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A note from the author

This is a book about online misogyny that often reflects my personal perspective as a straight, white, middle-class, cis woman. Intersectionality plays a substantial role in how women and marginalised genders experience online harms, and while I’ve done my best to represent the experience of all women and marginalised genders, there are some aspects of online misogyny that I do not have the room to explore. A heads up: I talk about men a lot. When doing so I am inevitably generalising to an extent to reference straight, cis men, although I believe all men have a responsibility to engage in the conversation on gender-based violence, alter their own behaviours and beliefs and play a role to help end the pandemic of misogyny women are experiencing.

For the protection of people’s privacy, some names included in this book have been changed. These are marked with an asterix (*).

Trigger warning: this book discusses topics like sexual assault, sexual harassment, misogyny, racism, transphobia and other types of violence and discrimination.




Introduction

I have always been acutely aware of my female identity and the vulnerability that is handcuffed to it. One of my earliest memories is being seven years old and watching the news unfold on the television of the abduction and murder of Sarah Payne. The image of her red school jumper and blunt fringe that reflected mine is etched into my childhood. There followed years of rolling news reports of young girls just like me, whose lives were brutally cut short by male violence – Holly and Jessica in their Manchester United football kits; Milly Dowler standing behind an ironing board – their faces were printed in newspapers and stored away neatly in my mind’s filing cabinet, shaping the way I learnt to exist in a world where I was told my life was in danger, simply because I was a girl. I sprinted home from my friends’ houses fleeing the cloak of darkness that fell on my street as the lights went out. I grew a fear of white transit vans. I discovered my key doubled up as a weapon. The threat of misogyny is knitted into the threads of girlhood; it’s danger ever present in our adolescence.

This danger has mutated over the years from the pavement to pixels, with the invention of the internet creating a weapon of mass exploitation for men to harm women. As a girl who grew up alongside the social media revolution, I was heckled by the boys in my school about my developing body and called jailbait by the older men in my community, while also facing sexual harassment on Habbo Hotel and being flashed by grown men on Chat Roulette. The smart phone opened my eyes to sexting, and the public spread of my intimate, private photos made me want to sew them shut.

We are a generation that lives our lives permanently online with almost 7 billion smart phones worldwide. From ordering taxis and finding dates, to keeping up with friends and buying our groceries, there is no escaping the digital realm and the connections that come with it. But the development of this digitised world has created new avenues of abuse, exposing women and girls to unprecedented levels of online misogyny that is leaving lasting, real-life harm. Hundreds of thousands of women are falling victim to deepfake AI technology that strips their clothes and inserts them into porn scenes without their consent. Each day, there are millions of intimate images changing hands in online forums uploaded by men who do not have permission to post them. Schoolgirls’ inboxes are filled with unsolicited dick pics and the comments section of women’s posts sharing their pain are overrun by men who boast ‘Your body, my choice.’ Misogyny not only exists in every corner and cross-section of women’s lives online, but it is being actively encouraged and rewarded by some of the web’s most influential characters. When women can’t post about their successes on X without receiving rape threats or upload a fun YouTube video without facing sexual harassment, it infringes on our human rights to freely partake in the digital world that modern society is built upon.

As too many women and girls will know, this dangerous behaviour does not remain exclusively online, with the entitlement over women’s bodies stretching outwards into our physical worlds. We’ve reached a crossroads where things desperately need to change to enable a safe and equal digital existence for women and girls. At the same time, we must prevent generations of men and boys from being radicalised by internet algorithms and bad characters to despise half the population.

This book calls out the extreme misogyny that is playing out online in a variety of forms, mutating with the rapid development of technology and a shift in the social acceptance of sexism in modern times, where a desire to rewind gender equality thrives. Each chapter provides an insight into a different strand of online misogyny and concludes with a handy toolkit that you can use to better protect yourself from the dangers that exist in the digital world.

MISOGYNY


Definition: Hatred, contempt for or prejudice against women and girls. Typically, but not exclusively, exhibited by men.



I have been investigating online misogyny and the manosphere (a collection of online men’s communities that promote sexism, misogyny and anti-feminist beliefs) since 2020. It was during an investigation for BBC Three that year that I discovered the true scale of image-based sexual abuse I had been subjected to. I found my intimate images advertised on escorting sites, learnt that my identity was being used to extort money from men on dating apps and saw my nudes promoted under the banner of ‘rape fantasies’. The discovery of the manosphere radicalised me. For so many years, I had carried the shame of sexualisation and objectification like a weighted cross on my back, while thousands of men exploited my body without any consequences. And I wasn’t the only one: in these forums, millions of other women had their bodily autonomy taken from them by anonymous usernames who relished their pain. I needed answers. Who are these men? Why do they think it’s okay to act like this towards women? And why are they being allowed to get away with this extreme misogyny online?

In the UK, police chiefs and the government have declared violence against women and girls an epidemic, and are facing calls to treat extreme misogyny as terrorism. Seventy-seven per cent of 11–21-year-old girls and young women experienced online harm in 2024, with a rise in the number of girls and young women seeing unwanted sexual images and facing cyberstalking. Girls as young as seven report seeing more harmful ‘rude and mean’ content than three years ago, and 59 per cent fear artificial intelligence being used to create fake images of them or impersonate them online. Black women are more likely to experience online abuse and be a victim of cyberflashing than white women, with Glitch’s Digital Misogynoir Report finding 20 per cent of social media posts were highly toxic towards Black women. The threat of harms, such as image-based abuse, doxing, cyberflashing, catfishing and physical threat, is felt strongly and disproportionately by women. The online sphere has become a cesspit of sexism for women and marginalised genders, where misogyny and white supremacy is intricately intertwined.

With the rise in popularity of male content creators whose business plan is centred around misogyny and racism, we are facing the total erasure of women’s rights to a digital citizenship. Young men are being radicalised by ‘masculinity influencers’ and social media algorithms that push the idea that the answer to the ‘masculinity crisis’, which questions the blueprint of manhood, is to restrict women’s rights, time-travelling back to a conservative ideal of ‘trad-wives’ and ‘alpha-males’. Ah, the good old days, where marital rape was legal and women whose sexuality was considered ‘deviant’ or ‘abnormal’ were lobotomised.

We cannot underestimate the tyranny that can be caused in a world governed by new-age media and digital agencies that have the ability to broadcast live into the bedrooms of young men and boys across the globe. A handful of far-right mouthpieces take the helm (or a podcast microphone) and the information they spout goes unchecked, unregulated and regurgitated by boys in classrooms up and down the UK.

As women, we are truly up against it. Every single mainstream and fringe social media platform was founded by a man: Facebook, Instagram, X, TikTok, Telegram, Snapchat, YouTube, WhatsApp, Discord, 4Chan and Reddit. All but one still has a man at the helm. Perhaps surprisingly, out of those listed it is X which has a female CEO in Linda Yaccarino, but with owner Elon Musk serving as chairman and chief technology officer it’s difficult to see how much influence she will have over the richest man in the world.

Hateful content like misogyny, sexism and racism creates division and outrage, which then sparks engagement. The more controversy, the more clicks, the more cash for digital platforms. How do we convince tech bros who hold the keys to the cyber kingdom to put women’s rights before their wallets? Their role in combatting digital harms is substantial, but stamping out online misogyny will be a collective effort.

When misogyny plays out online, we’re supposed to accept it’s all part of the digital experience – like it or lump it, with reports of police telling women to stay offline and delete their social media accounts if they don’t want to be sexually harassed. Our physical and digital lives are seen as two separate entities and identities. This provides an excuse to quickly forgive, or ignore altogether, the harmful, toxic behaviours that women experience ‘only online’. But what if I proposed to you the radical notion that we are not independent of our online behaviours, and that a perpetrator displaying dangerous attitudes and beliefs online is likely to be acting on these traits in the physical world too?

If you thought feminism has ‘gone too far’, trust me – you’ve only just seen the warm-up lap. It is more important than ever for women to stand up for our basic human rights to access the streets and surf the web without fear. We are up against computer-generated algorithms designed to outsmart humans and 24-hour live streams that are brainwashing young men to hate women. But it’s not too late to save humanity. It is time to strap in, swot up and secure your social media accounts.

I hope this book can be a wake-up call to educate both women and men on the extreme misogyny and vitriol that is playing out online and arm you with a practical toolkit to help combat the challenges of sexism you may face in your online and offline world. I should tell you now that it is a heavy read; it includes my deeply personal experiences of having my consent taken away from me more times than I have been taken on dates. I dive deep into the black waters of the manosphere to expose the monsters that lie beneath and bring their depravities to the surface. I unpack masculinity and misogyny with the experts and sit down with brave victim-survivors to share their stories in the hope of inspiring you to join the fight against online misogyny and reclaim ownership of your digital footprint.

Women are not the sole victims of the patriarchy and we can’t fix these problems alone. Men must join the conversation on gender-based violence and learn of the things they need to unlearn, to create a safer, healthier and more equal reality – online and offline – for all.

With men being radicalised in online spaces, it’s time for women to be radicalised too. Radicalised into action, galvanised to demand better from the men who have gotten away with hateful, sexist behaviour for far too long. As the old saying goes, knowledge is power, and we have to know our enemy if we’re going to stand a chance at defeating them.
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CONSENT

Leave no room for blurred lines

‘Sexual autonomy is the foundation of sexual freedom and empowerment’
Jaclyn Friedman and Jessica Valenti

The six of us claimed our seats around the wooden table, our cheeks flushed with prosecco and the heat from the brick barbecue we had taken turns to tend outside our cabin. We exchanged pleasantries and potato salad before the casual conversation turned to a girl we knew from our hometown who had recently reported a historic sex crime to the police. The coal-kissed sausages made their way down the table amongst the breezy comments of how the accused ‘wasn’t the only one’ and how ‘they were all at it back then’. We could’ve been mistaken for a group of elders at a W.I. meeting, reminiscing on how we’d cheekily pinch penny sweets from the corner shop. In reality, we were a group of young women whose frontal lobes were only just fully developed, grappling with the unnerving realisation of all the wrong-doings we now recognised from the men in our past.

I took another swig from my glass and felt the bubbles climb up my throat, awakening the word vomit that had been curdling inside all evening: ‘I remember waking up and he was on top of me.’

My ears tuned in to the gristle of the burnt meat between my friends’ teeth in the silent seconds that hung over us before Katy* timidly offered her comfort. ‘I remember you telling me about it in school the next day and I didn’t say anything. It was just normalised back then.’

Her words wet my eyes, turning the plate of food in front of me blurry while my fork tried to find something to scoop into my mouth and form a physical barrier that would stop any more secrets from spilling out.

I hadn’t spoken with anyone about that incident since my school days and over the next 15 years, I brushed off jokes made at my expense, each time battling internally with the lack of consent on that cheap cider-fuelled night as a young teenager and the alternative story that had somehow circulated amongst my peers. And yet hearing Katy say how she remembered the uncertainty I felt following that night granted me a sense of validation I had never realised I was searching for. It healed a loose thread inside that I’d been silently concealing for so long, tying a knot that ended the doubts and blame I’d placed on myself for all these years – I wasn’t going crazy, I did not consent. Katy and I comforted each other with the acknowledgement that we were just children back then and weren’t mature enough to understand how society had conditioned us to brush-off non-consensual behaviour.

My friend Soph* raised her glass, pressing it against her lips as she inhaled a large gulp of wine. ‘Well, you remember what happened to me that time at uni . . .’

One by one, we took our turn to trauma-dump through mouthfuls of crisps and dip, awkward laughter and tears, recalling all the times we’d had our consent taken away from us by men in our lives. Some of them strangers, others, friends. Sometimes physically, other times through our phones and the online world. These experiences that were forced upon us lingered in the basement of our minds like thick dust on a kitchen skirting board, waiting to be blown away by the freeing words exchanged between best friends.

‘It’s fucked up, really,’ I shrugged. The girls nodded in agreement and stuffed more garlic bread into their cheeks. Nothing else needed to be said.

‘I’ll grab another bottle.’



There is a saying that every woman has a story of sexual harassment, abuse or assault, while no man seems to know the men who carry out these attacks. I have spoken with women who I love and exchanged stories with women that I have just met, collectively bonding over the one thing that tied us all together: male violence. Each day, women across the globe have their consent stripped from them through physical assaults, verbal abuse, coercive control and digital acts that reflect the deep-rooted sexism and misogyny that continues to thrive in our society.

It’s getting home with him and feeling your whole body clam up, the alcohol hitting you as you look on through glassy eyes at the generic New York taxi poster on the wall and decide to ‘go along with it’ because changing your mind seemed too risky. It’s rolling over in bed after repeatedly telling your boyfriend you’re not in the mood only to feel an uncomfortable poke in your back before eventually giving in because you don’t want to argue, again. It’s having to lie to the man at the bar that you’ve got a boyfriend because men respect the boundaries of a fictitious man more than the physical woman standing in front of them. It’s finding out that the nude photo you sent to the guy you’re dating has made its way to the lads’ group chat. Or how his dick pic has landed in your Instagram DMs when you don’t even know his name.

I have to start this book on the subject of consent because it exists at the very heart of women’s rights and our bodily autonomy. The question of consent encompasses all of my experiences with men; its necessity, its absence and in too many cases its total disregard to the outcome of my answer.

In the UK, 94 per cent of survivors of rape or attempted rape are women, while 98 per cent of adults arrested for sexual offences are men. From 1 July 2023 to 30 June 2024, 69,184 rapes were reported to police with charges being brought in just 2.7 per cent of cases; the conviction rate is even lower than this. Even if you’ve been sucked into manosphere conspiracy theories that will argue that women often falsely accuse men of rape,1 I truly doubt anyone seriously believes that 97 per cent of rape allegations are lies.

I find it deeply troubling that false allegations have become the leading concern for many men in the conversation about rape, and not the startling reality that tens of thousands of rapists are walking free. If less than 3 per cent of murder cases ever saw a charge, I’m sure there would be an outcry about a criminal justice system that was failing to keep the public safe, with the threat of thousands of serial killers potentially roaming the streets forcing people into lockdown. Well, that is the reality now for the victims of rape who are shamefully failed by a system that, for many complex reasons, does not seem to work for cases of sexual abuse.

Women are 27 times more likely to experience harassment online

Meanwhile, in cyberspace, a large-scale review by the European Women’s Lobby on the state of online violence and harms against women and girls found women are 27 times more likely to experience harassment online, with 9 million girls having experienced some form of online harm before they are 15 years old. A report by the University of Exeter discovered three out of four victims of intimate image abuse are women, with their private images being shared without their consent.

Our understanding of the boundaries of consent and the need for them – or lack of them – in our physical world translates to our digital lives. If we are living in a world where an absence of sexual consent is widely overlooked offline then it should be no surprise when these behaviours begin to play out online too, with women and girls being forced to face the disastrous consequences. The online space is not only a mirror to our offline beliefs, but a demonstration of the capabilities of human behaviour when it is allowed to exist under the cloak of anonymity and go widely unchecked and underregulated. So it’s hardly surprising that opportunities for abuse abound. To put it frankly, what we are witnessing is misogyny in a whole new dimension.

The rapid development of the online world means that it’s easier than ever to rob a woman of her consent and thousands of men are logged on, ready and willing to do so. From the creation of sexually explicit deepfakes and the sharing of private nudes to stealing images of adult content creators to extort other men for cash and the distribution of women’s private information in dodgy forums for the thrills – the deeply troubling reality is that a woman’s consent is not seen as necessary in the digital world.

Are men overlooking the need for consent in the digital sphere due to a genuine failure to understand what it means at its most basic? Or are we seeing centuries of male entitlement over women’s bodies mutate into pixel form?

Back to basics: what do we understand about consent?

Often, when we hear the word consent, we might think only of physical, sexual consent, but the need to explicitly give someone our permission to do something exists in all areas of our lives and is something that most of us do daily.

CONSENT


Definition: Explicit agreement or permission given to someone, or for something to happen.



When I was an assistant producer working in TV production, one of my tedious but most important tasks was to ensure all contributors signed consent forms that confirmed they were happy to be featured on screen. I’ve lost count how many times while researching for this book I’ve had to click the ‘consent’ button on website pop-ups about cookies, caches and data. If you’re admitted to hospital, you have to give consent for the treatment you are going to receive. If you have a child, you have to give their school consent for them to include their photo in any social media posts. We get our videos swiftly muted on TikTok for using an artist’s song against copyright laws – i.e., rules to stop you using someone’s art without them allowing you to do so. As a society, we understand consent across so many different areas and circumstances, but when it comes to bodies – especially female bodies – confusion seems to reign.

SEXUAL CONSENT


Definition: When someone agrees by choice to sexual activity, and has the freedom and capacity to make that choice. It can be given for one activity but not another, and can be withdrawn at any time.



A 2024 report by the Crown Prosecution Service highlighted young people’s worrying misconceptions of sexual consent and a stark regression of attitudes. The study found that 72 per cent did not know that they could withdraw consent after initially agreeing to sex online, while half did not believe it was rape if a victim did not fight back. Research also found a further 58 per cent did not believe rape could be committed in a relationship or marriage. The End Violence Against Women Coalition responded to the report blaming ‘the blurring of our online and offline lives’ for the concerning attitudes and beliefs, with the charity’s director Andrea Simon saying how the internet has ‘not only created new forms of sexual violence, but new ways to blame victims based on our behaviours online’, and pointed to the widespread and unregulated misogyny perpetrated in online spaces for ‘driving sympathy for perpetrators and misconceptions about sexual violence among young people’.

Issy Warren is the programmes lead and a facilitator for Our Schools Now, a grassroots project that offers workshops for secondary school pupils and colleges which explore public sexual harassment and society’s understanding of consent. Pupils are given examples of scenarios and are asked to distinguish what counts as sexual harassment and what doesn’t. Warren told me how they first encourage pupils to think of consent through the legal definition as an active choice: ‘So have they actively said yes to what is happening? And not just in terms of having sex, but if someone’s giving them a compliment on their body is it obvious that that person wants to be commented on that way? Or maybe they’ve chosen to chat to someone at a house party, but they haven’t chosen for that person to kiss them. So that’s not an active choice.’

Every incident of public sexual harassment is non-consensual, but the need for consent is often only discussed under the banner of sexual intercourse and not in terms of everyday sexual contact. Asking the pupils to do so is a positive enforcement of their bodily autonomy and their freedom to choose.

You might have seen the ‘cup of tea’ analogy of consent on YouTube, or been shown it as part of your relationships and sex education classes at school. The idea is that you ask someone if they fancy a cuppa and if they say yes, then you make it and they drink it. If you ask them and they’re not sure if they want one, then you might make a cuppa for them but not pressure them to drink it. And if you ask them and they say no, then you don’t bother making one at all. It’s a pretty simple explanation that does a good job of teaching the absolute base line of consent, but when it comes to sex or sexual communications it’s a little more complex than popping the kettle on.

Firstly, just because someone is dressed for a tea party, it doesn’t mean they want to drink the tea. Then you have people who only have oat milk in their tea, or maybe someone starts to drink their cuppa but it goes cold and they don’t want it any more. It is in these subtleties that Warren says the conversations around consent in their workshops can become interesting.

‘The law mentions the freedom to consent, so I always like to ask them questions like “are there consequences if you say no?” and not just consequences in an obvious way of being beaten up for example, but social consequences. Like, is it easier to laugh it off if someone grabs your bum in the school corridor? Because the social consequences of making a fuss are worse than being groped in the first place?’

Warren also discusses the importance of digital consent with young people and the different factors that need to be considered: ‘A lot of young people will bring up the pressure to send explicit images and feeling that the other person won’t like them if they say no, or if they make a fuss, or if they tell someone, so it’s important to think about that freedom and about those consequences.’

As our offline lives continue to naturally unfold more frequently into online spaces, the need to understand digital consent and why it is required is vital if we’re to build a safer internet.



As defined in UK law, consent can only be given when someone has the freedom and capacity to make that choice. But this is often not as cut and dried as the law makes out – for example, there are many reasons why someone may have more or less ‘freedom’ in their daily life than someone else.

It’s important to recognise the role intersectionality can play in how people experience or give consent. The concept of intersectionality was coined in 1989 by Kimberlé Crenshaw, an American civil rights advocate and leading scholar of critical race theory. Crenshaw introduced the concept as a way to address unique experiences of oppression, explaining how she faced oppression at the intersection of her identity both as a Black woman and as a woman. For example, I experience sexism as a white, straight woman, but I do not face the same oppression as a Black, queer woman.

INTERSECTIONALITY


Definition: The acknowledgement that everyone has their own experiences of discrimination and oppression through a combination of their individual characteristics, such as race, gender, sexuality, ability and class.



In an online opinion piece, Victoria Brooks, a law lecturer at the University of Westminster, explained why intersectionality means that consent is far more nuanced than the law implies. She argues that factors such as the hyper-sexualisation of queer women meaning they are often assumed to be consenting, and Black women being more likely to suffer sexual offences but less likely to report them, are not recognised in the notion of ‘freedom’ and ‘choice’ in ‘what is a white idea of consent’. Underlying racial biases can have devastating real-world effects, with a 2021 report from the Crime Survey for England and Wales2 into the characteristics of victims of sexual violence showing those in the Black or Black British and Mixed ethnic groups were significantly more likely than those in White, Asian or other ethnic groups to experience sexual assault. Cultural and religious beliefs can also affect a person’s capacity to consent freely and without fear of consequences. Intersectionality plays a role in all areas of online harms and misogyny that we’re going to be diving into in this book, so it’s good to get familiar with it.

 If we’re going to stand a chance of wiping out the potent virus of misogyny that is infecting generations of men, then it is vital that we teach young people (and the old blokes in my DMs who seem to think I want to see their flaccid dicks) to understand consent and why it is necessary in all areas of our online and offline lives. Misconceptions around it allow for rape myths and victim-blaming to flourish both in our physical and digital worlds. The internet has no borders or boundaries and with the development of social media platforms and smartphones, the digital space has become a lawless land where many log on and leave human ethics and empathy behind.



Lying alone in a single bed in Tom’s* student flat I instinctively knew something was off. I had split up with my long-term boyfriend a few months earlier and after sacrificing a year at university to a failed relationship, I was in desperate need of some male validation to heal my wounded heart. But going for Tom, a friend of a friend, as my first rebound was a recipe for disaster. I wanted someone to fall head over heels in love with me and worship the ground I walked on, but all I got was low self-esteem and cystitis. I should have known he wasn’t going to be my knight in shining armour when he would openly tell me how he’d brag to his friends about sleeping with ‘Jess Davies from Nuts magazine’.

That morning, when Tom got up to shower, I had a strange feeling about the whole situation – call it the spidey-senses of a woman scorned, but I knew something had happened and I had to check his phone.3 I opened up his messages and saw that he had sent a photo of me to a group chat. I was fully naked, asleep. The pungent smell of boy musk in the room heightened, its heaviness suffocating me as the panic crept in. I quickly deleted the image from his phone and put it back where I found it before he could return to the room. I wanted to scream and ask him why he had done this to me; why he had seen me asleep, naked and at my most vulnerable in his bed, and instead of wrapping me in his arms and pulling me in close, he took a photo and shared it with a group of men I had never met. But instead, when he came back into the room I just sat there and said nothing. I never asked him about it, I never let him know I knew. Truthfully, I was embarrassed. Embarrassed at how I had given myself to a man who failed to see my humanity and ashamed that I willingly accepted his disrespect.

When people tell you who you are for long enough, you eventually believe them. When I hit puberty at ten years old, I was no longer allowed to be the promising young girl with big dreams; now I was jailbait with big boobs. I had become so used to people seeing my body before they saw me, the real me, that I eventually only saw that too. I have given my body more than I have been given flowers, and the path to healing my internalised shame that rooted itself in my identity has been a journey over many years. Today, I buy my own flowers and know the shame belongs to the men who physically and digitally removed my consent.

I recently shared this story of how I was photographed naked without my consent and the image posted in a lads’ group chat in a video on my Instagram account. I was highlighting the case of Michael Emery, a semi-professional footballer who took images of a naked sleeping woman and sent them in a WhatsApp group to his teammates alongside the words ‘Anyone want a go?’.4 I made the point of how, as someone who had personally experienced this, reading about the case and the sense that justice wasn’t served had really upset me. One of my followers commented on the post ‘Happened to you? Didn’t you used to get your tits out in Nuts?’. This man was suggesting that because I had once consented to a photoshoot as a professional model, then it was okay for a man to take a naked photo of me asleep and distribute it to others, something I had not even had the capacity to consent to as I was sleeping.

This failure to understand how consent is not blanket given has allowed men to exploit women while blaming them for their own trauma. I can consent to having my image professionally taken without giving consent for my own private images to be shared online. I can consent to posting my photos on a subscription site like OnlyFans without giving permission for it to be sold in e-whoring packs. I can consent to engaging in oral sex without consenting to being penetrated. You get where I’m going with this. The belief that if a woman is sexually active or engages in sexual communications – whether physically or online – then she is consenting to the limitless access to her body is a dangerous and predatory attitude that removes all human emotion and bodily autonomy from the woman, seeing her as nothing more than an object of desire.

Digital consent: you don’t have permission to post that

Every minute, 66,000 photos and videos are shared on Instagram from across the world with users posting in the belief that they have consented to their image being uploaded on Instagram, and only Instagram.5 Now imagine the horror when you walk into a train station one morning on your way to work and see your deeply personal engagement photo has been repurposed into a billboard advertising a swingers dating app plastered all over the station walls. Well, you posted it online so what did you expect? Luckily, you would be within your rights to go after the brand for a hefty fee under intellectual property right laws because posting an image on Instagram isn’t blanket consent for anyone on the internet to do what they want with your photo. Thank God. So why is this understanding of image ownership and permission eradicated when it comes to content that features women’s bodies?

There is a whole ecosystem online that thrives off of the absence of women’s consent. In 2010, Hunter Moore, an aspiring DJ from Sacramento, California, gained notoriety for launching the forum website IsAnyoneUp.com, which saw him share intimate images of people without their consent. Users, typically men, submitted nudes of their ex-partners along with information like their name, hometown, social media username and place of work. Moore also hired hackers to access the email accounts of victims and steal their private nude photos, which he then shared on his website. At its height, Moore claimed IsAnyoneUp.com was being accessed by over 350,000 people a day and allegedly earnt him up to $30,000 a month in advertising revenue. While IsAnyoneUp.com was eventually shut down,6 it started the genre for leaked ‘revenge porn’ content, which is the unauthorized release of someone’s intimate images or videos, that spawned dozens of copycat sites and a network of forums that still exist today, hosting millions of members.

In these forums, a lack of consent is lucrative to its users who hunt down intimate images and videos of women they know they are not entitled to see. There is an attitude of entitlement over women’s bodies, where the men believe they can do whatever they want with their images and videos, regardless of their original purpose or non-consensual nature.

While trawling the forums for my own pictures, I came across a desperate quest of men searching for ‘pussy slip’ images of me and many of my friends from my modelling days. Pussy slip is used to describe a photo where unintentionally and unknown to the woman, her vulva or labia is on display due to the awkward placement of underwear, see-through fabric or a risqué pose captured by the photographer. Unless the model has specified that she is happy to shoot full frontal nude then all of these images are non-consensual and have been uploaded through a lack of due diligence by the photographer, who has not thoroughly checked the image before posting it. Mistakes of course happen, but when working with models who have specifically set boundaries that they do not shoot fully nude then it is a photographer’s responsibility to ensure that those boundaries are respected. On photoshoots, when holding a pose, I have had to put my full trust in photographers when they promised me nothing intimate could be seen – it is their job to follow through with that promise.

In one of these forums, I discovered several posts that included ‘pussy slip’ photos and video screenshots of models that I knew – their vulva on display through mesh underwear, in poses where their hand wasn’t fully covering their genital area and in screenshots from videos where they were captured mid-changing pose. The forum users described how a female photographer who had worked for a newspaper had been selling the images on her own subscription site. It was clear from the men’s comments that they were aware of the non-consensual nature of the images, but this did not seem to raise concern.

I decided to check out the photographer’s subscription site myself. Signing up for free access, I was greeted by a welcome video which featured a short, behind-the-scenes clip of a model moving her hand to change pose, her vulva coming into view. I knew that the model would be absolutely mortified if she knew this was available online. My eyebrows folded inward with the wrinkles of disgust as I clicked through the photo albums, uncovering unforgiveable betrayals at the hands and lens of another woman. If this was just the free shit I could see, I dreaded to think what was being sold privately.

Most of the images on the page were years old and had originally been taken for a newspaper, with only a chosen few going to print. It seemed that the outtakes and unused images had been stored in a vault unbeknownst to the girls and had now been repurposed and sold online without their consent. By now, some of the models were mothers and/or had changed careers and left the industry completely. Almost all, if not all of them, had never posed full-frontal nude and now, years later, a woman that they had trusted and respected had set up a subscription page to sell their nude images to strange men on the internet. I don’t know how she sleeps at night.

I let the women know about the images and the account I had found, and they were understandably livid. Apparently, the female photographer denied ever posting the images, even though I had provided screenshots, but the account was swiftly shut down once the girls confronted her. Maybe that was a coincidence.

There will be people out there who think the women have no right to be upset over their nude photos being shared online because of their job as models, but ‘pussy slip’ photos are non-consensual and feed off of voyeurism fantasies. I mean, even just the word ‘slip’ reflects acknowledgement that they are an accident and unintentional. The men on the forum were aware that they should never have seen those photos, yet they relished the leaks and did their best to keep them a secret. That is terrifying to me, because what else are they doing to women when they think they’ll get away with it?



In March 2024, the non-profit organisation Right to Equality, alongside activists including Dr Charlotte Proudman and actor Emily Atack, launched a campaign calling on the UK government to enshrine affirmative consent into law. This would see people require a clear, enthusiastic ‘yes’ before engaging in sexual activity rather than just the absence of a ‘no’. Speaking to the Evening Standard, Dr Proudman explained, ‘Affirmative consent is actually making clear that the question needs to have been asked. Did she want to have sex? Was it wanted sex rather than assuming it was consensual or because she was there and present and wasn’t too drunk?’

Current UK law requires all participants to consent to sexual activity, but victims of sexual violence often report feeling blamed by the courts system for what happened to them, with defendants citing an absence of a clear no, instead of requiring the presence of a yes. Dr Proudman told the Evening Standard she believes a change to the law would put the onus on defendants to show how the victim consented: ‘That’s because all of the questions are about what they allowed to happen to them instead of: ‘How did he make sure she enthusiastically wanted to have sex?’

The Coalition for Consent is a group of intersectional activists campaigning for consent education and accountability who believe agreement is the bare minimum. The group calls for further dimensions to be considered when giving and receiving consent, including that it needs to be informed, freely given, ongoing and enthusiastic.

Although the UK government has announced it has no plans to amend the law on consent, I personally believe that reshaping consent as something that needs to be engaged, enthusiastic and ongoing instead of seeking out the absolute minimum can only be a positive in solidifying clear boundaries around sex and women’s bodies both offline and in online spaces. I can still remember the first time a man asked me if I was okay and still happy during sex, and it genuinely took me by surprise that he was checking in and considering my active participation throughout. I mean, the bar is literally in hell.

The internet was set alight in 2020 when BBC Three’s adaption of the novel Normal People included a sex scene which saw the character Connell reassure his lover Marianne, ‘If you want me to stop or anything, we can obviously stop,’ and, ‘If it hurts or anything, we can stop. It won’t be awkward.’ People rushed to social media to share their delight and how they were turned on to see consent depicted in such a mature way on screen. The series was busting the myth that asking for consent is a buzz-kill during sex, showing how it can be sexy, as well as necessary. Regardless of whether any laws will change, encouraging young people to seek out enthusiastic consent should be a key component of relationships, sex and health education, and any campaigns which aim to engage men and boys in violence against women and girls.

On a positive note, the introduction of consent workshops in schools is clearly having an impact. During a mixed-gender workshop at a secondary school which I was facilitating, the year 10 boys largely understood the concept of consent and need to have permission to touch someone’s body, take an intimate picture of them or send them an explicit photo. One testimonial we put to the students to discuss and decide whether it should be classed as sexual harassment was of a girl sharing that her boyfriend constantly commented on her body.

‘Is that sexual harassment?’ I asked.

‘Well, it depends,’ one of the boys shouted out.

‘On what?’

‘On whether she’d given consent.’

I felt the tiny shoots of hope sprout inside my heart. They’re getting it. The boys are getting it.



A recurring theme throughout this book is the lack of consent present in all areas where misogyny thrives online. Men are sharing women’s intimate images, hacking their Snapchat accounts, sending them unsolicited dick pictures, writing rape fantasies about them and creating sexually explicit deepfakes because they do not believe or consider that a woman’s consent is required. While male entitlement over a woman’s body reigns in the offline world it will only continue to thrive in digital communities. If we are going to tackle misogynistic attitudes towards women online, then we must also ensure they are dealt with in our physical world. That can begin at the very basics of believing women should have the right to choose what happens to their body and be an active participant in any sexual communications.

A video of a farmer spraying manure on a cyclist who was found camping beside the hedgerow of his field went viral in June 2024, with hundreds of X users applauding the farmer for his heavy-handed actions because the cyclist was trespassing, asking, ‘Why couldn’t this guy get permission beforehand?’ If only the response was this supportive to online posts of women sharing their experience of sexual assault or their private images being leaked. Here, however, men trespassing on our bodies seems to come with its own conditions. In these cases, we are asked about our clothes, our jobs, our sexual history, why we took the photo in the first place and if we don’t like it, why we don’t just come off social media all together?

But seriously, what did the farmer expect having a big field out in the open like that? I mean, he was practically asking for it.

TIPS: How to understand and seek out consent

Okay, so I’m probably showing my age here, but do you remember the THINK! advert back in the nineties, in which two hedgehogs taught us how to cross a road? Well, I’m bringing that back . . .

 Before you engage in any sexual activity, I want you to Stop what you’re doing, Look at the situation in front of you, Listen to the other person and Think before you act on anything. Sometimes it’s literally that simple.

 This pausing to analyse, think about what you’re doing and engage the other person in active consent can also be applied to online spaces. Stop with the scrolling and put the mouse down. Look at the nude pic you just took on your phone screen – do you really need to send it to them? Listen to the terms and conditions of a subscription website that doesn’t allow resharing. And Think before you use artificial intelligence to strip her clothes off her body.

 Remember that consent is ongoing and can be removed at any time. You should check in with the other person each time you hook up or exchange sexy texts to make sure they’re still happy with what’s happening. Look out for that freedom of choice and capacity to consent that we spoke about earlier.

 If you can’t confirm with absolute certainty that someone wants to engage in sexual activity or whether they’d be okay with you showing their nude photos to your friends, then take it as a no. It’s better to assume a no and leave it than risk ruining both of your lives with a prison sentence and long-lasting trauma.

 It’s okay to say no. If you’re uncomfortable in a situation, have changed your mind or are just not feeling it, know you are within your right to say no and to not feel pressured into engaging in any in-person or online sexual acts or communications.

 Parents, please have conversations with your kids about active consent! They’ll probably be taught the very basics in school through some sort of cup of tea analogy, but the likelihood is they won’t have had discussions on the nuances that are also at play. Teenagers are a lot more switched on than we give them credit for, so let’s treat them with respect and have that discussion. I promise it doesn’t need to be super awkward.

If you need any support or guidance there are helplines and websites for organisations and support services that provide help and advice on sexual assault, domestic violence and online harms at the end of this book.

 

 

_______________

1 Research from the Home Office suggests only 2–4 per cent of sexual violence cases reported to police are found or suspected to be false or listed as no crime. While Channel 4 Fact Check found that men were more likely to be raped themselves than be falsely accused.

2 The Office for National Statistics (ONS) are responsible for planning and running the UK census across England and Wales, which is why ONS statistics exclude Scotland and Northern Ireland, who run their own censuses. England and Wales also share a legal system, meaning crime, police and court statistics for both countries are gathered together.

3 Rule number one, if you have the feeling you need to check their phone, then you already know what you’re looking for.

4 Emery was found not guilty of intending to cause distress or harm by sending the naked photos to his teammates. The need to prove intent has now been removed in the Online Harm Safety Act 2023.

5 Instagram’s terms and conditions state that although they don’t own any of the content you post on their platform, by posting you grant them a licence to use it.

6 Moore was eventually charged with aggravated identity theft and aiding and abetting in the unauthorised access of a computer (hacking – in other words), which saw him sentenced to two and a half years in prison.
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SEXUAL HARASSMENT

Feminism has gone too far, we can’t even harass women anymore

‘Online abuse works against the freedom of expression for women because it gets them to withdraw, it gets them to limit their conversations and sometimes to leave the platform altogether’
Milena Marin

I laid out the ingredients on the kitchen side, giving it one last wipe over and making sure the space was camera ready. Like many bored Brits during lockdown, I had signed up to a subscription recipe box in the search of something to do and had become half decent at cooking a meal while rambling away on a livestream. It was Covid times, I lived alone and the livestreams were something different for me. I’d only done a handful of them before, but my followers seemed to enjoy them and so did I. They provided some light escapism during a time that could feel overwhelmingly lonely. However, when I’d excitedly pulled my ingredients out of the fridge that afternoon, I couldn’t have predicted that my new pastime would end with me crouched down in my kitchen, alone and in tears.

Shortly after I had gone live, the comments section was flooded with sexual comments, nasty quips about my body and the way I looked, along with jokes made at my expense and endless laughing emojis. Embodying the dark energy of a public shaming they threw virtual tomatoes at my body and basked in my humiliation. I had come across these types of men in online forums before and knew that they wanted a reaction out of me: my shame was a game to them, my tears the prize. So I continued to talk through the steps of the recipe trying to mask the quiver in my voice box – slowly add in your stock and stir – even though I could feel the deep vibrations in my head as the adrenaline pumped through my veins, and was fighting the urge to cry while every fibre in my body wanted to run and hide. I was determined not to let them win, not to be bullied off of my own Instagram feed. If I can’t cook a fucking risotto on the internet without being run offline, then what can I do?

‘These comments are savage,’ some viewers posted, while others quietly slid into my DMs: ‘That was a difficult watch, I’m sorry.’

The relentless harassment continued for the entire 40 minutes. Why does a risotto take so bloody long to cook? Once I’d finished my meal, I dished it up with a forced smile and tried desperately to hold back the cracked fear in my voice, thanking people for watching before shutting down the live feed. What the fuck just happened? The anger and fear that I’d been pushing down surged to the surface all at once and I burst into a fit of hysterical tears on my kitchen floor, struggling to catch my breath while collapsed in a heap against the cold tiles.

I had experienced negative comments and sexual advances online before but this time it felt different – it felt like an organised, planned attack. The level of harassment had caught me off guard. When I searched for the usernames of the men who had left the most hurtful comments I saw that none of them followed me. Panicked thoughts raced through my mind as I tried to make sense of why this had happened. Why me? Had my username been posted in a forum for these men to premeditate their plan of attack? Or did they just happen to stumble upon my page that day and all decide in that moment to use my pain for their entertainment? I’m not sure which answer is more chilling. My food sat cold; I’d lost my appetite.

The normalisation of sexual harassment

If you are a woman, then you have probably experienced sexual harassment at least once in your lifetime. A builder whistling as you walked by, a boy in school pinging your bra strap, some guy in the pub groping your bum or a work colleague making an inappropriate joke at the Christmas party. A report by the Women and Equalities Committee states how relentless and routine sexual harassment ‘pervades the lives of women and girls and is deeply ingrained in our culture’.

SEXUAL HARASSMENT


Definition: Unwelcomed and unwanted attention, sexual advances and intimidating behaviours that happen in public spaces both online and offline.



Sexual harassment and the patriarchy go hand-in-hand, existing to keep women in their place and denying them access to spaces while also objectifying them through a sexual lens. Although sexual harassment is often directed towards women, it can be experienced by all genders. Patriarchal ideals of what masculinity ‘should’ look like encourages men and boys to downplay their experiences and creates a barrier that prevents male victims of sexual harassment from speaking out – just one way in which living under the patriarchy is damaging to us all.

Sexual harassment occurs so regularly that these behaviours have become normalised in our daily lives, leading us to shrug off the lewd comments about the size of our ass from the man who passed us in the street or swiftly scroll past the ‘Things I would do to you :p’ message in our requests folder. But recent times have seen women speak up against uninvited sexual advances and harassment, emboldened by the #MeToo movement, which broke the silence and challenged the feelings of shame that being a victim can bring. Women’s desire to be treated as equals has caused an outcry from some men, who complain women need to ‘give it a rest’, as apparently they can’t even open a door for a woman anymore without it being called sexual harassment.7 Although those men will have you believe equality has ‘gone too far’, research consistently shows that, unfortunately, a lot of men did not got the memo that sexual harassment is supposed to be a thing of the past.

97 per cent of young women have experienced some type of sexual harassment

A 2021 report by the All Party Parliamentary Group for UN women found that 71 per cent of women of all ages in the UK had experienced some form of sexual harassment, with just 3 per cent of young women aged 18–24 years old reporting never having experienced sexually harassing behaviour. Following the report, Claire Barnett, the executive director of UN Women UK, called it a human rights crisis. She said, ‘It’s just not enough for us to keep saying “this is too difficult a problem for us to solve” – it needs addressing now.’

93 per cent of young women do not feel completely safe in public spaces

We raise little girls to alter their behaviours, become less than, to cover up, to wear more, to not be too bossy or confident, to smile politely and say less – all in the hope that they will shrink themselves small enough to escape the leering eyes and the harsh tongue of a man, and keep themselves safe. Meanwhile, we say ‘boys will be boys’ and excuse their potentially harmful behaviour on account of their cavemen genetics/raging hormones during puberty/lads’ locker room talk/insert another generic excuse which voids men of responsibility for their actions. But however much we try to avoid it, sexual harassment has become part of everyday life for women and girls, the dark cloud of worry and a potential downpour following them around with no sign of clear skies ahead. Plan International UK’s 2024 report ‘The State of Girls’ Rights in the UK’ discovered 93 per cent of young women do not feel completely safe in public spaces, with two thirds of young women experiencing unwanted sexual attention in public. When women and girls don’t feel comfortable or safe enough to leave their home or go online without the fear of harassment, they are being robbed of their right to design the life that they want to live.

The question ‘What would you do if there were no men on earth for 24 hours?’ regularly circulates on social media platforms and the replies from women are always devastating. Some examples that I’ve seen are:


‘Have a massive picnic with my girls and sleep under the stars’

‘Go for a walk at night’

‘Go live on Xbox’

‘Walk to my car alone without having to ask people to come with me’

‘Post more pics on socials’

‘Go to the gym and enjoy the using the weights section’

And the heartbreakingly simple:

‘Live how I wanna live’



In July 2024, a group of young women who worked at an Australian skincare company called TBH Skincare recreated their version of the viral TikTok trend ‘boots and a slicked back bun’,8 which saw them chant silly comments about their outfits and their personality. The video went viral on TikTok, racking up over 4 million views, and was shared widely on the platform ‘X’, catching the attention of self-proclaimed misogynist Andrew Tate.9 Tate shared his views on the post with his followers, saying, ‘If you
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