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FOREWORD

BY MONICA LEWINSKY

If you picked up this book, you are already aware of the sweeping digital landscape of the Internet littered with harassment and the trolls who infuse online discourse with aggressive shaming and bullying. Targets can be as small as personal attacks on Facebook pages to the explosion of political trolls’ tweets who seemed to highjack our political process in the 2016 election.

In Shame Nation, author Sue Scheff addresses this onslaught of public shaming by assessing the problem, sharing her own experiences with online shaming and advocating for a better, safer Internet. She recommends available resources for assistance as well as very helpful suggestions for overcoming the pain and humiliation of cybershaming. And Scheff details the heartening changes in the legal sphere where online harassment and cyberstalking are finally beginning to develop remedies for victims and consequences for perpetrators.

Shame Nation presents a road map of harassment on the Internet: why people harass others online, how they do it, and the various ways one can respond—or vigilantly avoid being the target of online shaming. Essentially, how to be prepared for a virtual attack on one’s character.

Read that again: how to be prepared for a virtual attack on one’s character. That sentiment is heartbreaking. How have we devolved as a society to the point where we even need to be preparing for such an attack? What is it about online communication that propagates such venal commentary? Of course, at its core, power. Power over one’s own feelings of inferiority, power over another (perceived) weaker person, power to be seen and heard. Then there is also the mob mentality. Added to that, the safety of anonymity the Internet provides.

And then there is the phenomenon Scheff unpacks later in this book—what psychologist John Suler describes as the Online Disinhibition Effect, wherein online behavior distances us from our normal personalities and encourages us to develop different personas. One only has to observe the myriad of online usernames that range from the fanciful to the outright frightening to know this is true.

When I first became the subject of worldwide shaming in 1998, few people could imagine how that would feel—or what the long shadow of consequences could look like. (Oh, how I wish Sue’s book existed then!) Back then, literally overnight, I went from a completely private person whose world was just family, friends and coworkers to a globally known figure, relentlessly mocked and vilified. I stepped (or was pushed, really) from a comfortable, anonymous existence into a maelstrom of wild rumors and cruel jokes. And the nascent Internet played an important role in that storm. In fact, the report that launched this story first broke online in one of the very first online news blogs. All of this was new territory, and there were no rules and no boundaries.

As an advocate who has traveled all over the world speaking about this issue, I have had the vantage point of hearing from countless people about their struggles on this topic. Today, sadly, many people can identify with the author’s and my experiences of being shamed by millions of people—millions of strangers. From Sue herself, whose business and reputation was viciously attacked in an online smear campaign to a Canadian high school where a poll called “The Ugliest Girls in the Twelfth Grade” was published to the 38 percent of adults who confirm they have been cyberbullied in the last year. And those numbers are on the rise.

And tragically we have come to a point where we had to coin a new word—bullycide—to describe the onslaught of suicides, especially among young people and children, resulting from bullying, particularly cyberbullying.

In 2014, after a decade long self-imposed retreat from public life, I authored an essay for Vanity Fair titled “Shame and Survival.” In it I reflected:

No one, it seems, can escape the unforgiving gaze of the Internet, where gossip, half truths, and lies take root and fester. We have created, to borrow a term from historian Nicolaus Mills, a “culture of humiliation” that not only encourages and revels in Schadenfreude but also rewards those who humiliate others, from the ranks of the paparazzi to the gossip bloggers, the late-night comedians, and the web “entrepreneurs” who profit from clandestine videos.

Yes, we’re all connected now. We can tweet a revolution in the streets or chronicle achievements large and small. But we’re also caught in a feedback loop of defame and shame, one in which we have become both perps and victims. We may not have become a crueler society—although it sure feels as if we have—but the Internet has seismically shifted the tone of our interactions. The ease, the speed, and the distance that our electronic devices afford us can also make us colder, more glib, and less concerned about the consequences of our pranks and prejudice. Having lived humiliation in the most intimate possible way, I marvel at how willingly we have all signed on to this new way of being.

There is painfully a sad lack of empathy and compassion in our cyberworld. People rush to make rude and (sometimes) violent commentary they would never utter in a face-to-face situation. And these insults and threats never go away. They live in the Internet ether forever, easily accessed by potential employers, potential relationships, and anyone in the mood to do a Google search. But society is slowly acclimating to this “brave new world,” and we are gradually developing new methods for coping with online harassment and curbing cyberbullying and shaming in all forms. These include legal recourse against the perpetrators and well as counseling and support for those victimized by online harassment.

Activist and support groups have sprung up globally. The concept of digital resilience has been appropriated in this space to look at ways our social behavior and emotional responses can be reshaped so that we—especially young people—are able to bounce back when (cyber)bullying and online harassment occur. But ultimately, as a society we can—and must—do better to help protect others online, be mindful of our own clicking behavior, and remember neutral compassion. As an advocate in the antibullying space, I think I summed up my thoughts best in an interview with Guy Raz for NPR’s TED Radio Hour on why I ultimately have so much faith in our ability to make progress:

The most important thing that I’ve learned is that we are all so much stronger and so much more resilient than we can ever imagine. I think it’s so important for people to understand that. And it doesn’t matter your experiences of struggle or level of trauma, we are more resilient, we have a well of compassion for others and ourselves, which can help us bounce back from any kind of situation.

The reason Sue called this book Shame Nation is because shame culture doesn’t make value judgments on one’s actions, but instead, more insidiously, it tells people that they, as human beings, are unworthy. This most valuable book is an attempt to frame the human stories on either side of (cyber)bullying—to strip away the screens and digital posturing and create a narrative steeped in empathy. Let’s begin…

—Monica Lewinsky
New York City, 2017


INTRODUCTION

THE CLICK: WHAT IS DIGITAL SHAMING?

“There is a very personal price to public humiliation, and the growth of the Internet has jacked up that price.”

—Monica Lewinsky1

Do you know, right now, what the Internet is saying about you?

Could one careless tweet cost you your job? Are nude photos of you lingering on your ex’s smartphone? Could one angry customer trash your small business? Will a potential romance cool because of what’s been posted about you online?

How likely is it that any of that will happen?

More likely than you think.

In today’s digitally driven world, countless people are being electronically embarrassed every day. Stories of troll attacks, revenge porn, sexting scandals, email hacks, webcam hijackings, cyberbullying, and screenshots gone viral fill our newsfeeds. According to a 2014 Pew Research Center survey, 73 percent of adult Internet users say they have witnessed online harassment and 65 percent of adult Internet users under the age of thirty have personally experienced it.2 Given events like the 2014 Sony Pictures email hack that leaked studio heads’ private messages and the 2015 Ashley Madison breach that revealed the identities of millions of alleged philanderers, it is clear that we are all potentially one click away from being unwillingly thrust into the Internet glare.

And what awaits us there? A nation of finger-wagging vultures who delight in tormenting us and tearing our reputations to shreds. This culture of destroying people with the simple stroke of a keyboard has become much more than a fad—it’s the new normal. In a 2014 survey conducted by YouGov, 28 percent of Americans admitted to engaging in malicious online activity directed at somebody they didn’t even know.3 How have we become this “Shame Nation,” where we are constantly hurling our collective outrage at an endless supply of fresh victims? And is there anything we can do to stop this, before it affects us or the people we love?

Of course, shaming in America dates as far back as the days of the Puritans, when those deemed to have crossed their thin moral line were subject to being stoned, scorned, thrown into stocks, or worse. Just a generation ago, an embarrassing gaffe might have been written up in the local paper or gossiped about over backyard fences until it was old news. But today is much different. The Internet has eternal life and boundless reach, and victims of a digital disaster must learn to live forever with the implications of that high-tech “tattoo.” As Jennifer Jacquet, an assistant professor of environmental studies at New York University, writes in her book Is Shame Necessary?: New Uses for an Old Tool, “The speed at which information can travel, the frequency of anonymous shaming, the size of the audience it can reach, and the permanence of the information separate digital shaming from shaming of the past.”4

In other words, being the victim of a cyberattack has the potential to ruin your life—financially, emotionally, and physically. In the most extreme cases of online harassment, we have seen the worst-case repercussions over and over again: young people taking their own lives and adults losing their livelihoods.

Strikingly, Chubb Limited recently became the first insurance firm to offer its clients coverage against cyberbullying and other forms of man-made digital disasters. For $70 a year, American families can add a protection plan to their existing policy and get reimbursed for up to $60,000 in costs resulting from online harassment, such as unwarranted job loss, technical support for tracking down cyberfoes, public relations support for image repair, and even therapy bills.5 “This is a low-probability but high-consequence issue,” explains Christie Alderman, Chubb’s vice president of client product and services. “It’s not something that’s happening every day. But when it does, it has a huge impact on people.”6

Take the case of the chief financial officer of an Arizona-based medical device company who, in 2012, decided to take a stand against fast-food chain Chick-fil-A, which at the time held a controversial stance against gay marriage. He filmed himself berating a drive-through worker and shared the video on his YouTube channel. The clip went viral, costing him his job—and, he claims, leaving him unemployable for years. In a follow-up story by ABC News in 2015, he told the reporter he was on food stamps, had been living with his family in an RV, and was still looking for full-time work.7

Would you be prepared if such a virtual catastrophe were to happen to you?

From Victim to Expert

In 2003, vindictive cyberattackers crashed into my world and tried to destroy my reputation, my livelihood, and my serenity. After a spiteful client decided to go after me and the Florida-based organization I founded to advise parents of troubled teens, Parents’ Universal Resource Experts (P.U.R.E.), I found myself on the receiving end of a brutal smear campaign. Armed with a keyboard, anonymity, and the belief that the First Amendment grants carte blanche to vilify others, the campaign cascaded into a free-for-all—with me up for slaughter. I was called a crook, a con artist, and, worst of all, a child abuser. I was a forty-year-old single mom left on the verge of financial ruin, feeling completely desperate and alone. With those slurs attached to my name, I felt certain that no one—clients or even potential dates—would ever take a chance on me again. I became a total recluse, living in fear of people Googling me.

As I detailed in my previous book, Google Bomb, instead of shrinking from the world, I fought back. I sued for Internet defamation and invasion of privacy and won a landmark, $11.3-million-dollar judgment that made national, and even international, headlines. Unfortunately, although the courts cleared my name, the Internet (almost) never forgets. I have spent years rebuilding and maintaining my online reputation, but even today, there is still slime lingering about me in cyberspace.

As horrible as the experience has been for me personally, it did have one positive outcome: I have become one of the nation’s leading advocates for responsible digital citizenship and cybersafety. Major media outlets, such as CNN, the Washington Post, Fox News, 20/20, the Wall Street Journal, and others, call me when news hits of another major cyberlynching. In addition to the tools and strategies I learned during my own case, I have sought out top experts in such fields as law, technology, and psychology. Using all that I’ve gleaned, I’ve made it my mission to help others create a safer and healthier digital life. As an adult victim and survivor of cyberbullying and digital shaming, I personally understand the deep, dark hole into which you descend when you are attacked. My greatest satisfaction now comes from helping others reclaim their lives after they, too, have been cyberbombed.

In these pages, I attempt to survey the wreckage of the most shocking digital debacles in recent years, revealing how truly pervasive this phenomenon has become and advising what we as concerned citizens need to do about it. (Because this book is about education rather than exploitation, names have been changed or removed as appropriate.) You will find expert advice about how to avoid making similar mistakes so you don’t become a victim yourself, plus stories of inspiration from those who have survived. Finally, this book will provide practical solutions for how to handle a cyberdisaster, should one occur, and guidance on how to recover from the emotional aftermath of digital shaming. You can find new life after falling victim to today’s legal—yet, lethal—weapon: the keyboard. Following is a brief overview of some of the major concepts and stories that we’ll examine in this book.

The Rise of Shame Nation

Who are today’s victims of digital shaming? Potentially, any one of us. Anger your ex, and your nude photos could show up on MyEx.com, a website dedicated to the practice of revenge porn. Bad tipper? You could be dubbed a cheapskate on your local deliveryman’s Tumblr page.8 Cut off a fellow mom at the drop-off line at school, and you could find yourself trashed on Facebook later that morning.

Danielle Keats Citron, author of Hate Crimes in Cyberspace, estimates that 30 to 40 percent of us will experience digital shame at some point in our lifetime. “You never escape it,” Citron, a law professor at the University of Maryland, told the New York Times. “When you post something really damaging, reputationally damaging, about someone online, it’s searchable and seeable. And you can’t erase it.”9

And don’t think you can somehow keep yourself from being victimized by keeping a low profile. Countless bystanders have been thrust into the Internet’s hot public glare without even knowing it. Imagine going to the hospital for urgent medical care and finding out that your nurse had snapped and texted photos of your private parts to her colleagues for a laugh.10 Or that paramedics whisking you away in an ambulance were engaged in a cruel competition, taking incriminating shots while you lay unconscious.11

More famously, there is the case of #PlaneBreakup, where one rather unfortunate woman’s boyfriend tried to dump her while they were stuck together on an airplane. By the time they landed, thousands of people had virtually eavesdropped on their semiprivate conversation, and a photo of her sobbing had been snapped and uploaded to the world—receiving ten thousand likes. All because a fellow passenger decided to live tweet this lovers’ quarrel for the Twitterverse’s amusement.

I Can’t Believe They Posted That!

Of course, many of today’s digital debacles are of our own making. There are countless high-profile examples of people whose own words unwittingly brought disaster tumbling down upon their heads. One of the best-known cases involved Justine Sacco, a public relations director from New York who was flying to South Africa and whose sardonic tweet—“Going to Africa. Hope I don’t get AIDS. Just kidding. I’m white!”—set off one of the first ever Twitter lynchings. Since then, there has been a flood of these stories, each predictably triggering a massive cybershaming in response: the high school teacher from California who joked about wanting to stab her students, the New Year’s Eve restaurant patron whose Facebook rant backfired on her, the Harvard professor’s email feud over his Chinese take-out order.

Just as we can bring ourselves down with our own thoughtless or misconstrued words, we also take risks every day with the images that we share. Consider the fact that every second, more than

•3,472 pictures are uploaded to Facebook,

•66,000 people search using Google,

•5,700 tweets are posted,

•926 pictures are uploaded to Instagram,

•8,796 “snaps” are sent, and

•400 minutes of video are uploaded to YouTube.12

When it comes to sending photos with nude or risqué content, the stakes have never been higher. According to a 2015 survey conducted by the Canadian research firm Leger, one in five parents in Canada admit to sharing intimate photos and/or messages online or via text—despite today’s high rates of divorce.13 And yet we expect our hormonally charged, tech-addicted youths to restrain themselves? Statistics show that 20 percent of teens and 33 percent of young adults have posted or sent nude or seminude photos, which can be a pathway to an embarrassing ending—witness the sexting scandals that have popped up in small towns across America, from Duxbury, Massachusetts, to Cañon City, Colorado.14

Adults can get tripped up too. Just ask Golden State Warriors basketball star and Team USA member Draymond Green, who made a mistake of Olympic proportions in July 2016, when he (briefly) posted a picture of his private parts on his Snapchat Story for all the world to see. “I kinda hit the wrong button and it sucks,” he was forced to tell reporters and the world in a Team USA press conference later that day. “It was meant to be private. We’re all one click away from placing something in the wrong place—and I suffered from that this morning.”15

A Sadist’s Playground?

“The Internet is the ugliest reflection of mankind there is.”

—Iggy Azalea16

Kids telling other kids to “drink bleach and die.” A troll creating a fake Twitter account posing as a woman’s dead father. Mothers being told that their babies should die of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS).17 Truly, the breadth of human cruelty on digital display can be staggering. As the former CEO of Reddit once remarked, reading online insults made her “doubt humanity.”18

As we all witnessed throughout the 2016 U.S. presidential campaigns, the level of civil discourse in our country has never sunk quite so low. “We are in an age of incivility,” observes longtime tech journalist Larry Magid. “I think that’s pretty obvious. The trolling and harassment and disagreeable conduct we’ve seen over the last several years has contributed to the ugliness, not so much its influence on a candidate, but on the broader community. There is a vocal group of people who seem to have forgotten their manners.”19

Why are people so mean online?

And what are the chances that you will personally brush up against such a foe?

Unfortunately, there does seem to be a small subgroup of citizens who simply enjoy engaging in digital combat. According to the 2014 study “Trolls Just Want to Have Fun,” published in Personality and Individual Differences, 5.6 percent of those surveyed admitted that their favorite activity when posting online comments is trolling others—and not surprisingly, they also scored high on traits such as sadistic and psychopathic tendencies.20 But Lindsay Blackwell, a University of Michigan researcher who studies online harassment, says that we should not rush to call those partaking in online cruelty psychological outliers. “I think it’s dangerous to flip that around and say everyone who participates in these behaviors has one of those traits,” she said in an interview. “We’re all equally capable.”21 In other words, push the right button, and there’s a potential troll lurking inside us all. This was validated when Stanford and Cornell University released research in 2017 confirming that under the right circumstances, anyone can become a troll.22

“We have to understand the human condition,” explained nationally renowned psychologist Dr. Robi Ludwig, author of Your Best Age Is Now. “Human beings have that aggressive, murderous side to them, and it’s not going away. The human species is aggressive, and it will manifest itself in different ways. Right now, it is taking this form, with people sitting alone at their computer feeling frustrated or insecure. How easy is it to turn that aggression to attacking words?”23

Psychologists point to several factors that have allowed online cruelty to flourish:

•the anonymity of the Internet

•the distance, or lack of face-to-face contact, with a victim

•mob mentality run amok

•lack of gatekeepers

•lack of consequences

Taken altogether, this phenomenon is known as the online disinhibition effect, the notion that people behave far differently online than they would in reality. John Suler, PhD, a psychology professor at Rider University who was the first to formally tackle this issue in a 2004 research paper, explains that the lack of a physical link between the attacker and the victim makes it easier to say things one wouldn’t in person. When this disinhibition turns toxic, or toward attacking others, it could be for several reasons: the online poster may not know exactly who the victims are or see them as real people, there are few consequences for this nasty behavior, and there is always the ability to hop off the discussion at any time. “We live in an age when people feel frustrated and angry,” Suler observed in an interview. “The online disinhibition effect causes people to act out that frustration and anger.”24

“The Internet itself is partly to blame,” Ari Ezra Waldman, associate professor and director of the Innovation Center for Law and Technology at New York Law School, writes in a New York Times editorial on the problem of online harassment. “Much of what makes it great—its speed, low cost, scope, size, and pseudonymity—also facilitates avalanches of hate.”25

It’s clear that hiding behind a computer screen enables many to express themselves in ways they’d never dare to face to face. But are online trolls becoming so brazen that they’re beginning to shed even those inhibitions? Perhaps. One ominous finding, in a 2016 study by researchers at the University of Zurich, reported that people making hateful comments on an online petition website were likely to behave even more aggressively if they identified themselves with their full names than if they remained anonymous.26

Why are trolls becoming more willing to publicly take an unpopular stance? The researchers suggested that these posters may have found that they could win more like-minded followers if they were willing to stand behind their words. And sadly, these haters are finding that most—though, as we will see in the pages ahead, not all—of the time, they are immune to any real-world consequences.

Signing Off Is Not a Solution

So is all this to say that you shouldn’t have any online presence at all? Should you shut down your Twitter account, log off Facebook, and delete your LinkedIn profile? Wipe your Instagram photos, turn off your wireless, and, for good measure, hide out in your bedroom? Of course not. If you don’t maintain your digital profile, who will? Going off the grid is just not an option—and it won’t save you. Those who have tried opting out of social media as an experiment often report feeling disconnected and even ostracized from their social circles. As journalist Nancy Jo Sales, author of the book American Girls: Social Media and the Secret Lives of Teenagers, relates, “I spoke to girls who said, ‘Social media is destroying our lives. But we can’t go off it, because then we’d have no life.’”27

From a professional standpoint, if you lose your job before you’re financially ready to retire, or if you’re simply looking for something new, you’ll be light-years behind other job-seekers if you haven’t maintained your virtual footprint. Having no online history is just as risky as having a spotty one—employers wonder what you have to hide or assume you aren’t tech savvy.28 A 2016 CareerBuilder survey found that 41 percent of employers were less likely to interview candidates if they couldn’t find them online.29 Many careers now require us to participate publicly in social media and to maintain a digital presence. As Congresswoman Katherine Clark, one of the leading proponents for federal laws against cyberharassment, expressed in an interview, “In an economy that demands an online presence, we can no longer view online abuse as simply a virtual problem.”30

For better or worse, being a vocal member of our digital nation is practically a modern-day requirement. That’s why more than ever, we need to learn and begin practicing what I call digital wisdom, to prevent ourselves and our loved ones from being victims of a digital debacle—and to make sure that what we are putting out there reflects the online world we all desire to live in.

Can we turn our Shame Nation into a Sane Nation?

Let’s begin.


PART ONE

THE RISE OF SHAME NATION


CHAPTER 1

THE SPECTRUM OF SHAME

“So many people want their fifteen minutes of fame—and don’t care how they get it.”

—Richard Guerry, founder of the Institute for Responsible Online and Cell Phone Communication1

The Sport of Shaming

Imagine this scenario: you’re on an airplane, heading home after a long weekend away, when the pilot announces that your flight has been delayed. You’re stuck on the tarmac, bored and annoyed, when a couple across the aisle begins arguing.

The fight gets heated. Tempers flare. Tears are shed. Accusations are hurled.

What do you do?

Most of us would just put on our earbuds and bury our heads in a magazine.

One woman made a different choice. She pulled out her phone and started posting the couple’s drama, verbatim, to the world.

Welcome to #PlaneBreakup.

That was the Twitter hashtag that trended in August 2015 when Kelly Keegan, a twenty-four-year-old ad sales associate from New York City, began live tweeting every word of her fellow passengers’ fight—along with their subsequent makeup make-out session—during a flight delay on a plane headed from Raleigh, North Carolina, to Washington, DC. Here’s just a snippet of what she wrote:


This guy on the plane just broke up w his girlfriend and she’s SOBBING

[image: image]




Girl: “ITS JUST SO MEAN. DO I DESERVE THIS? WHY ARE YOU BRINGING THIS UP”

[image: image]




Guy: “You need to calm down”

[image: image]




Girl: “To me I just really thought, you know, this was going to go somewhere”

[image: image]




**loud sobs**

[image: image]




**silent sobs, lots of sniffling**

[image: image]



And then, Keegan’s assessment of the in-flight experience.


This is the greatest plane delay I’ve ever had.

[image: image]



What made Keegan do it? What drives our desire to shame others so harshly—even strangers? And what are the potential costs when we do?

Keegan, a Jersey-born, former Kappa Delta sorority girl at North Carolina’s High Point University, agreed to be interviewed and shared what her thought process was that fateful Sunday evening. As the argument grew in volume, everyone on the plane began paying attention. Keegan, who was flying back from a girlfriend’s out-of-town bachelorette party, recalls the pivotal moment when she inserted herself into the situation. “I had cell service, so I said, ‘why not?’”

Keegan had been on Twitter since 2009, largely for the celebrity gossip, but at the time had only had around six hundred followers. Her tweets were amplified when they were picked up by friends working at the popular website, Barstool Sports. “They started getting involved and laughing and retweeting me, then people in media started doing the same,” she says. By the time she turned off her phone as the plane was taking off, she had around seven thousand followers, and by the time she landed, she was in the midst of a media frenzy. When she reached her apartment at midnight, her followers had grown to more than twelve thousand, and she was fielding calls from the New York Post and BuzzFeed.

Not everyone was delighted. “My mother,” Keegan observes wryly, “was horrified.” But Keegan and those who joined in on the mockery felt they had some justification for this in-flight shaming. The couple had violated certain basic norms of public behavior—don’t air your dirty laundry in public, don’t get drunk and disorderly, and don’t aggravate your fellow airline passengers, who are already suffering cramped leg room and recycled air.

From Keegan’s perspective, social outliers who behave this way do so at their own risk. “People need to be more self-aware [about] what they’re doing and how they’re acting in public,” she says. “It wouldn’t happen to me, because I don’t act that way. I’m never one to create a scene—that’s how I was raised. People act as if [they] can spew nonsense into this void and have zero repercussions. I’ve obviously proved that’s not true. That’s what happens—someone like me comes along who is nosy. Why would you not assume, all the time, [that] there’s a possibility someone’s looking at you? Everyone is watching. If you’re bored on a plane and arguing right next to me, what am I supposed to do?”

Clearly, Keegan is not the only one irked by airline passengers behaving badly. Witness the wildly popular “Passenger Shaming” Facebook and Instagram accounts, where a former flight attendant posts images of air travelers’ transgressions—painting their toenails or dozing bare-chested—submitted by their frustrated seatmates.2

Yet at the same time, Keegan herself had violated other, equally valid, community norms—don’t stick your nose in someone else’s business, don’t ridicule strangers for sport, and, some argue, show some basic compassion for people who are clearly in crisis mode. Within days, Keegan’s behavior had generated its own backlash: online commenters who’d read the story on People.com and USweekly.com began calling her callous and evil. “I started seeing people commenting [on] how I should have been minding my own business,” she recalls. “The worst was, ‘I hope someone live tweets you crying at your grandma’s funeral.’” A friend tipped her off that someone had even created a fake Facebook profile of her, mock apologizing. The pile-on toward her also took a real-world turn. Keegan’s boss, at the job she held before taking her current position, began getting calls asking him how he could employ such a “despicable” person.

Most of this blowback didn’t faze her. “I’m lucky—I’m a person who ignores people shouting into the wind,” she says. “I’ve never taken these super to heart.” One year after #PlaneBreakup, she has retained some thirty thousand Twitter followers and hosts a popular weekly podcast called WhineWithKelly. The couple from the plane has never come forward or contacted her, and she insists that it was just a case of “mouthing off on the Internet.” “People make the argument, ‘You hurt these people,’” she says. “I think if I had really impacted their lives in any way, they would have reached out to me and called me an asshole.”

When asked if she would do it all over again, she briefly pauses to think. “Um… I wouldn’t say no. I personally like having this audience, I like being able to provide content for them and try[ing] to make it funny.” She does have one partial regret: “I don’t think I would include photos next time. That was a lot of backlash. None of it was illegal, but [it] definitely had me worried for a little while.”

But otherwise? “I think if an opportunity arose,” Keegan says, “I would react the same way.”

Shame, Defined

1.a painful emotion caused by consciousness of guilt, shortcoming, or impropriety

2.a condition of humiliating disgrace or disrepute

3.something that brings censure or reproach3

How have we reached this state of being a shame nation, where nothing and no one is off limits? From celebrity babies to seniors in nursing homes, no one seems immune from becoming a victim of a virtual whipping—encounter the wrong person and you, too, can become a target.

Shaming is now the weapon of choice everywhere we look. We see it in arrogant bodybuilders mocking out-of-shape gym members.4 Middle school students creating fake Facebook pages to trash their teacher or principal. Thousands of “tough-love” moms and dads filming YouTube videos harshly scolding—or even shearing their children’s hair on camera in a last-ditch attempt at discipline. Websites like Yelp and Pissed Consumer that allow angry patrons to publicly blast a small business owner, fairly or not. A never-ending churn of popular apps, from After School to Yik Yak to ASKfm to Burnbook, permit teens to slam one another anonymously, while the controversial app Peeple encourages adults to “review” others.

The list goes on and on.

Whether the motive is profit, revenge, or simply sport, so many of us feel entitled to pick apart every aspect of a person and disparage it. We judge their way of life, their parenting style, their religion or sexual orientation, how they look, and how they dress. And all too often, the entire community either tacitly approves or gleefully joins in. To be truly shamed, you need an audience witnessing the deed. New York Times columnist David Brooks writes about the distinction between shame culture and guilt culture: “In a guilt culture you know you are good or bad by what your conscience feels. In a shame culture you know you are good or bad by what your community says about you, by whether it honors or excludes you. In a guilt culture people sometimes feel they do bad things; in a shame culture social exclusion makes people feel they are bad.”5

We shame to pressure outliers to conform to our norms—even if no one can agree anymore what those standards should be. “I think a lot of people resort to public shaming out of anger and frustration, the desire to call out bad behavior, and the need to feel validated for their emotions,” writes Christine Organ in an essay on shaming published on the blog Scary Mommy. “We feel justified in sharing that photo or video, entitled to call out the rude, crass, or inappropriate behavior… We’re doing the world a favor, thankyouverymuch.”6

“Shaming is not new,” observes Today show contributor and educational psychologist Michele Borba, EdD. “But what’s different is that it’s slowly become almost part of acceptability—the new norm. It goes with the same issue of [the] breakdown of civility [and] respect, [the] diminishment of empathy—the perpetrator doesn’t see anything wrong with it (‘Everyone else does it; she deserved it; what’s the big deal?’) because he’s not considering, ‘How would I feel if that happened to me?’”7

Ironically, sometimes shaming others can make the shamer look good. Research suggests that some people find a specific benefit in shaming—calling out bad behavior in others makes you appear more virtuous. Researchers at Yale University wanted to find out why humans care about selfish behaviors that do not affect them personally, using game theory to explore this particular puzzle, known as third-party punishment. In their 2016 study, published in Nature, they concluded that shaming others can boost our own reputation and signal to the larger group that we are not selfish ourselves. “Sometimes,” they wrote, “punishing wrongdoers is the best way to show that you care.”8

Shaming for Good?

Indeed, shame sometimes can be used as a force for a greater public good: say, when critics bring attention to alleged price gouging in the pharmaceutical industry, as was the case with Mylan’s EpiPen, or when police departments’ Facebook pages publicly name individuals caught drug dealing or committing sex crimes. Irate consumers, frustrated by shoddy customer service, have effectively turned to social media to air their grievances, like when Megyn Kelly turned to Twitter to blast Shutterfly about her Christmas card order, claiming the company lied about her order for weeks.9 Even in modern times, judges occasionally revive centuries-old shaming tactics, ordering petty criminals to parade around with a sign around their necks describing their misdeeds. “Shame’s service is to the group, and when it is used well and at the right time, it can make society better off,” Jennifer Jacquet writes in Is Shame Necessary?. “When shame works without destroying anyone’s life, when it leads to reform and reintegration…or, even better, when it acts as a deterrent against bad behavior, shaming is performing optimally.”10

Even the U.S. federal government has dipped a toe into the business of shaming its citizenry. In April 2016, the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration created a #JustDrive Twitter campaign against distracted driving, scolding—by name—individuals who joked or even bragged about texting and driving. For a period of time, the agency’s social media guru would look for mentions of texting and driving and then insert himself into the conversation, aggressively calling out those scofflaws.


When some lady honks at me for texting and driving and I flip her off without looking up from my phone [image: icon] #multitasking

[image: image]




NHTSA @NHTSAgov

If you’re think you’re being cool, @[image: icon], you’re not. Put the phone down and #justdrive, please. It’s not worth it.


[image: image]




I’m either texting and driving, eating and driving or sometimes both at the same time [image: icon]


[image: image]




NHTSA @NHTSAgov

Not funny, @[image: icon]. Put down the phone and #justdrive, please—the world’s a better and safer place when you do.

[image: image]



Is this an appropriate use of resources by our federal government? According to the Department of Transportation, the edgy campaign elicited $8.9 million in donated media coverage.11 “[It] could be referred to as ‘shaming,’” says Lori Gabrielle Millen, marketing specialist for NHTSA, “but we like to think of [it] as ‘educational messaging.’”12



In some situations, shaming is all we have.

The name Brock Turner first entered the national consciousness when the Stanford undergraduate was convicted of raping an unconscious twenty-two-year-old woman behind a frat-house dumpster. The anonymous victim wrote an impassioned letter that managed to stoke an entire nation’s sympathy. Outrage only grew after Judge Aaron Persky doled out a paltry six-month sentence (Turner ended up serving only three months). “Shame on you,” one irate juror supposedly wrote in a letter to the judge.13

Stymied, we the people felt that our legal system had failed. We raged, we blogged, we vented, but finally, all that was left was to enact vigilante justice. And so Brock Turner was essentially sentenced to social media jail, ensuring that at least his reputation would be destroyed for all eternity. Upon his release three months later, the shaming resumed, with Facebook memes of Brock’s smiling head shot, superimposed with the words MY NAME IS BROCK I’M A RAPIST, reaching more than a million shares.14 Facebook pulled some of the posts, citing its antibullying policy, then reinstated them, stating that protection does not apply once people have entered the “public interest.”

Shaming was all the public had, and it will have to be enough.

Shades of Shame

But the shades of shaming are not always so clear-cut. What should we make of the thousands of parents who have taken to social media, posting videos where they purposefully shame their own children? Can shaming have pros and cons all at the same time? The practice is worrying to parenting experts who point to the potential psychological damage these children may suffer. As Lisa Damour writes in her book, Untangled: Guiding Teenage Girls Through the Seven Transitions into Adulthood: “Shame is one of the last places we, as parents, want to land with our kids… Shame has toxic, lasting effects and no real benefits.”15 One of the highest profile cases involved a Denver mom who tried this tactic on her thirteen-year-old daughter. In her five-minute video posted on her daughter’s Facebook page, she takes her daughter to task for claiming to be nineteen years old and posting salacious pictures of herself.16

On the one hand, it’s hard not to admire this mom’s determination to protect her child and prevent her from growing up before she’s ready. Many, many viewers praised the tough-love mom’s use of shaming. On the other hand, the video, which went on to receive 11 million views, is difficult to watch.

In it, the girl, wearing a turquoise T-shirt and long pants, speaks softly, shuffles her feet, tugs on her hair, and looks like she’d give anything to be anywhere else on earth. “You’re thirteen! So why does your Facebook page say you’re nineteen?” demands her furious mom, who tells viewers that the girl still has a bedtime of ten o’clock, still can’t “wipe her own ass,” and still wears panties that say the day of the week on them. “Tell them you still watch Disney Channel!” the mother crows as the girl slips into tears, repeating the words as she attempts to hide her face.

In a follow-up video, the single mom thanks those who supported her, saying, “It was really hard for me to do, but I didn’t want to be another parent on Facebook putting out a video where I beat my child or anything like that… I wanted it to be something that showed from one mother to another mother, to the fathers out there struggling trying to raise a child or a teenage child, just to get them to be aware and to understand how serious it is and how important it is to be aware of what your child is doing at all times.”17 She also explains that she herself had struggled with the law after a drug charge landed her with a criminal record, and that she wants to make sure her own daughter does not go down that path. “I would rather embarrass her and do this than go to a morgue and verify my child’s body,” she later told ABC News.18

Will this strategy work? The answer is unclear. According to a 2016 article on shaming in Scientific American, those who internalize messages like this and truly feel badly for their behavior are more motivated to repent and improve than those who simply worry about how their reputation will fare.19 It’s also hard not to wonder about a potential fallout between the parent and child. As Damour points out, “Once shamed, teens are left two terrible options: a girl can agree with the shaming parent and conclude that she is, indeed, the bad one, or she can keep her self-esteem intact by concluding that the parent is the bad one. Either way, someone loses.”20

For this child and countless others, only time will tell.

Shaming Run Amok?

How do we know when shaming has gone too far? In May 2016, Etan Thomas, the dreadlocked, six-foot-ten former NBA star of the Washington Wizards, boarded an Amtrak train at New York City’s Penn Station and asked a young white female if the empty seat next to her was free. When she replied that it was taken, he sat nearby. Minutes later, a young white man asked her the same question—but this time, she said the seat was available. An irate Thomas confronted the woman on her motivations. “She gave a deep breath, like she was so bothered, all disgusted,” he later recalled on his sports radio show, The Collision.21 “I didn’t let it go.
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