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Dedication

For Eden Young, the coolest girl in the world.
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Introduction
 by Ione Gamble

Most of us consider taste to be a primal instinct rather than an intellectual tool. Everything we choose to consume, covet or loathe in our day-to-day lives is dictated by this unknowable force. Much of the time, the reason we like the things we like seems predetermined, driven by a part of our brain that is impossible to decode. It feels innate and emotional to be drawn to a particular object or piece of music, just as it feels immovable when we are repulsed.

Developing my own taste felt like my first real sense of freedom. I remember moving schools, between the ages of twelve and thirteen, and using the opportunity to totally reinvent myself. I stormed down the high street with my mum, finding a suitably plain backpack that I could adorn with patches of my choosing – Nirvana, My Chemical Romance, and other vaguely-alt symbols I can no longer remember. I remember that same summer in the clothing aisle of Tesco, asking my mum to buy me a khaki green crochet jumper, to which she responded that she wouldn’t buy me any new clothes if I was going to decide to become a goth in three months and only wear black. I rescinded my request.

Aged eleven, I received twelve different boxes of semi-permanent hair dye in my Christmas stocking and railroaded through identities: goth one month, indie the next, then twee, emo and so on. This adolescent exploration of my own likes and dislikes felt like something that was uniquely my own, though of course I was actually just finding myself in all the ways millions of other teenagers do. I remember being ten years old and sneaking out of bed at 4 a.m. to watch MTV’s rock channel before my mum woke up – sneaking back into bed before she awoke so as not to be chastised for watching age-inappropriate music videos. But my ability to forge a sense of taste before the internet was largely non-existent; by the time I started secondary school in 2005, Myspace was huge. Before I was even a teenager I’d learned to distil my sense of personal taste into customised wallpapers, songs that were worthy of being proudly displayed on my profile, and profile pictures that would perfectly signal who I wanted to be to the rest of the world.

Our sense of taste can feel destined. Whether it’s the first time you listen to a song you instantly fall in love with, or spitting out a mouthful of food that disgusts you to your core. It’s the feeling I got when I first watched Juno and Ghost World and immediately had to base my entire personality on them. Finding Heathers on VHS in my local charity shop and watching it for the first time felt like a message from the universe sent directly to me. Seeing the Spring/Summer 2012 Meadham Kirchhoff runway show, with a troupe of dancing Courtney Love lookalikes cascading down the catwalk, felt like my universe had split open with new possibilities.

I can’t remember the last time I felt that way about a totally new cultural discovery. Maybe it was Lady Bird, the Greta Gerwig mummy-issue film that came out in 2017. It could have also been Sofia Coppola’s 2023 Priscilla, a film that so deeply affected me and the friend I saw it with that we could barely speak a word to each other for the entire journey home. If I’m being totally honest, it was most likely my first watch of the original TV series The Real Housewives of New York City (2008), witnessing middle-aged women, obscenely rich women, scream at each other, fall into bushes when drunk, sneak out for one-night stands and treat each other like actual sisters through thick and thin.


‘What really matters is what you like, not what you are like … Books, records, films – these things matter. Call me shallow but it’s the fuckin’ truth.’

Rob Gordon, High Fidelity



I first watched High Fidelity when I was fifteen years old. Hearing Rob Gordon – a middle-aged man working in a record shop in the late nineties – deliver these lines, straight to camera, I felt like my obsession with figuring out my own taste had been validated. I had learned to define myself by what I liked, judging the mark of a person by if we shared similar interests. Of course, this makes sense as a teenager, at school with little else to distinguish myself from my peers other than the music we listened to and the TV we liked. We were, after all, spending our weekends the same way – drinking in parks or on the beach.

As a thirty-two-year-old woman, these words that once meant so much to me ring more as pathetic than revelatory. Gordon uses his superior sense of taste as a get-out-of-jail-free card to avoid forming a meaningful connection with anyone who doesn’t fit his narrow perception of liking the ‘right’ things. He moves through the world disregarding those with differing opinions, deeming anyone who enjoys pop culture as having lower intellect. His view on taste is not niche – our societal obsession with categorisation, particularly online, has only made the idea that your taste equals your worth more prescient.

Today, we’re sorted into different groups that can be catered to by algorithms on social media platforms. From Clean Girl, That Girl, Tomato Girl, Feral Girl and Sad Girl, each microidentity comes with its own set of calling cards as to what passes for good and bad, inauthentic or real – shouted at us through our phone screens by people with no discernible qualification of their expert status except a larger than average following. Taste is not something that should ever be dictated to us, whether that be by a snobby middle-aged man, a bratty teenager or a digital algorithm. At its worst, taste oppresses us. It keeps power trapped in irrelevant modes of culture while encouraging us to conform at all costs.

I recognise all of this, yet an obsession with taste plagues my life. Many of the writers in this book talk about their love of the arts as a form of escapism – something that helps them get away from themselves, which then in turn becomes a hope for providing escapism through their own work for other people. I’ve found this common thread interesting as for me, when developing a sense of taste I have always been drawn to work that encourages me to either dig more deeply within myself or think about the wider context of the world around me. Escapism, for me personally, looks like mindless reality TV, or Gossip Girl, or playing Candy Crush for six hours straight – not being transported across space and time by a song lyric or losing myself in a book.

I know that Gordon’s monologue is shallow and small-minded, but still, maybe I too am trapped in what I like rather than just allowing myself to fully escape within it. As I’ve grown older, I’ve learned to wear my taste more lightly and take other people’s taste less seriously. A mark of a person is not how well they can communicate through what they wear, listen to or watch, but even so, this miserable man and I have more in common than I’d like to admit. I can call my obsession with taste anthropological, but in reality, I’m also just fascinated by the reasons we love the things we love and hate the things we hate. I love the mindlessness of Real Housewives, but I also love how the various franchises exist as time capsules of upper-class America in a way that’s previously only been documented by actual serious writers like Truman Capote.

We cling on to the parts of ‘good’ taste that have helped define us, but for me at least, the trash has made me who I am just as much as critically lauded cinema or flicking through hundreds of magazines showcasing things I could never afford as a teen. We disregard the TV shows or social media trends that occupy much of our time under the guise of ‘guilty pleasures’, denying ourselves the opportunity to fully embrace our own bad taste. But how we differentiate between the two does not exist in a vacuum. Traditionally feminine interests are disregarded as unimportant, people of colour are shut out of awards ceremonies, and if you’re not educated at Oxford or Cambridge, your odds of entering the industries that dominate this decision-making are next to none. Liking the ‘right’ things becomes less of a morally superior position once we realise our sense of highbrow has been dictated to us by those who seek to oppress us.

Maybe it’s a sense of losing our adolescent whimsy, maybe it’s just that we become more sure of who we are, or we could just be at capacity when it comes to liking new stuff, but somewhere after self-discovery, we develop a tendency to distrust our own taste. We worry that the sofa we have in our homes isn’t chic. Or that our taste in music is cringe. We accept that there are people who have better taste than us and seek out those who can teach us how to fill our lives with the right kind of things. We watch hundreds of videos on quiet luxury and decide anything that isn’t designed by The Row needs binning from our wardrobes. We head to a film’s Letterboxd page with the intention of rating the film we’ve just watched four stars, only to be left embarrassed by an average score of 2.6. It might be peer pressure or just the fatigue of being shown two million different things a day online, but most of us have stopped following the instinctual moment our heart begins to flutter at the sight of a beautiful object. Instead, our curiosity falls by the wayside in an attempt to fine-tune our brain to fall in line with the taste of our peers.

The modern hierarchy of taste is not a series of tools to be utilised in the quest for self-expression. Instead, it is a prescribed set of rules built on generations of class disparity and an ever-expanding industry dedicated to making us want more. Our tastes are not just being dictated – and therefore belittled – by an historical class system that exists to keep working-class people from thriving, but a whole new social class whose entire income depends on convincing us the things we like are inferior to the things we can buy from them.

I might try to take taste less seriously on a personal level, but it wouldn’t be wrong to say I have a vested interest in taste and how what we enjoy affects how we move through the world – it’s literally my job. After spending my teen years reading fashion columns as if they were the Bible, I began to realise that the media we consume is not in the business of liberating our truest expressions of self. Magazines should exist as wormholes into different worlds – and at best, they can. But too often they peddle a version of taste that can only be achieved through wealth, self-sacrifice and being born in the right body. Via trend pieces selling us clothes we can’t afford, features with celebrities we can’t relate to and diet tips with no nutritional value, the media industry has always been less interested in helping us hone our own interest and more intent on selling us an aspirational lifestyle only achievable through the purchasing of products. The self-hatred women’s media inspired within us is not a quirk but rather the whole point. These vehicles of good taste only remain relevant for as long as we don’t trust ourselves.

In 2014, I decided to create my own publication, Polyester – named after the ‘Pope of Trash’ John Waters’ film of the same name but also as a reclamation of my obsession with all things cheap, throwaway and unintellectual. This was not just a way to stake a claim that the things we consider low-culture have more to say than meets the eye but also a way of building a world that represented my utopic vision of what print and digital media could be. To build a bible of bad taste that actively ignores the fragile egos of tastemakers before it. That isn’t interested in what a socialite born into aristocracy was wearing or listening to, but instead sources submissions from readers with the intent of building a genuine community from shared likes and dislikes. I’m proud that Polyester can dissect reality TV through a media theory lens in the same breath as we fangirl over an obscure fashion designer. That work submitted by girls from their bedrooms can sit alongside bona-fide photographers. And that most of all, we understand that culture is to be enjoyed not feared, whether intellectually, hedonistically, or both at the same time.

It can be enjoyable to either challenge or conform to what is accepted as good, or tasteful, or worthy of our headspace and money. It can be just as fun to lust over a specific bag or pair of shoes as it is to follow our noses down a rabbit hole of obsession. But buying into any pre-determined notion of taste also holds us back – even when it means rejecting what is universally accepted as ‘good’.

We’re no longer treating print media as a bastion of importance, but shallow good taste is a slippery beast that has adapted instead of died. Now, we have less choice than ever when consuming content that teaches us we’re not good enough – it’s accessible twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week in the palms of our hands. We collectively eye-roll at compilations of ‘live, laugh, love’ signs hung in lower middle-class homes decorated completely in grey. Entire accounts are dedicated to dupes: ways for us common folk to have a taste of the lifestyle we so desperately crave. Trends such as ‘quiet luxury’ are practically just influencers screaming in our faces that our tiny brains are unable to compute good quality. But not all internet content has to be as po-faced to be just as harmful as the ones actively mocking.

We’re being lulled into a false sense of individuality via micro trends that feel personal to us but are in fact serving the same purpose as those who convince us our taste isn’t good enough. Trend cycles on TikTok are so juvenile they can make us feel as though we’re back in our teenage bedrooms discovering something for the first time – which is perhaps what makes them so compelling. We see one person with something we want: it could be a bag, a skirt or even a toy. Then we’re served one hundred more. Suddenly it’s impossible to differentiate whether we actually like the aforementioned item or if fear of missing out makes it an impossibility not to own it. This content might not be outwardly ridiculing our taste, but it’s still convincing us all that we do not know ourselves as well as the influencers in our phone do. These flash-in-the-pan micro identities such as balletcore, whimsigoth and coquette, or viral products like Sonny’s Angels, freckle stamps and peel-off lip stains are little by little doing us out of any sense of individuality we might have.

In the current hellscape of shortened trend cycles, mass consumption, influencer culture and a world that is about to be swallowed by the sun, figuring out what we truly love can feel like untangling a million cables without any clue as to which does what. My tastes, and my need to understand them, pull me in every imaginable direction, from watching Vanderpump Rules for six weeks straight to poring over feminist theory and being able to name the successive creative directors of each fashion brand for the last half a century. I’m not immune to being swayed by making a dubious purchase that will end up at the bottom of my wardrobe every once in a while, but I do believe bad taste has allowed me to trust myself more than I trust the algorithm.

Running a magazine has made me constantly question my own taste, understanding it as something ever-changing and fallible rather than rigid and intellectual. I believe this to be not just healthier than holding strict notions of good or bad, but also much more enjoyable than judging myself and those around me for what we like. Instead of dismissing something as cringe, I ask myself: Am I judging someone’s work based on a framework that I don’t believe in? Do I think this work is good just because it mimics a trending aesthetic? Do I genuinely think this person is cool, or do they just have a really good marketing manager? When it comes down to it, I trust the act of thinking deeply about something more than my initial reaction or one manipulated from me by online content.

Questioning these things isn’t questioning my taste, but rather understanding that the way we consume the world is entangled with the intentions of decision-makers whose taste I don’t particularly care for in the first place. One of the things I’m most proud of with regards to Polyester is that running a magazine has made me more capable of changing my mind. Not bowing to the accepted internet hot take or product of the week but also understanding that if we view our taste as set in stone, we close ourselves to the type of experiences and feelings that made us feel alive as teenagers.

At its best, bad taste does not limit us but instead provides a roadmap from which we can live our lives most authentically. The essays in this book, for me, have done just that; they’ve provided context for my own likes and dislikes while reframing seemingly innocuous subject matter such as poetry or WhatsApp gifs through a social political lens that suddenly makes my own sense of taste make sense.

The contributors in this book prove that once everything we’ve understood to be good or bad, high or low, expensive or cheap is exposed as a farce to uphold a hierarchy we hate, liking the things we like feels liberatory rather than restrictive. Away from algorithms, influencers, column inches and classism, embracing what we like does hold the power of self-actualisation. We have to trust our taste, both good and bad, for our true selves not to be swallowed whole by those who live to undermine us.




Vision is inheritance by Rene Matić
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I love the mainstream
 by Lauren O’Neill

If I think about the happiest I have ever been – like, true contentment, closeness to bliss, achievement of nirvana, whatever – I can easily pinpoint it. This is weird for me because generally my memory doesn’t really work like that: I am one of those people who goes completely blank when someone asks me who my favourite band is, to the extent that I might as well never have encountered the phenomenon of music in my life. I’m also pretty sure that I made up my earliest memory (‘eating toast at my grandparents’ house’) just to be able to say that I have an earliest memory. But – and I suppose this is because of the intensity of the feeling – when I flick through the files of my brain for real, glowing, soul-radiating happiness, I am able to lay a hand on it right away.

I am a child and I am sitting in my dad’s living room on his brown leather sofa. It has beige stitching and is, by 2026, probably about two or three sofas ago. It’s a Saturday evening and I am warm but not too warm (this wouldn’t have registered to me then, because I was a fortunate kid, but when I remember the moment now, the snugness is really prevalent – most likely this is because, aged thirty-one, I have lived in London with housemates for over a decade and am now no longer ignorant as to the psychological warfare that can be wrought over central heating).

The television is tuned to ITV, which is playing The X Factor. This is a programme I watched weekly in the 2000s with the hushed solemnity that some save for church. There is not a lot more to the memory, other than the fact that I have a slice of oven pizza in my hand – plain cheese, with a thin and crispy, enjoyably cardboard-y base – and I am absorbed by the signature red-and-black blare that the TV always took on during The X Factor. I’m not certain who else is in the room with me (one or both of my siblings as babies or toddlers possibly, maybe a cousin?), but it barely matters, because my favourite show is on and I am watching the contestants perform ‘Relight My Fire’ as a group number or something. I don’t have a clue in the moment, obviously, but I am really, truly happy.

It doesn’t really seem like much and to be honest, it isn’t. And while it’s not rare for people to have experiences of real felicity in childhood, it’s also pretty common to hear stories of finding true peace while gazing at sunsets or marvelling over vistas rather than, like, in front of an overstimulating and by all accounts unforgivably morally flawed television franchise. Perhaps I will still be struck deeply in my heart by some phenomenon of the natural world somewhere down the line in my life (although I’m not going to lie, it doesn’t seem likely – not to be that person who is like, ‘I hate being anywhere there isn’t phone signal and a coffee shop’, but I do hate being anywhere there isn’t phone signal and a coffee shop), who knows? But for now, to me, if you ask, happiness is being nine and locking the fuck in for a solid two hours of Whitney Houston covers and Louis Walsh saying, ‘You look like a popstar, you sound like a popstar … you ARE a popstar.’

I grew up surrounded and obsessed by popular culture, so it’s not surprising that a deep dive into the recesses of my psychology would give you Sharon Osbourne, and Matt Cardle duetting ‘Unfaithful’ with Rihanna. I was looked after by my grandparents a lot as a kid, which meant that their hobbies – watching The Bill while eating a wedge of Cathedral City cheese an inch thick between two cream crackers – were my hobbies. While my pals at school loved Pokémon and Tracy Beaker (which, don’t get me wrong, I did also dabble in), I could tell you the ongoing plots of Emmerdale, EastEnders and Coronation Street from the age of about four. In one of the funniest pictures of me as a child, I’m sitting in my school uniform, wearing an elasticated tie as I could not yet fasten the real one that went with my shirt and jumper, reading a copy of The Sun newspaper. My nan and grandad, despite being Irish Republicans (and therefore generally sympathetic to the politics associated with such leanings), bought The Sun daily, which meant that I read The Sun pretty much daily too, scouring the celeb gossip pages and the TV listings and the horoscopes and soaking up every piece of information I laid my little eyes on.

Alongside the cultural education I was receiving at home, it feels important to add that I was born and raised in Birmingham, which, due to its urban sprawl, is the second-largest city in the UK (everyone thinks the second-largest city is Manchester because of the football clubs and Creation Records and Canal Street, but it is in fact lovely, crap old Birmingham, these days defined by its chronic Peaky Blinders hangover). Aged twenty-one, after three years in Oxford – which I hated because there were just fucking libraries everywhere and the Topshop was tiny – I moved to London, where I have lived ever since.

I mention this because my status as a dyed-in-the-wool City Person is just as relevant for the picture I’m painting here as the TV I was watching and the songs I’d hear on the radio when my mom drove me to school (the first time I encountered ‘… Baby One More Time’ remains the closest thing I’ve had to a divine experience). While some people have idyllic childhoods surrounded by beach or countryside, which see them romping around energetically, I spent my formative years traipsing around the Bullring shopping centre and eating chips in the food court at the Pavilions. There was, I should also mention, a time during my teenage years when, every weekend, my friends and I would also pass the time by going to look at ‘The Hole’. This was essentially a really, really deep hole that had been dug in the Mailbox shopping complex in the middle of Birmingham to facilitate the eventual construction of luxury flats. You can keep your rosy-cheeked tobogganing and summertime berry-picking, I had The Hole.

City life and the embrace of the mainstream it necessitates is, therefore, in my bones and I would probably perish if I were ever forced to move more than a couple of miles from a Greggs (currently I live directly across the street to one). There is also a good reason why, during the most emotionally difficult times of my adult life, I have found myself on autopilot, travelling to the biggest shopping mall or supermarket I can get to, or quietly asking my mother to drive me to a retail park where I can look at homewares I will never buy, knowing this will be the only solution that will come close to offering temporary relief from depression or compulsions.

It is only, however, in recent years that I have wholeheartedly admitted these wants and needs to myself, because while they’ve always made themselves known now and then, during my teens and twenties, as many people do, I think I reacted a little bit against the defining factors of my upbringing for various reasons. These ranged from classic, pig-headed teen rebellion to learned, internalised classism and misogyny. These days, however – I guess somewhat curiously, and in other ways, not surprisingly at all – seeking comfort or stability or peace, I have come back to the stuff of my childhood. I’m pleased about that.

*

As a young teenager with free rein of the family computer (which I ultimately did ravage with the help of LimeWire), I quickly began discovering absolutely everything via early social media and my older friends and mediafire.com. In the same way that I’d taken in everything I read in the newspaper or heard in the music charts years before, I soaked up new culture: weird bands, books I shouldn’t have known about, films I’d buy on DVD using my pocket money at the Bullring’s HMV.

I pored over NME magazine every week and hung on to its dispatches about Camden, the epicentre of indie music and therefore the planet, and a rocking new group called Arctic Monkeys. I read Trainspotting and American Psycho when I was about thirteen, which I was allowed to do because reading anything at all was encouraged. I developed a preoccupation with Sofia Coppola’s The Virgin Suicides movie so extreme that, for a time, I changed my Myspace display name to ‘lux lisbon’ (all lowercase obviously).

None of these things are particularly radical or extreme or deeply subcultural, I know, but for a kid raised on Hollyoaks and heartfelt reverence for Stephen Gately and Mark from Westlife, they felt kind of mind-blowing at the time. Here was a whole world of tastes other than the ones I’d always known to align myself with. Burning with a fairly typical combination of pubescent defiance and terrible self-consciousness, I became, slowly but surely, desperate to separate myself from the cultural signifiers that had played such a huge part in my childhood.

In my teenage years this mostly manifested in a fondness for really loud music and gigs where I’d sometimes come home having been punched in the head in the pit. I went vegan and as soon as I was old enough, I started covering myself in tattoos (once, when I was about twenty-one, my mom asked me pleadingly, ‘Why can’t you just be normal?’). I went deeper into internet aestheticism and got a Tumblr page onto which I’d reblog screenshots from Lana Del Rey music videos and, a little later, Petra Collins photoshoots, while my family watched the soaps next to me on the sofa.

I visited friends I’d met online in different cities around the UK and ordered American Apparel hoodies from the internet and thought myself worldly. It was, unsurprisingly, around this time that I also became particularly self-conscious about my Birmingham accent and ‘sounding stupid’. Again, I suppose I was reacting against the way I’d grown up, wanting my voice to reflect what I viewed as my superior tastes and to seem more sophisticated than I thought flat, regional words like ‘mom’ and ‘gambole’ allowed me to.

This continued until I got to university when the goalposts shifted again. There, I wore a huge chip on my shoulder about not having gone to private school like a lot of my peers and I was pleased to stand out in this highly traditional environment, with my weird hairstyle (there are a lot of photos of me with a harrowingly short fringe) and unfortunate predilection for fifties pin-up-style fashion. Lot of polka dots at that time, very sad to see. Despite my more alternative leanings, however, the need for the comforts I’d grown up with started rearing its head. It’s no surprise that during my third year, when I experienced real, debilitating depression for the first proper time, while studying for my final exams, the thing that brought me the most simple joy was watching EastEnders on a laptop with my friend Ollie.

At twenty-two, after thrashing my way through a disastrous Master’s degree on scholarship, which I accepted mostly just because I wanted an excuse to move to London, I got a job at VICE as a writer on their music desk. I’d been doing freelance articles for them since my last year at Oxford, and as someone who’d aspired to be accepted as ‘cool’ since I received a tremendous bullying aged twelve on the Myspace Indie Kids forum for saying I liked a Snow Patrol song, it felt like a big deal. I cried when I was offered the job, which was probably the most un-VICE thing I could possibly have done.

VICE began in 1996 as a print magazine centred on skateboarding and alternative culture, started in Montreal by Shane Smith, Suroosh Alvi and Gavin McInnes (who left the company in 2008 and later, famously, founded the Proud Boys, an alt-right group), but by the mid-2010s, it had its biggest impact online, as a bastion of new media, synonymous with ‘hipsterdom’ and a certain type of tastemaking, existing in the same lane as sites like Gawker and later, Pitchfork (but never BuzzFeed).

The general vibe of the writing was astute but snotty, voicey and opinionated, and crucially funny rather than straight-up and newsy. It covered serious topics – drugs, war, politics – but there was also a good chunk of the site given over to in-depth commentary on viral internet videos (this, to be honest, is the saddest part of its having become basically unrecognisable by 2026: there’s nowhere left that would let you publish a blow-by-blow account of that clip where the bat gets loose in the Irish family’s house). By the time I joined in 2016, it certainly didn’t have the cachet it had once been known for – as it became more sucked into the churnalism model that held the 2010s by the throat online – but the legacy of self-conscious coolness remained.

While there is loads to say about my time working at VICE from 2016 until early 2022 – a whole other essay which I doubt I’ll ever write, to be honest, 1) because it’s beating a dead horse and 2) because you kind of just had to be there – the most relevant things to note are twofold. Firstly, there, knowledge of the mainstream culture I’d grown up with – and I guess previously felt a bit embarrassed by – ended up serving me, even if the lens I was encouraged to cast over it was a bit snarky. Secondly, and more importantly, however: I worked at VICE during the peak of Twitter.

Twitter, the ‘microblogging platform’ which now exists as Elon Musk’s X and is populated mostly by incels instructing ‘Grok’ to manifest images of Sydney Sweeney in string bikinis, used to be the thing I felt I lived and died by. It dominated and set the direction of cultural discourse to the extent that every morning at work, I’d dutifully open up the timeline, alongside the work CMS and Slack – it was that essential to my day because it set the tone so much that it would often inform what I’d be writing about (this crossover was sometimes problematic: I once heard of a guy at a different publication who got an official warning from his employer because he was just tweeting too much during the work day). Maybe I’d be writing about the Corbyn election campaign; maybe it’d be ‘Five Questions For People Who Poo In the Shower’ (a real article, I’m afraid to say) – it all depended what Twitter was saying. Nothing else on the internet has ever really managed to define public conversation since. Instead we’re now governed more by trends on photo and video sharing apps like Instagram and TikTok.

Daily, the topics of conversation on Twitter would veer between ‘American food is disgusting’ and critiques of fourth wave feminism as they pertained to Love Island. In its heyday, it was responsible for some of the funniest collective moments that have ever taken place on the internet (Where Were You When Jaboukie Pretended to Be the FBI?, etc. etc.), and it was an incredible, absurdist and insane-making place to be during the 2010s. From my point of view, this was because it was the home of two phenomena: the first is what the Daily Mail now loves to call ‘cancel culture’ and the second is irony-pilling.

There’s an old tweet by Twitter user @maplecocaine (sure!) which reads: ‘Each day on Twitter there is one main character. The goal is never to be it.’ This sentiment basically encapsulates how using the site in the late 2010s felt to me, especially as someone who was writing online at the time. It was all fun and games when you were one of the spectators in this digital amphitheatre, deploying likes and retweets and watching people beef about any old shite to pass the time until you could feasibly go and get lunch, but one wrong step – one misworded tweet or poorly angled article – and it could be you next.

Twitter cancellations tended to be pretty brutal and could decimate careers or reputations or both – you really didn’t want to be the main character.
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