 


[image: ]

 

 



[image: ]


Hannah Ferguson is the co-founder and CEO of Cheek Media Co., an independent Australian news commentary platform providing informed, progressive opinions on subjects that sit at the intersection of feminist, social and political issues. Cheek aims to make difficult topics accessible and entertaining, and to model hard and important conversations, mobilising changemakers in our community. Hannah has a Bachelor of Laws (Honours) and a Master of Publishing, Editing and Writing from the University of Queensland.



 


[image: ]

 

 



[image: ]


First published by Affirm Press in 2023

Boon Wurrung Country

28 Thistlethwaite Street

South Melbourne VIC 3205

affirmpress.com.au

Text copyright © Hannah Ferguson, 2023

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior written permission from the publisher.


[image: ]


ISBN: 9781922930361 (paperback)

Author photo by Kate Williams

Cover design by Alissa Dinallo © Affirm Press

Typeset in Minion Pro by Emily Thiang

Illustrations by Samuel Leighton-Dore





For my sister, Kate





Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1

No Politics Before Dessert:
 How can we have difficult conversations with loved ones?

Chapter 2

A Cancer on Democracy: 
The Murdoch media monopoly’s chokehold on Australia

Chapter 3

The M Word: 
What is the role of men in the feminist movement?

Chapter 4

Sex, Relationships and #MeToo: 
Is dismantling taboo and developing our sexual dialogue the key to ending rape culture?

Chapter 5

Unpacking Power: 
Politics, law and understanding the system

Chapter 6

Make Feminism Great Again: 
Body positivity, girlboss culture and the failures of white feminism

Conclusion

Acknowledgements

Bibliography





Author’s Note

This book discusses subjects including sexual violence, domestic and family violence, disordered eating, racism, homophobia, transphobia, misogyny, child sexual abuse, mental illness and other content that may be distressing for some readers. There are no signposts or warnings beyond this point, so go forth with care, and remember to look after yourself first.
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The sound of any corporate office is universally recognisable. The whirring machinery of a printer with faxing capabilities less relevant than Tony Abbott’s opinion. The ringing of an archaic landline telephone. The deep-bellied grunt of a water cooler, where the office gossips gather multiple times a day to review Susan’s new fringe. The sound of your executive director named Peter or Michael or David, who has a total remuneration package exceeding two hundred and fifty big ones, calling on the youngest, prettiest graduate to show him how to open a PDF for the seventh time this week. Those silly boys also just keep forgetting how to attach files to an email, whoops. And if you are in the public service, you also have the added pleasure of colleagues drivelling on, time and again, about having to buy their own teabags. No one on earth can honestly claim to enjoy this culture of itchy button-ups, kitchenette coffee and pretentious LinkedIn updates. If conversation and shared experience are the bread and butter of humanity, this is the stale end-slice of home-brand rye you would not even throw to the magpie in your neighbourhood who swooped you seven years ago. Nevertheless, millions of professionals persist with wearing these traditional corporate skinsuits as part of their day-to-day experience.

It is my first day at my first Real Adult Office Job. I am wearing a white blouse that I nabbed for five bucks from the Cotton On sale bin and a navy pencil skirt that is two sizes too big and fraying on one side. I have applied the wrong shade of foundation patchily across my freckled complexion. My toes are already blistering from the new court heels I am breaking in. They are three sizes too small, and I do not know it yet, but I am about to bust the right foot strap and hobble around for the remaining seven hours of the workday. I am twenty-one, and I look as young and as inexperienced as I feel. I approach the security desk in the lobby at 50 Ann Street, Brisbane, and inform them it is my first day, and I haven’t yet got clearance to access the fifth floor. I have just been employed by the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions, which sits within the Department of Justice and Attorney-General. It is the penultimate year of my undergraduate law degree, which I am hating every minute of. I know innately that I have no interest in pursuing a career in law, but I feel compelled to force myself down this career path. Obviously, I have to pursue the title of Crown prosecutor and then definitely follow that up with the title of Director of Public Prosecutions, eventually leading to High Court judge, and then seamlessly pivoting to a political career, finally landing as prime minister. It’s the ideal CV for a born-and-bred overachieving people-pleaser who desperately needs to see a psychologist and actually discover the feeling of authentic joy and relaxation.

Reaching my floor, I find my office cubicle: poxy and clinical. The centrepiece is an oversized stapler I will never use in the eighteen months I spend here. The buzz of a corporate office is electrifying for approximately four minutes and forty-two seconds. My role here is relatively straightforward. Every morning I come in, pick up a disc off the pile and transcribe the highlighted police recording, which corresponds with the attached paperwork. My transcription will then be provided to jurors in criminal trials. Over the course of my employment, I transcribe everything from police interviews with victims and those accused of crimes to police body camera recordings from arrests and searches, sometimes even working on pretext calls, which are recorded telephone conversations often made by victims to their accused perpetrators in the presence of police, in an attempt to induce an admission of crime. On my first day I receive my security pass and tax paperwork and am swiftly handed a brochure on the Employee Assistance Program I can contact if I have any difficulties with the work. I’ll hear about the EAP system only as a throwaway line at office-wide morning teas, where we will be reminded that we can access a couple of free telephone sessions with counsellors – again, if required.

After a few weeks of initial training, the measurement of success in my role is a weekly Excel spreadsheet tracking the number of pages I type per hour. I mustn’t fall below seven, or my employment contract is at risk of not being renewed. From all reports, this office is no different from any other, which concerns me deeply. Each one of my colleagues spends their days engaging with evidence of the most horrifying acts humans are capable of. Yet rarely do we actually address or communicate the impact of this, or even identify whether it is causing harm. We spend most of our time talking about the almond croissant from the pop-up cafe downstairs. While it feels reasonable to ignore the heavy, to escape the jarring nature of our roles for a few minutes, that silence also ensures I ignore the existence of the vicarious trauma that will course through my body for years to come. I’ve learned quickly that within these ecosystems exists a sense of pride in the ability not to feel, not to get attached to these cases or the people that sit at the heart of them. Assistance is scarce and comprises passing mentions of difficult subject matter and tokenistic, fleeting acknowledgements of the traumatic nature of the work at the conclusion of a quarterly morning tea, when the EAP spiel is repeated once more. Long hours are not rewarded but remain the expectation. Occasionally, whispers go around the office of a matter number containing particularly heinous material or a case in the public eye, and many swarm to view the material, only to be scolded in department-wide emails for browsing through files and briefs that aren’t theirs. They go looking for the detail, for the horror. They seek out the thrill of witnessing human suffering, and I can’t understand it.

With my headphones on, my legs shaking anxiously, I remain tucked in to my desk. I type the subjects’ words as fast as my fingers will move across the keyboard. I listen intently to their voices, which are engulfed in fear and shame, and it takes days at a time to complete these hours-long interviews before I send the file to the relevant legal support officer. I am just another cog in the trauma machine. I never know the outcome of the case. I do not even know which of these stories make it to trial. I hear every excruciating detail of the worst thing that has ever happened to these beautiful, brave children and adults and then I click eject and am expected to move on to the next document in the pile. Their stories are confined to a piece of plastic that I carry around in a loose-leaf folder. The only obvious marker for particularly traumatising material involving children is on the accompanying administrative paperwork, which has a square marked ACW (affected child witness). To speak specifically to any of these cases within these pages would be wrong, a breach of their story and their trust. What I will say is this: the patterns of behaviour that surround child sexual abuse and sexually violent crimes are distinct. I began to hear the lies in the accused’s voices, to pick up inconsistencies and identify the organisation, the strategy and often the calculation of these offences, the taking of opportunity and the manoeuvring around questions.

I never knew what these people looked like, but their voices carried much of the same rhetoric, the people facing allegations employing defences with similar tactics, while victims echoed identical feelings of shame, fear and confusion around the acts committed against them. I spent my days with these individuals, both victims and those they were accusing, with their lives and their darkest moments trapped in my ears. The hustle and bustle of this office was slowly suffocating me.

In a very short space of time, I became entirely disillusioned with our system of justice. I heard first-hand the insensitive ways police officers spoke to victims, the sometimes awkward and too-often abrasive approach to taking a statement, and within a couple of weeks the patterns of crime and the prevalence of abuse in our communities destroyed me. Child sexual abuse is rife. Domestic violence is everywhere. The statistics we share on social media are an inescapable reality, and while we can see a number on a screen, hearing the voices of victims and perpetrators whose truths are entirely different from the media narratives we digest each and every day is not only confronting, but also life-altering. I noticed the difference in how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people were spoken to by police. I clearly understood that many accused perpetrators and victims of crime were not aware of their rights to representation or to a support person to accompany them for the interview, and that their relationship with authority and law enforcement impacted their approach and experience every step of the way.

These recordings oscillated between stories that emphasised the ways our society failed to protect our most vulnerable from harm and those that highlighted the inability of law enforcement to hold people accountable after the fact. On one particularly memorable occasion, I was forced to transcribe a twenty-minute recording – taken from a body camera – of five officers on Bribie Island. They were attempting to throw knives at a banana tree until one of them got lucky and hit the target. A major drug bust was occurring at the property next door, but I was tasked with typing page after page of whistling and monkey noises followed by a long personal discussion. I never wonder what they’re up to now.

With every piece of audio I worked on, I was left with an intense feeling of disappointment. This isn’t to apply a blanket statement or judgement to the conduct of every police officer, but to the investigative process at large. Compassion and trauma-informed care were never at the forefront of these interviews with complainants, or in officers’ approach to crime scenes. Often professionalism and emotional awareness were absent, instead replaced with stigma, assumption or indifference.

I began to explore the complex relationship between incarceration and crime, between law enforcement and community protection. I was presented with the multidimensional failures of our criminal justice system before my career had even begun. I was the lowest rung on the ladder in this hierarchy, and I felt like I could not breathe. The silence was deafening. Why wasn’t anyone talking about this? What were we all doing here? It was unfathomable to me that we were all just going about our days, talking about our weekends, putting up Christmas decorations and popping out for a coffee in between rape and assault files. While we would recall recent notable files, occasionally wincing at a particular offence detail or comparing notes on a document, it appeared that, beyond that, everyone was able to go about their day without issue, on the surface at least. I could not understand how people’s lives and psyches were not fundamentally altered by this material; it felt like my perception of the world had been turned upside down. I was hearing statistics take the form of real lives, and I was afraid for these people. It felt like we all knew the truth of how prevalent these acts of evil were and yet nothing was changing.

Within months, I found myself coming home from work and taking increasingly long showers. I had dreams multiple nights each week that I was watching someone being raped, but I remained trapped within a soundproof glass box, screaming. I could not drive past, let alone visit, certain locations in Brisbane that had been mentioned in recordings. I vomited semi-regularly without medical reason; I recall saying at the time, ‘I just can’t put my finger on why.’ Every hour I would leave my desk, sit on the lid of the toilet and stare at the ceiling until I felt my personality begin to return to my body. I watched Disney films on loop, with little capacity to engage with the news or any fictional content involving narratives of crime. My sex life was virtually non-existent, as I would often dissociate during what should have been my early intimate moments with my partner at the time. For an entire year, I just felt like I wasn’t really there. I would lash out at my housemates, who would often just wait for me to emerge from my room hours later and never question my actions, but simply welcome me back into the fold with a knowing look. Those sensational cases of serial killers like Jeffrey Dahmer and Ted Bundy, which come to us via steaming services, are a significant departure from the reality of the underreported epidemic of sexual and domestic violence in this country. Programs that glorify gore and glamorise psychopathy in order to capture the attention of an audience do not come close to painting a picture of what crime actually looks like in Australian society. It is not just that News Corp cannot be bothered to either accurately or consistently report on this national emergency, it is that they actively work to obscure it. When there is more content in our media reviewing popularised crime content than there is reporting of male-perpetrated violence, we have a serious problem. The scarcity of these truths and the reality of our suburban horror teaches society one of two things: (1) that this crime is not occurring, or (2) it is not worth caring about. Both are false.

My work at the Office of the Director of Public Prosecutions transformed my perception of crime, of our justice system and of the media’s portrayal of an insidious reality. For me, crime is the sound of a child’s door creaking open late at night and their entire body tensing as their uncle or stepfather tiptoes into the room, locking the door quietly behind them. It is the call a young woman is forced to make to her rapist in front of police, without which her case simply won’t be pursued. It is children as young as four years old having to point to the body parts that were violated because they do not know the correct anatomical names. It is ambulance services finding a child unresponsive in their crib because their parents have neglected them for days. It is an eighteen-year-old sobbing as she begs her mum and dad to leave the room before she informs a police officer that her rideshare driver drove her to a national park and sexually assaulted her, before dropping her home after her first big night out with friends. It is the young woman waking up at a house party to a friend of a friend penetrating her, raping her. I have heard all of these stories, most more than once. The elevation of glamorised, gruesome stories on our screens and in our ears directly undermines our perception and understanding of crime. We know that the most dangerous place for a woman or a child to be is in their own home. We know that the criminal justice system is not fit for purpose, leaving complainants more traumatised than when they entered. We know that the biggest mastheads in Australian media consistently fail to report these allegations adequately, if at all, employing language that does not reflect the respective positions of the parties and what is claimed to have occurred. Instead of accused and convicted rapists, perpetrators of domestic violence and murderers, we have headlines of ‘star footy players’, ‘dating app deaths’, ‘men driven to breaking point’, ‘provocation by cheating partner’, ‘romance gone wrong’, or we do not have a reported story at all.

For decades, ‘the Australian way’ has been to avoid the uncomfortable and taboo, to reaffirm the reputation of a loveable, relaxed culture of mateship without scratching the surface. Beneath this superficial layer exists a national ethos of violence, white supremacy and bigoted attitudes towards anyone who does not fit our white, heteronormative mould. Our dinner table conversations, social media comments sections and the newspapers sitting on the countertops of the local cafe all tell a similar story: this accusation ruined his life. The reality is the criminal justice process destroyed the complainant’s.

I was twenty-two when I co-founded Cheek Media Co. – an independent Australian news commentary platform providing informed, progressive opinions on subjects that sit at the intersection of feminist, social and political issues – in November of 2020. It was at the precipice of the #MeToo movement taking off in Australia. While Cheek’s birth wasn’t catalysed by the momentum of this movement, it was undeniably shaped by it. What began as a platform to fill a distinct gap in progressive youth and women’s media became a politically charged conversation about sexual violence perpetrated within the highest echelons of power. Grace Tame, a survivor of child sexual abuse, was named Australian of the Year on 25 January 2021. Weeks later, on 15 February 2021, Brittany Higgins informed two media outlets that she had been raped inside Parliament House less than two years before. And on 3 March 2021, the attorney-general of our country, Christian Porter, held a press conference where he identified himself as the subject of a historic accusation of rape, by a woman who had died by suicide in June 2020. Each of these individuals and their stories, and many before them, were believed by survivors around our nation to symbolise a moment that would mark the before and after in Australia’s history of sexual violence. Each was a story many believed would spark a media frenzy and subsequent movement which would fundamentally alter the way our legal system treated complainants, the way our politicians conducted themselves, the way society understood and responded to child sexual abuse and sexual and domestic violence, and the way power listened and responded to the loud, communal cries of the general public. We waited with bated breath for a tidal wave of change; we expected this reckoning to transform our visions of the future and our tumultuous relationship with justice.

But it didn’t.

The news cycles became more relentless, the calls for change became louder and yet we remained not just in a state of limbo, but with a Zeitgeist of upholding rape culture. While the most powerful among us stood and smiled for photos with advocates for survivors of sexual and domestic violence when it suited their agendas, they also dismissed them, discarding their work when it all became too hard. But we know it does not have to be this way. We know that governments have the funds, the powers and the means to make rapid change. They choose not to.

For too long, we’ve left the criminal justice system to the wigs and robes, never questioning the overwhelmingly white, male, upper-class makeup of the legal profession. We’ve left breaking the news to a media landscape soaked in Rupert Murdoch’s extremist views. We’ve become complacent and accepted that this is ‘the way things are’ for too long. Tradition has shackled us to outdated systems that no longer reflect our community values and the many contexts and truths that reside within them. For many of us, our siblings, children, parents and grandparents have become attached to these ideas and institutions as an immovable moral force. We must recognise the unbridled influence of what we consume on our internal worlds. That also means recognising and challenging the echo chambers we each exist within now. Our media is a representation of our values; what we consume and how we evaluate this information have the power to not only shape and influence but ultimately transform our worldviews.

Some streams of feminism preach only to the converted and reinforce the mainstream narrative that progressive spaces are exclusively for women who know all of the most up-to-date terminology, while others sit in glass towers telling you that you are just not radical enough if you do not have a strong grasp on the history of feminist theory and know what the Bechdel test is. These books and language fuel the fire of academics, with overly complex, even pretentious dialogue circulating in the same white, tertiary educated, privileged spaces and offering very little to people who sit external to the worlds of their subject matter. There is a demand for opinion and progression to be uniform and immediate in left-leaning spaces, particularly for feminists whose platform is online. If you are falling behind, you are failing. If you do not have the vocabulary, you are simply not working hard enough to keep up. The reality is, the reason you may not know what that word or phrase means is not that you aren’t smart enough or aren’t worthy of taking up space or sharing your opinion. In my own experience, it was because I was never explicitly taught or empowered to critique and engage with the world in this way, and because social media coins a new term every week to ensure you feel that you are on the backfoot. While this is happening, the Murdoch media distorts the meaning of these words, demonising new language and ideas that form the vernacular of the fight for equality, and transforming them into symbols of division.

It is all a smokescreen. Media, law and politics thrive on our confusion, our misunderstanding, our shared assumptions, personal shame and stigmas. Instead of asking questions, we just assume we aren’t intelligent enough and haven’t kept up. Instead of finding fault in confusing, disguised systems of power, we shame and blame ourselves. Every year, we buy the same tickets to the same panels to listen to women talk about the same problems, with no men in the room and very little tangible change in sight. While these spaces may offer momentary solace and a sense of community, they are also echo chambers. Once they’re over, we venture back into the world, where the harsh reality of a very patriarchal society attempts to erode these learnings and shreds of hope.

We are taught not to bite the hand that feeds us. That reacting and responding just adds fuel to the fire. We’ll calm down with age. Ignorance is bliss. These narratives have constricted conversation, suffocating progress through rhetoric that frames apathy as preferable to passion. Our morality is apparently what makes us angry, emotional and hysterical. These blanket assumptions and mass generalisations pitting one side of the political spectrum against the other do nothing except distract from the realities of the issues at hand and those who are genuinely and severely impacted. Instead of debate actually centring around an issue, it becomes about wins on the board between political ‘sides’ that shouldn’t exist; humanity is discarded in favour of partisanship and typecasting. The culture war itself has become a focus for the far right: the issue is simply a vehicle through which hate and division are spread. Conflict is where power and revenue breed for large portions of the media. We need to oppose extremism, to value lived experience and the complexities of humanity. We can be empathetic and hold people to account. We can be deeply emotional and vulnerable, and be taken seriously. We can engage in conversation without being experts, so long as we have a willingness to learn.

This book is not a decree of feminist law or a masterclass in progressive thinking. Far from it. I am fallible and prejudiced and, although I hate to put this on paper, I will often get it wrong. I write with the intention of opening conversation, challenging our established assumptions and navigating our individual morality. If you agree with everything captured within these pages, that is a problem too. You are supposed to have questions, to challenge these views and use them to go down your own rabbit holes and follow new trains of thought. This book is an exploration of our systems and how progressive, intersectional feminist movements can be mobilised to make tangible change within our communities. My intention is never to shame anyone for their individual choices, but to ask questions about what has conditioned, impacted and influenced us to arrive at this point. I want to take the overly complex language and concepts out of feminism, politics and law and deliver them in ways that welcome the new, and celebrate progress in any capacity, at any speed. The reality is: I love people. I fundamentally believe in the goodness of others. No, that does not mean I believe I could bring Alan Jones or Pauline Hanson back onside over a nice charcuterie board and a lemon, lime and bitters, but it does apply to my theory of change, my sense of community and to hope. It applies to our shared vision of the future and the conversations and education I believe we can have. We may not believe that we can individually change the world, but instead we can focus on doing the next best thing, by finding our place and our voice within movements and strengthening an important link in the chain. We won’t get it right every time, and it won’t be easy. But the only real failure would be to never try in the first place. There is nothing impressive or cool about disengaging from politics or social issues – that is simply privilege being exerted in its most toxic, ignorant form. Approach every conversation with an open mind, with a willingness to hear, not to win.

When this book goes out into the world, I’ll be twenty-five. I am earnest and incredibly naïve, and my voice, just like yours, is important. I have so much to learn and I will never claim to know all of the answers or always get it right, but I want to ask hard questions that challenge you, that leave you thoughtful and reflective of how you have formed your own views to date, and to find what activates you. If there is one thing I do know, it is that advocacy is not about perfection, it is about remaining open to new ideas, engaging with messy shit and doing better when you know better.

The most powerful thing we can do is give a fuck.
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What is the cost of learning? What is the ultimate burden of seeing things from a new perspective, of unwrapping your experiences? What does it feel like to hold them up to the light with wide eyes and renewed insight? What does it take to fuck it up, to admit failure or to change your views? It takes courage. It requires humility. It is challenging to declare liability, to sit with discomfort and to acknowledge responsibility. Anyone can toy with empty words of apology, but to stop sweeping lies under the now six-foot-high rug and start dealing with our shit, reflecting on our conditioning and coming to the table with compassion is a burden not many are willing to carry.

For some women of my mother’s and grandmother’s generations, acknowledging that girls weren’t ‘asking for it’ with the clothes they were wearing may allow a renewed insight into their own victimhood, and the sexual violence perpetrated against them throughout their life, which was not at all their fault. Unfortunately, it can be easier for some women to shame other women. They end up perpetuating patriarchal views rather than coming to terms with their experience: a lifetime of subjugation at the hands of men. While they may think making victim-blaming comments to the next generation is protective, it in fact engulfs young people in the same lie that disempowers truth-telling, which shifts blame and imposes shame.

This goes beyond feminist issues. For example, does your uncle really hate unions? Or are his views the product of decades of anti-worker messaging and stereotyping perpetuated by both his high-risk workplace and several successive Coalition governments? What would a renewed understanding of his workplace rights mean for the overtime he worked without pay, the work he undertook without the proper safety equipment and the countless breaks and leave he didn’t take due to pressure from management? The potential future compensation he signed away in a final deed of release that he didn’t have the legal resources to get advice on?

Or take your neighbour who doesn’t believe in climate change. It may not be that he’s some whacky conspiracy theorist, it may just be that the prospect of total climate annihilation is too terrifying, and denial makes it easier to answer emails and pack kids’ lunches and do one million mundane tasks, rather than facing the prospect of a dying planet.

This is not to excuse misinformation, disinformation or the deep offence some of these views perpetrate, but to understand that meaningful conversations with those who oppose us start with understanding the power and influence of their context. Our upbringing, our education and the vast range of life experiences we each carry directly impact our relationship with politics, the news and social issues. Instead of attacking someone for an uninformed view, what if we tried to understand why they have taken up their position? I think, quite often, we can get it. Apathy is light, ignorance seems
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