

Chapter 1

Conformity Is Not the Answer

Think of a government censoring the press, a movie being edited before release because of concerns from the film board, or a book being pulled before (or even after) publication because of public outrage. When I was working in advertising years ago, this is something I witnessed on a regular basis. This is an example of censorship. It’s a tangible, often visible, force and it imposes specific guidelines or rules about what can be said, broadcast or published. I know that when we think of the word ‘censorship’, we typically focus on what’s happening outside of us like this. Self-censorship, on the other hand, is much more subtle – it comes from within. No one is directly telling you to stop or to change what you’re saying. You’re taking on the job yourself.

As you start turning inward and settling into a state of Awareness, I want you to imagine a world where every word, every belief and every idea is under a microscope – watched closely and then picked apart. A world where conversations at dinner become quiet chats and it feels like you’re always on edge, trying not to upset anyone. Every time you post online, you worry, ‘Will this get me lots of likes or a ton of angry comments?’ This is a world most of us have become intimately familiar with – a world where we’re all afraid of saying the wrong thing. Because of this fear, a lot of us are holding back. We’re scared of being misunderstood, labelled or left out. So we play it safe, not asking tough questions or speaking our minds. We’re avoiding getting our feelings hurt, so we take fewer and fewer risks. We choose self-censorship over brave expression. Well, if you’re reading these words, I’m here to tell you that it’s time to opt out of playing that game.

Deep down, we all just want to share our thoughts, feelings and beliefs freely. But with all the worry and judgement out there, it’s tough figuring out the best way and time to open up about who we really are. Some of us are super cautious, afraid of saying the wrong thing. Others let everything out, sometimes without thinking of the impact. Finding that middle ground – that Third Perspective – where we can be true to ourselves, but also kind and considerate, that’s the challenge of our times. It’s the challenge we’re here to face.

It’s easy to agree that we want to think and speak more freely. It’s harder to do it in a way that works for us and allows us to remain effective in the world. I know how uncomfortable it can be to announce to all the people around you that you disagree with their understanding of the ideas and the facts that mean most to them – and to you. I’m also aware that we tend to think of these problems as modern issues, a consequence of some new intolerance that’s sprung up, but this line of thinking doesn’t get to the core of the psychological and social realities that have created the situation. People have dreaded speaking their mind at most periods in history.

In ancient or modern tyrannies, people are right to be afraid – terrified – of criticising their rulers and the ruling orthodoxy. You don’t speak up without consequence today in Russia, Saudi Arabia, Zimbabwe (my home country) and a hundred other places.

The threat of dissent isn’t usually life-threatening in a modern democracy, but it’s easy to understand why we don’t stand up for our beliefs. Today, a single social media post can receive an unimaginable number of likes or provoke a storm. Online platforms, which we’ll explore in great detail later, while giving us a voice, have also amplified the weight of each word we share. All of which contributes to the self-silencing that fascinates and terrifies me so much.

No one wants to be ostracised, jeered, attacked or shamed. But that doesn’t make self-silencing the right choice for you. You erode your identity. You limit your development. If enough of us remain silent, we risk letting the values of debate, disagreement and mutual respect be diminished. We contribute to the destruction of our world. We erode our identity. We limit our development.

It’s become far too normalised to muzzle our words, second-guess our thoughts and limit our expressiveness, even around those closest to us, which I personally believe is enough reason for sounding the alarm. Are you not supposed to feel safe enough to explore your wild ideas and thoughts with the people closest to you? This rigid climate is not only dictating our spoken words, it is shaping how we make art, how we form relationships and even how we make day-to-day decisions. It is shaping our life choices.

The Biology of Conformity

Let’s take a little trip back in time. Our ancient ancestors lived in groups and relied on each other to survive. Getting kicked out of the group or being the odd one out? That was dangerous. So, fitting in and avoiding conflict was pretty much wired into our system. This wasn’t about being weak or not standing up for oneself; it was about survival.

Fast forward to today and, while we’re not fending off wild animals or hunting for our next meal, our brains are still wired in a similar way. Deep down, we’re cautious because we want to belong. We fear isolation, judgement and conflict. That’s why the thought of negative consequences from expressing an unpopular opinion can lead to that all-too-familiar feeling in the pit of your stomach. While writing this, I was taken back to my childhood as a young fourteen-year-old girl in school. I remember one summer coming back to school after the holidays and feeling a sense of discomfort within my body as I was walking through the school gates. I wasn’t quite sure why I felt this icky feeling, but I would soon find out.

I went to my classes as normal in the morning and I remember looking for my group of friends at lunchtime. They were nowhere to be seen. I still couldn’t shake that heavy feeling in my chest, even though I had nothing to attach it to. Everything had been fine when I last saw everyone six weeks ago. I had been in touch with a couple of girls from the group over the holidays, so why did I feel so strange coming back into school that day? Why did I feel extremely anxious? Why did I feel like I was in trouble?

Finally, I found my friends in the cafeteria. This was the same group of girls that I had been spending time with for the past year. I quickly learned that they were not talking to me, but no one would tell me why I was suddenly outcast. I had done something but I wasn’t allowed to  know what it was. All I knew was that I was no longer part of the tribe. That rejection was my first heartbreak, and months later I would learn that I was pushed out of the circle because our group leader had heard a rumour that I fancied the same boy she did.

As children, our school environment is usually our first experience of society outside of the family unit. It’s where we first grapple with hierarchy outside of the home: the popular kids, the bullies, the quiet ones, and so on. It’s the universe of first friendships, first betrayals and the first tastes of group dynamics. School is where I first got to truly understand the unpredictable nature of human interactions. One day you’re in, the next you’re out. The ‘rules’ are ever-changing and often unwritten. Breaking them, even unknowingly, can lead to harsh consequences. Sound familiar?

In situations like this, especially in an environment like school, your brain tries to make sense of things and often goes into self-preservation mode. You start tiptoeing around your friends and stifling your authentic self to avoid further rejection. The irony here is that you’re essentially self-censoring in an environment where you’re supposed to be learning and growing.

We don’t tend to make the connection easily, but school experiences like mine create foundational patterns in our lives. They teach us about trust, loyalty and the fine line between fitting in and standing out. Many of us carry the echoes of these lessons into adulthood, affecting how we navigate our professional and personal spaces. And while the cafeteria tables and school uniforms may be long behind you, the primal feelings they evoked – the need for acceptance, the fear of rejection – still linger.

These memories serve as vivid reminders that our reactions to fear, conformity and self-censorship aren’t just about biology or ancient evolutionary instincts. They’re deeply personal, moulded by experiences that struck a chord when we were young and impressionable. And it’s not just about the playground; your early family life has a big part in it too. Go back to your formative years and think about how things were at home when you were growing up. Did your family talk openly about everything or was it more about not rocking the boat? Mine, as much as I love them, were more of the latter. These early experiences teach you when to speak, when to hold back and, sometimes, when to hide your true thoughts and feelings. You learn early on whether it’s okay to share your inner world or if it’s better to just keep things to yourself. Understanding these early life lessons is important for figuring out why you self-censor and how you can start being more open about how you actually see and experience the world around you.

It’s time to start rolling up those sleeves like you said you would. I created the following exercise to help you reflect on those early, formative experiences that have shaped you. Think back to your childhood and teen years – the playground politics, the dinner table dynamics, the silent rules of your community. Let’s now explore how these experiences have moulded your trust in others, your struggle between fitting in, standing out and being yourself, your pursuit of acceptance and your reactions to rejection. These aren’t just distant memories; they’re the building blocks of who you are today. By examining them, you’re going to reveal patterns that still play out in your life, influencing your relationships and decisions, both personally and professionally. So, find a quiet spot and let’s start going back in time. Be bold, be honest and, most importantly, be open to the revelations that await. Don’t judge them, shoo them away or try to change them. Simply make note of what you find. This isn’t just about looking back; it’s about understanding and shaping who you become moving forward.

 

If enough of us remain silent, we risk letting the values of debate, disagreement and mutual respect be diminished.

 

Reflecting on your formative experiences

 

•Trust and betrayal: Think back to a moment in your childhood or adolescence when someone broke your trust in a big way. Maybe a friend spilled a secret or a family member let you down. How has that moment shaped the way you trust (or don’t trust) people now? Do you find yourself holding back, wary of giving your trust too easily?
•The tug of war between fitting in and standing out: Reflect on those times when you felt torn between blending in with the crowd and showing your true colours. How did you navigate this struggle? Fast forward to today: do these battles still wage within you in your current life, and how specifically do they show up?
•The quest for acceptance: Consider the lengths you went to be accepted in your childhood or teenage years. None of us should get stuck on this one! Did you change your appearance, suppress your interests or even partake in something you regret? Now, look at your life today. Are you still dancing to a similar tune, altering parts of yourself to fit in? No judgement here – lay it all out.
•The sting of rejection: Think back to a time when you felt deeply excluded or rejected. It could have been not getting invited to a party or being picked last for a team. How do those raw, often painful, memories echo in your life now? Do they still influence how you interact with others or how you approach new relationships?
•Navigating life’s spaces: How do these early experiences play out in your adult life, especially in professional or personal settings? Do you find yourself acting out old scripts in new environments? Are you repeating the same patterns, or have you learned to navigate differently?
 

This exercise is more than a trip down memory lane. You’re taking a close look at the roots of your behaviours and beliefs. The insights you’ll find here are incredibly valuable. Think of this exercise as the building block of your present and the roadmap to your future. It allows you to take stock of where you’ve been, where you are and where you’re headed. Remember, the goal at this stage isn’t to immediately change or fix anything. It’s about awareness, about taking an honest inventory of your life experiences. This awareness will be a guiding light as you travel through the rest of the book.

Brain talk: What’s happening up there?

When faced with potential conflict or backlash, our brain’s alarm system – the amygdala – goes off. It’s like an internal alert, telling us, ‘Hey, this might be risky!’ It goes beyond physical threats. Social threats, like feeling rejected or misunderstood, can spark similar reactions. It’s exactly what I felt that afternoon in the cafeteria when I was told by my friends that I was no longer one of them, and I had no right to know why. I wanted to push back, defend myself and tell them they were wrong about whatever my supposed sin was, but I was also scared that if I protested too much, I might be challenged to a physical fight. Oh the joys of being a high-schooler!

In situations where we fear judgement, backlash or physical harm, our brain releases stress hormones, like cortisol. Ever felt your heart race, your palms get sweaty or your stomach tighten when you’re about to say something controversial? Yep, that’s your body responding to that internal alert. On the flip side, when we choose to self-censor and avoid potential conflict, it might feel like a relief. That’s because our brain rewards us with feel-good chemicals, like dopamine, when we avoid those perceived threats.

But here’s the twist . . .

While our biological instincts push us to avoid conflict and fit in, we also have another part of our brain – the prefrontal cortex – that deals with reasoning, decision-making and social interactions. It helps us weigh the pros and cons and decide if speaking up is worth the potential backlash. This is where our capacity for discernment-led social filtering comes in.

Are You Self-Censoring or Using a Social Filter?

We touched on self-censorship in the Introduction, but to ensure this book sets you up for success, I need to give some more context on what the hell I’m talking about. What is self-censorship, and why should you care? Well, it’s not a term that we think about when we’re getting on with our day, when we’re having conversations with our friends or when we’re wondering what that feeling of anxiety is in our chest, but you’ve probably practised it more times than you can count. I’m no exception to this. At its core, self-censorship is the act of holding back your honest thoughts and feelings because you are anticipating something bad happening as a result. Think of it as that voice inside your head cautioning, ‘Better not say that.’ It’s the decision your ‘inner protector’ makes to not voice a thought, not because it’s wrong or baseless, but because expressing it might lead to a blowback or misrepresentation. It’s that second-guessing, that internal tug of war between speaking out and staying silent.

How often have you tamed your thoughts and diluted your opinions? Have you found yourself hesitating before discussing a musician who’s suddenly not the darling of the public anymore? I know I have. When you come across a heated debate on social media about a previously adored author who’s now facing waves of online criticism, do you feel the pull to join in or does caution keep you scrolling past? Do you find yourself wondering if you are a ‘bad person’ because you maybe agree with the view everyone is pushing back against? And when you think of sharing an opinion or simply asking a question on touchy subjects like immigration, LGBTQ+ rights or choices in parenting, do you often pause, weighing the worth of your voice against the potential fallout? And when is that pausing or silence simply a practice in discernment? You’ll soon find out.

External censorship would be like the religious authorities in renaissance Europe explicitly telling writers what they can or cannot write. Meanwhile, self-censorship is more akin to historians in ancient China choosing on their own to leave out certain events. In today’s digital age, the lines can blur. The threat of being ripped to shreds for speaking your mind might push you to silence yourself even if there’s no direct authority dictating the silence.

On the flip side, there are some of us who just blurt out whatever’s on our mind without thinking, without considering how it might come across. In trying to be bold or honest, we might end up causing more problems, rubbing people the wrong way or stirring the pot without meaning to. Sometimes, we get so caught up in being honest that it can backfire. Like when you quickly post something bold on social media and then get a bunch of angry replies. Or when, in the interest of being direct, you shoot down a co-worker’s idea too fast, thinking you’re just getting to the point. Or when you’re so passionate about something at dinner, only to realise that you’ve silenced the whole table and nobody else got a word in. Being direct is great – we want more of that – but if we’re not more careful and understanding, what we’re trying to say can get muddled and come out all wrong.

My clients tend to be people who fit both descriptions, and I always tell them that both extremes – holding back out of fear and speaking impulsively without filtering – show just how tricky it can be to express ourselves.

For years now I’ve been wondering what the solution is to this collective problem. Perhaps you’ve been wondering about this too, and maybe it’s why you picked up this book. I don’t for a second believe that I have the one answer that will put the world to rights, but I do think there is more within our control than we realise.

Saying everything and saying nothing are not your only options, even if our binary-loving brain would rather have us believe we only ever have two choices. You have a host of thoughts, opinions, jokes and stories at your disposal. How you choose to share these thoughts, and which ones you decide to keep to yourself, essentially showcases the difference between self-censorship and using a social filter – a brilliant thinking skill that allows you to ‘read the room’. Your social filter is the brain filter there to remind you that telling your lovely eccentric aunt that her new pixie haircut looks a bit Boris Johnson-ish is not the wisest or kindest idea.

I like to think of using a social filter as being like sorting through your wardrobe to pick the right outfit for a specific occasion. You’re making conscious decisions about what to say, considering the social setting, the people around you and the potential impact of your words. You might skip telling a particularly crude joke because you’re aware it could offend someone present, but you may be able to tell that exact same joke with a couple of friends because you know that it’ll land in the way you want it to. That’s not you being afraid, that’s you being considerate. You’re adapting your communication to suit the setting. This is discernment-led behaviour, rooted in understanding and empathy. As someone who loves a crude joke every now and again, believe me, there really is a time and a place. On the other hand, self-censorship is less like picking an outfit and more like not going to the party at all because you’re afraid your clothes won’t be good enough. It’s fear-driven. You might have an opinion or a story you’d like to share, but you keep quiet because you’re afraid of the potential backlash or ridicule. You’re worried about how others may perceive you, or how their perception might affect your social standing, job security or legal standing in extreme cases. This self-censorship can leave you feeling suppressed, unheard or unseen.

So, the next time you find yourself deciding whether to speak or stay silent, consider if you’re choosing the right outfit for the party, or if you’re too scared to attend the party at all.

 

Saying everything and saying nothing are not your only options.

 

the differences

 

Not speaking out of fear (self-censoring):

•Why? Afraid of what might happen.
•What’s held back? Real thoughts or feelings.
•Whose rules? Society’s or some group’s expectations.
•Talking quality? Not many different views, lots of holding back.
•How’s it come about? A quick, defensive reaction.
•How’s it feel? Leaves you uneasy, upset or unsatisfied.
•Growth? Hard to learn new things when you’re not hearing different ideas.
 

Choosing words wisely (social filtering):

•Why? Thinking about the situation and who you’re talking to.
•What’s said? Honest words, chosen carefully.
•Whose rules? Your own values and understanding.
•Talking quality? Good conversations that consider others’ feelings.
•How’s it come about? Thinking ahead and understanding.
•How’s it feel? Like you’re true to yourself and respectful of others.
•Growth? Great conversations that respect limits and recognise differences.
The Role of Fear

Often, it’s fear that pushes us to silence ourselves. Any time that I’ve stopped myself from being honest about what was in my heart and mind, it was because of the fear of being judged, of showing my true self or of conflict. It’s like trying to sail smoothly through life’s challenges without making waves. But sometimes, this strategy can make us lose touch with who we really are. A lot of the time, it just doesn’t work.

Fear comes in many shapes: fear of what others think, fear of the unknown, fear of failure, and even fear of facing our own imperfections. This can lead to denial, where we put on a mask to avoid facing those fears. The relationship between fear and denial is complex, but understanding it can help us break free from patterns that might not serve us well.

Let me paint you a picture from an unsavoury chapter in my own life. It’s a tale of how the terrifying grip of fear can lead us down a twisted path of denial, of how even when the world screams the truth at us, we might choose to throw on noise-cancelling headphones.

My story

One summer I woke up to a faint yet familiar throbbing between my legs. A sign that I’d had sex, or at the very least been penetrated with something. Although I wasn’t sure of the exact details, what I did know, based on previous experiences, was that I’d need to spend money I didn’t have to buy a morning-after pill on the way home.

The last partial memory I had was of finishing a boozy lunch with a friend, then moving on to some seedy yet lively basement bar in central London. With this piece of information, along with phone texts sent and calls I’d made, I could try figuring out how I’d got from the bar and into the bed I found myself in. That’s how I usually tracked my lost time – a personal game of CSI. The good news was that I was alive, seemingly unmarked and lying on what felt like a comfortable mattress. But where was I? I had no idea.

I’d binge-drunk my way into another blackout, again.

Between the ages of 14 and 24, I was an alcoholic. A blackout drinker. As adolescence transitioned into adulthood, drinking to the point of memory loss became more than just an escape, it became a ritual. My drinking didn’t only pull out the worst in me; it shone a bright spotlight on it. It unleashed behaviours and traits that were far from flattering. I tried my best to keep this messy side hidden from myself and away from prying eyes, but it was a losing battle. Compulsive lying, kleptomania, cheating on partners . . . these were just the top picks from a long, regrettable and very ugly list.

Despite knowing the dangers that came with blackout drinking – vulnerability to predatory men, mental breakdown and physical injury among them – I stubbornly held on, hell-bent on pushing the boundaries of my mind and body. The evidence showing me my life was falling apart was not enough to stop me from drinking and snorting my way through London.

My self-deception told me I needed alcohol to feel desirable, fuckable, to command attention, to be witty and charming, essentially promising liberation in every emptied glass. Denying the truth of my reality and silencing the increasingly loud inner voice that told me I had a serious problem made me feel like I was in control of my declining self-esteem. It helped minimise the guilt, but, most of all, the shame. Like most people, I used denial to create a positive and consistent self-concept in my mind.

As this lie grew, so did the distance between me and my family, despite us living under the same roof. They were fast becoming aware of my not-so-secret drinking habits, and their disapproval permeated the walls of our home. My personal relationships and work life teetered on the brink of collapse. Despite the turmoil and chaos, I clung to the belief that my drinking was not ‘that bad’. At this point in my life, I could not and would not even consider that there might be another way, that something had to give. There was no ‘Third Perspective’. Besides, it was only sporadic blackouts, not daily indulgence, right?

My internet search history was filled with: ‘Is it normal to lose your memory when you drink too much alcohol?’, ‘How do you drink less alcohol without stopping completely?’, ‘Signs you have a drinking problem’, and so on. All the classics. At times, moderation worked, but it mostly didn’t. For someone like me, moderating felt like pointless torture. Plus, the times when it worked became convenient excuses for why my so-called problem wasn’t ‘so bad’ after all.

After years of dodging the truth, my life brimming with proof of booze wreaking havoc, I could no longer ignore it. Maybe I was lucky in being forced to confront my own denial so young. Mine was a severe case that could have killed me quickly. I had to reluctantly confront the well-trained demons of my addiction and hold myself accountable for my actions without feeling entitled to forgiveness or understanding. Sobriety meant acknowledging that some people would always perceive me through the lens of their past experiences with me. It meant surrendering to reality – which will be a recurring theme in this book.

Seven grand relapses later, on 7 November 2016, I mustered the courage to try sobriety one more time. With nowhere else to turn, I chose to share my journey anonymously on Instagram. From my very first post, my chaotic life as a 24-year-old binge drinker seeking help felt more manageable. I shared my fear of not reaching my 25th birthday if I didn’t change my ways. I strived to be as open as my shame would allow, doing my best to depict my reality without glossing over my imperfections. That became my motto: Always speak the truth, especially when it’s easier to hide behind a lie.

While my story, drenched in denial, has its unique flavours, there’s a universal undercurrent that ties it all together: fear. You see, fear isn’t just about the immediate, tangible threats; it’s about the inner monsters that gnaw at your self-worth, pushing you further into a vortex of denial, silencing your truths and forcing you to act in ways that sabotage your essence. It’s that trepidation that makes you bury your head in the sand or, in my case, at the bottom of a glass, regardless of the clear evidence around you.

 

Reflective questions

 

Pause for a moment and ask yourself: What am I most afraid of? Is it judgement, failure or perhaps admitting imperfections? Fear isn’t just about the tangible threats you can touch or see; it often dwells deeper, affecting how you perceive yourself and the narratives you construct about your life.

 

The fear of admitting you’re flawed, the fear of societal judgement, the fear of
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Africa Brooke is a Zimbabwean-born, internationally acclaimed consultant, accredited coach, speaker, and podcaster. As the Founder and CEO of Africa Brooke International, she is renowned for her expertise and nuanced insights into overcoming self-sabotage and self-censorship. In this area, she offers specialised consulting and high-level coaching services, along with ongoing support to public figures, teams and individuals worldwide. Hosting two weekly personal development and philosophy podcasts, Beyond the Self and Unthinkable Thoughts, Africa’s voice has resonated across various media platforms. She has been a sought-after guest on numerous television shows, podcasts and radio broadcasts. Her contributions to mainstream publications, including the Guardian, showcase her thought leadership, and her impactful keynotes have graced the halls of prestigious institutions, including Cambridge University. Africa is based in London.
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