school is that every person wants to be the cool one having sex, the ‘experienced’ and ‘awakened’ person who’s started early. They were the experts in something I couldn’t even fathom. As I walked my colour-coordinated binders to school, desperate to be just like them, to know the secrets they knew, I also remember thinking there was something boy-obsessed about it, something precious and clean that they had ruined. I felt inferior to them, and my internalised misogyny worked in overdrive to make me superior once more.


At this birthday party, which should have been a safe space for friends to share, we were so afraid to admit that we’d humped a pillow, listened to Michael Bublé on a plane (this was my sexual awakening at the age of nine – I cried because I was scared of that tingly feeling I didn’t understand), or used the tap in the bath to feel something.


For most of us at the table, instead of opening ourselves up to a new idea, our fear operated as a strong all-encompassing defence mechanism. My nervous system was activated, and I felt myself shut down. Heart racing, conversation closing. Collectively, we attempted to impose a standard on the girls who were unencumbered by this taboo. Our fear tried to work others into submission. 


Shame is an infection that the most insecure, the fearful, are all too desperate to share. Sometimes I wonder how having these conversations with my friends earlier could have helped me. I wonder how the girls who were brave enough to share felt after that moment. I reflect on all the shame-fuelled things I may have said that I cannot recall, of all the people I hurt when I didn’t know better than to shame girls and hate myself. In those moments my friends were not heard, seen or known. They were made to feel perverse, slutty, horny. These are the worst things women can be told they are.


Now, I look back and wish I got to be one of the girls who touched themselves. What would it mean for me now if I had been open and able to explore, feel and pleasure myself from a younger age? I do not know these women any more, but I hope it set them up to learn more about their own sexuality. I hope they will not look at me now and despise my current openness. It would be fair if they did. The fact is: they helped me progress at, perhaps, a significant cost to themselves.


A few years later, when I was twenty-one, I started to engage in a pattern of getting really drunk and talking to everyone at parties and in club toilets about vibrators. I was an absolute menace. I should have printed pamphlets and business cards because, for a period of time, it was what I became known for. Watch out for Three-Drink Ferg: you’ll have a clit-sucking orgasm machine added to your cart in less than sixty seconds. I didn’t discriminate, either; men would have their card tapped for a partner’s gift and women would be exploring what to add to their collections in equal measure. It was like a Tupperware party no one had asked to attend. People mocked me and said that I should have been given an affiliate discount code, so succinct and consistent was my pitch. It wasn’t just because I was more compelling than a shopping channel infomercial presenter trying to sell you a bedazzled casket before 8am. I think the only time I witnessed women and men having open conversations about pleasure was when alcohol was involved.


But I hadn’t escaped my inner fifteen-year-old self entirely. I would wake the next day and be so ashamed of myself that I would regularly not leave my bed until 7 or 8pm. I would sit down in the shower and call myself a pervert. I would tell myself I was disgusting. It was genuinely that bad for at least two years. I used alcohol consumption as a way to let go of control. As an intense, highly strung eldest child who dedicated much of her life to being impressive on paper and receiving applause, drinking was a way to my authentic self without the limitations of shame and fear. My bodily response when the effects wore off was the chemical restoration of those anxieties: it was shame in overdrive. I had ripped off the boundaries of a taboo like a bandaid, and when I came to, the discomfort tripled.


I was trying desperately to be vulnerable, but without doing it authentically. I was being forcibly, overly open without boundaries, not respecting myself enough to do so unless I was inebriated. I was having conversations when other people were drunk and who may not have wanted to hear about the thirteen settings the palm vibrator on my bookshelf had.


The positives of my openness were clear, in spite of this. Now I think more kindly about what I actually did: get groups of women to talk about and invest in their own sexual pleasure. I ultilised the comfort and safety and permission of lowered inhibitions to share what I had learned in my own life: that pleasure can change your relationship with your body, with sex and with yourself. I wanted to tell my friends, but I just couldn’t do it without getting drunk.


These conversations led to people I love feeling safe to disclose their abortions for the first time. The men in my life were able to ask how to incorporate vibrators into their partnered sex lives. I hated myself for what I said and did, yet the response I was getting showed me I needed to do this sober – that sex and pleasure were things people wanted to talk about, and that they were excited to have a space where they could explore the subjects free from judgement.


Fast forward four years and I’ve made my own vibrator. I have helped develop an accessible sex toy and a set of intimacy cards for destigmatising conversations between sexual partners, and to use during solo pleasure. I went from denying, to talking, to owning, to promoting, to reviewing, to producing a product. It took me seven years to go from shaming someone to feeling shame to destigmatising it. I don’t want people to have to go through this process. I want women to be born into comfort. My sister, who is seven years younger than me, got her first vibrator before she was even the same age as me when I attended that fateful birthday lunch at the elegant Hog’s Breath. She called me to do an unboxing, holding it up to the speaker so I could listen to the different settings. That is the disintegration of taboo.


Shame is a lie I tell myself, one I believe. That I am bad. That I am unworthy of love. That a thought or a behaviour or a belief or an action makes me fundamentally wrong. When we fail to challenge these beliefs, we submit to a rulebook written for us but not for our benefit.


Writing this book, I hope, will allow me to invalidate the lies I have believed about my body, my relationships and my work to date. I hope that you too identify the narratives you tell the world each and every day and begin rewriting them as needed. I want to explore what the world could be like for women if we didn’t feel smothered by the hand of patriarchy – if we were not so worn down by opposition that we became agreeable and began to believe in our own inferiority.


What I’m describing is exhausting: fighting the language and the shame and the undermining at every turn. A taboo is, in many ways, a failed connection. It is rejecting a bid for conversation because of discomfort. Every time you say how you feel, you are dismantling a stigma that’s working to dehumanise you. I’m inviting you instead to sit in discomfort and consider the small ways we, as women, have allowed ourselves to be shamed out of joy and honesty. Because we are the taboo. Our experience is what is being regulated. According to patriarchy, stating the problem makes you the problem. I have built a career from explaining to people how the media utilises language to distort our understanding of politics, law and power. But how has the language of womanhood, and the absence of it, defined and slowed the fight for equality?


X


I am exhausted by women’s secrecy around our bodily functions, yet I remain so ashamed of so many parts of myself. Knowing something intellectually does not equate to being emotionally able to process it. I still have an eating disorder. I remain uncomfortable talking about money and am still struggling to value myself outside work. I am tired of being called ‘antimen’ for telling women they deserve better than a boyfriend who cannot find the bread in the pantry or make a booking for a date but expects a blowjob every second day. I want to know why it’s acceptable that my uncle wished my partner luck and informed him I was ‘a big handful’ the first time they met. I will probe my grandfather for asking me if I’m having children, but not checking whether it’s in my brother’s plans. Pornography taught me how to scream, how to fake an orgasm but not how to ask for consent, use protection or experience pleasure. I feel more shame for responding ‘That’s not okay,’ at the dinner table than my family member does for saying women accusing men of rape just ‘regret’ sex the day after.


But we know it isn’t just men. Just as often it is women who have made me feel small. It is me who has beaten me down most. I wonder how many experiences of their own shame, silencing, objectification and belittling it takes for women to turn on each other. At what point did it become easier for some mothers and grandmothers and aunties and colleagues to decide, consciously or not, to help patriarchy flatten our womanhood, instead of leaning further into it? How would I feel about myself, my body and my brain if the world valued women? What would my life look like if the world was able to hold space for women’s experiences and worked to accommodate instead of control them?


The existence of taboos has allowed language to control us. Words are a powerful stimulus: they can increase our tolerance for discomfort or create a nuclear explosion at a house party. Taboos have silenced women’s experiences, stories and knowledge-sharing. This book explores some of the experiences I’ve had that I believed at the time were entirely my own. I have been terrified that they made me less of a woman, a failed feminist and alone in my body and mind. By sharing them, I rid them of the power to isolate me.


Is sex taboo? Because presidents have no trouble boasting about grabbing women by the pussy. Men are more than happy to discuss their body counts, to talk about fucking and nailing and banging and finishing. Taboo enters the chat when clitoral stimulation, strap-ons, scissoring, period sex and vibrators do.


Money, I’ll argue, isn’t actually taboo, either. When we say money is an ‘off-limits’ subject, we are not expecting male entrepreneurs to feel uncomfortable dishing their salaries, their investment portfolios or mansplaining how the economy works. Male wealth is allowed to be aspirational. Women should thrive in silence, because our ‘nice things’ are considered frivolous and unnecessary. We are not allowed to earn large amounts of money, which threatens men who believe they are meant to be the ‘breadwinners’. Nor are we to have money and be visibly wealthy, or to ask for more of it confidently in professional settings (that’s before we even touch on cascading taboos, like the experience of women negotiating child support with men).


Is religion taboo? Or is institutional child sexual abuse committed by male clergy a concealed epidemic? Are we uncomfortable with death? Or are we a patriarchal society lacking the emotional intelligence and mental-health infrastructure to help people communicate and process their grief?


These are just some of the conversations we rarely have, and which I believe we must approach now. And yes, a twenty-five-year-old writing a book about navigating modern womanhood sounds unexpected. But is it ridiculous that a young person would have things to say about a wellness culture that has tried to convince her she feels bad all the time because she has high cortisol levels, not because the world around her is burning? Is it absurd that a young woman who has amassed a following of more than 130,000 people would be confident enough to explore conversations around bodies, dating culture and the future of women’s labour? Could it be just a fantasy that people would want to buy a book whose author does not claim to have the answers but wants to provoke the questions we are not asking about motherhood, contraception, ‘having it all’ and female friendship? I have never had the solutions, but I have the stark naivety – scratch that – bravery to start the conversations no one feels ready to have.


I do not feel equipped to talk about the decision to become a parent, and I have no clue what going through menopause is like. I am not pretending to know, but there’s a reason I do not. While our conversational capacity around women’s health and reproductive experiences has grown significantly, patriarchy still does not want us to access this information at an early age, if ever. Many women continue to suffer in silence, to minimise their pain and to seek information only once they are in the throes of pregnancy, menopause, infertility, polycystic ovary syndrome and more. Women’s health is not an area of proactive education, but of post-diagnosis confusion and obsession.


As a generation Z woman, the world often tells me what I am before I am able to define it myself. It is a tale as old as time. Radical. Different. Unappreciative. Too woke. Subversive. These words splinter us from other women not only through the Murdoch media, but in conversations I’ve had with millennial, generation X and baby boomer people in my life. In all likelihood, the women reading this who are not part of my demographic will have made assumptions and applied stereotypes to us, as we have to them. The headlines and social media trends categorising me and my fellow gen Zs are designed to ostracise and alienate us from the experiences of those before, to ensure the waves of feminism never feel capable of crashing together to shore. While my experiences are innately my own, I hope to offer perspectives that have the energy and the potential to branch into new territory of questions, privileges and niches that still remain somewhat uncharted, a future that has been supported by the women who came before us.


You may not agree with me, but I’ll try my best to show you how I’ve ended up on the path I currently walk. If you wince at my age, if you cringe at my thought processes and judgements with the insight of being further into your life than me – I understand. But I want to ask why things had to be so hard for you. I want to ask on behalf of my generation how we ensure that does not continue. Sometimes, naivety is a key ingredient of change. My lack of understanding says: that does not make sense. It shouldn’t have been that way for you, and I do not want it to be that way for me. I shouldn’t have to ‘tolerate’ or ‘endure’ sex with my partner. I do not need to spend in excess of $50,000 on a wedding to ‘legitimise’ my relationship. Why is having children the default? And are we capable of talking openly and honestly about the roads we regret not taking?


I hope this book is one giant fucking problem for men, for patriarchy and for the continued existence of taboos. I want you to be more difficult, more inconvenient and more uncomfortable than before you read it. I want you to challenge the status quo and break the uncomfortable silence you’ve been sitting in. In a review of Greta Gerwig’s billion-dollar feminist film, Barbie, Dr Simon Longstaff narrows in on the central message of the film that so many missed:


How many of us consciously embrace our humanity – and all of the implications of doing so? How many of us wonder about what it takes to become fully human? Gerwig implies that far fewer of us do so than we might hope … Instead, too many of us live the life of the dolls – no matter what world we live in. We are content to exist within the confines of a box; to not think or feel too deeply, to not have our lives become more complicated as when happens when the rules and conventions – the morality – of the crowd is called into question by our own wondering.


In this book I’m not shaming women or hating men: I’m asking you to explore what could exist if we fight to step outside of the box’s confines. I do not want to be prescriptive: I want to invite wonder.


It is taboo for women to say we do not want to have casual sex. It is taboo to enjoy casual sex without strings or emotions. It is taboo to exist in your body comfortably, without positive or negative feelings about it. It is taboo to choose something for yourself without consulting, seeking advice from or considering others. It is taboo to succeed. To choose not to have children. To not want to get blind drunk every Saturday night because you’d prefer to lie on the couch with a warm drink and your favourite socks on. To ask for more. To like yourself and not question it. It is taboo to want to talk about your experience of being a woman.


These are the conversations we’ve missed.
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1


Body




What I Would Tell My Fifteen-Year-Old Self About Her Body




	Do not go on the pill just to manage acne: it is going to do damage in the process of clearing your skin.


	You are memorable because of your height. It intimidates exactly the kind of man you want to intimidate. Stop hunching. You are unforgettable.


	Pee after sex straight away, every single time.


	You will look back on photos from six months ago and think you were ‘so much prettier then’. You will do this every six months for all of eternity if you do not start believing that you are beautiful as you are now.


	Preventative botox isn’t a thing, so stop opening your wallet to an industry that hates you.


	If a doctor isn’t listening to you, go to another one.


	Do not focus on making physical changes to yourself: focus on your mental health to help you embrace your physical self as it is.


	Do not focus on how your body looks during sex: focus on how your body feels during sex.


	Track your menstrual cycle: it helps make sense of EVERYTHING.


	Do not put soap inside your vagina: it cleans itself.


	You queef in specific sex positions and it is really funny, not disgusting.


	Pain during sex isn’t normal. I wish we’d spoken to a health professional much earlier than we did.


	Stop straightening your hair so much: it is damaging, and it is not you.


	You have generalised anxiety disorder which isn’t diagnosed for another six years, though you thought you were just a stressed and efficient parentified eldest child who placed her value in productivity. Talk to someone about this earlier.


	It isn’t normal to feel like you are going to get in trouble all the time: your nervous system is in overdrive.


	Clean your belly button, babe.


	Your sister is watching you so be careful how you talk about yourself.


	Unfortunately, exercise, routine, sleep and good nutrition do make you feel your best.


	You drink to escape yourself and to feel comfortable having sex. It will always make you feel worse.


	Do not spend a mortgage on a skincare routine, but wear sunscreen every day.












Taboo 1:
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Beauty, Body Image and the Pursuit of Eternal Youth




I am the right amount of pretty, thin and privileged to be tolerated. I think about this a lot as someone in a public-facing job. Much of my success is due to the fact that I am white, tall and educated. My future success closely depends on my ability to ensure I am the right balance of funny and intelligent, attractive but not too attractive. I am safe as the ‘girl next door’. Not wealthy, but also not living in poverty, which invites a distinct kind of judgement and stereotyping. Be likeable. Be thin, but don’t flaunt it. Be pretty, just enough. As a young woman existing on the internet, my choice of what not to post is more important than what I do share. I make conscious choices every time I post to ensure I am more often barefaced and pimply than made over and styled. For the first year or two of Cheek, this was simply accidental. It was and is my authentic approach. But as my following, and the scrutiny that comes with that, has grown, so has my strategy and calculation regarding how I appear, when I disappear and why. Sometimes, it’s plain exhaustion. Mostly, it’s to manage oversaturation, so I don’t become annoying or unlikable. If I look hot or try hard to look pretty, am I perceived as detaching from the mission I actively fight for? I am purposeful with how I dress, because I know what accompanies the social branding of being sexualised.


Do I care about all of this too much? Yes, of course, and that’s patriarchal in nature. But if I don’t consider the responsibility I hold, it may also be the thing that isolates the people who once connected with me. Existing as a woman, and particularly as a feminist woman, is precarious. This is my experience, but I believe it is also how we have been trained to perform by social media. Every person with an Instagram account feels compelled to present their personality, their appearance, their body, their decisions, their views and their lifestyle in a way that has a positive impact on those who follow them. Whether those followers actually value the poster’s opinion or are even current friends is a moot point. Consciously or not, we understand social media as a tool for self-expression and representation. In Elle Hunt’s piece ‘Everyone’s so intolerant online. Am I right to stay silent?’ she discusses Africa Brooke’s book, The Third Perspective.
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