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ike everyone else at some 
point in their working life, 
Sara Hammel was feeling 
undervalued. In the 14 years 
she d worked at her company, 
she d seen talented colleagues 
lose their jobs as a result of 

budget cuts, been overlooked for promotion 
in favour of less experienced co workers 
and been expected to answer e mails on 
her rare weekends off – with little or no 
thanks from the top bosses. While most of 
us deal with this kind of work frustration 
by venting to friends over drinks, Hammel 
decided to take more extreme action. Not 
only did she quit her job at People magazine 
in the US – she did so via an open letter 
posted online, in which she took aim at 
her former bosses for their alleged shoddy 
treatment of her. In the blistering letter, 
she explained the last straw was when 
her bosses reportedly refused to promote 
her new book in the magazine – despite 
her long service to the company. She also 
used the opportunity to throw shade at 
some of the celebrities and their publicists 
she d dealt with over the years, including 
obnoxious’ Jennifer Lopez and ‘awkward 
George Clooney. The letter went viral. 

Hammel is among a growing number 
of people getting back at those who did 
them wrong in the most public way 
possible: by shaming them online. 

By Aoife StuArt-MAdge 
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F rom t h e cel ebr i t y m
aga zine w

r i t er 

tak ing a im at h
er former bosses 

to t he w
edding g

u ests getting back 

at a rude bride,  t h ese days  r
ev enge 

is a dish best serv ed v iral 

t h er ise of 

public 



Take waitress Victoria  
Liss of Seattle in the US, 
who was cheated out of  
a tip and called fat by a  
rude customer. Her revenge? 
Posting the man’s credit-card 
details online. Pitchforks in 
hand, the baying Twitter 
mob soon dug up the man’s 
photograph, phone number 
and employment details; he 
was subsequently barred 
from most establishments  
in Seattle. 

Then there was the UK 
wedding guest who gave 
the happy couple a R1 900 
wedding gift only to get an 
e-mail from the bride asking 
for more. After posting the 
bride’s letter online, the 
guest got tons of support in 
the court of public opinion:  
the bride was labelled 
‘greedy’, ‘selfish’ and  
‘rude’. A US woman who 
cancelled her Tinder date 
after he made inappropriate 
jokes about birth control  
in a message before their 
meeting got 28 messages 
from her would-be suitor 
(ranging in tone from 
insulting to begging) and 
posted them online. He was 
immortalised as the ‘worst 
Tinder date ever’. And who 
could forget the bride-to-be 
who asked her red-haired 
bridesmaid to dye her hair 
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for the wedding? After the 
story was published online 
by the shocked bridesmaid, 
the bride was condemned 
as a ‘bridezilla’. 

Then there was  
the anonymous office 
worker who was sick  
of her co-worker stealing 
her coffee creamer from the 
fridge every day. Eventually, 
she penned a note on a Post-
it and stuck it to the coffee 
creamer bottle. It read: ‘To 
whoever has been enjoying 
my coffee creamer all 
week… Surprise! You  
have been drinking my 
breast milk. Hope you  
have enjoyed it. Cheers!’ 
The image was liked 12 000 
times within three hours, 
and messages of support  
for the wronged woman 
flooded in, including one 
that read: ‘I’d find out  
who it was and charge  
them for the nutritional 
supplement that they  
got for free.’ 

It seems that, these  
days, if you want to  
get your own back, you  
need to go online to do it. 

Nothing spells vindication 
like crowdsourcing a witch- 
hunt against your wrongdoer. 

In fact, online revenge is 
spreading so fast, there are 
dedicated websites set up 
to help you get your own 
back against a cheating 
partner or a cruel boss:  
sites such as Shitexpress.com, 
which offers to package 
poop (yes, really!) and  
send it anonymously to 
anyone, anywhere in the 
world. Blogger Amanda 
Chatel used the website 
when her husband left  
her for a woman half her  
age (who wrote her a poem 
to tell her why she was  
her husband’s soulmate). 
Chatel’s story of a woman 
scorned quickly went viral 
when she posted it online. 

Durban educational 
psychologist Nicola Buhr  
says wanting revenge  
is normal. ‘The desire  
for revenge is a natural 
human instinct – we all 

have the capacity for it,’  
she says. ‘Revenge is an 
expression of anger and 
hatred, usually triggered  
by feeling that someone’s 
done something wrong.  
The desire to engage in  
it often only stops when  
you harm the individual  
as much as they harmed 
you. It’s the concept of an 
eye for an eye. The more 
someone harms you, the 
stronger the feeling and  
often the worse the revenge. 
Revenge feelings encourage 
people to retaliate.’ 

When it comes to publicly 
avenging someone on the 
Internet, the chance to  
drag the wrongdoer into  
the spotlight is just too 
tempting for some. ‘Seeking 
public support online often 
occurs when people do not 
believe that justice will  
be served,’ says Buhr.  
‘The Internet contains 
thousands of bystanders  
to the situation. People  
seek revenge because  
they don’t believe justice  
for the incident will occur. 

CosmopolitaN.Co.za 
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When “crimes” go 
unpunished, members of 
society often take matters 
into their own hands and 
seek justice for themselves. 
Social media has become the 
modern-day way of seeking 
justice for wrongs inflicted.’ 

you only need to look at 
the case of the American 
dentist and Cecil the lion 
to see how ferocious the 
public reaction can be. 
When photos of hunter 
Walter Palmer and his prey 
emerged online, there were 
calls for him to be hunted, 
killed and skinned. 

In the online world, things 
can quickly get out of control, 
which can have devastating 
consequences if your target 
is actually innocent. Sadly, 
when it comes to trial by 
social media, the defendant 
rarely gets to say their piece. 
A Star Wars fan who took a 
selfie with toy merchandise 
in a shop in Australia found 
himself labelled a ‘creep’ 
and a ‘paedo’ hours later 
– a woman mistakenly 
thought he was taking 
pictures of her children. 
After the incident, local 
police urged the community 
not to seek online revenge. 
At best, you are risking 
defamation charges; 
at worst, you could ruin 
an innocent person’s life. 

There is also an element 
of saving face once you’ve 
gone public with a situation 
in which you’ve been 
victimised, says Buhr. 
With the world watching, 
the ante is upped for those 
seeking revenge. ‘If these 
bystanders think the victim 
is weak, that victim will 
often go out of his or her 
way to retaliate,’ she says. 

‘Thus when revenge occurs 
online, the situation often 
escalates quickly to satisfy 
the desire of bystanders 
for appropriate revenge.’ 

She warns that revenge 
can be destructive, quoting 
the Chinese philosopher 
Confucius: ‘Before you 
embark on a journey of 
revenge, dig two graves.’ 

Seeking mob justice online 
backfired for Adria Richards. 

It seems 
that, these 
days, If you 
want to get 
your own 
back, you 
need to go 
onlIne to 
do It 

She was attending the tech 
conference PyCon when she 
overheard two men making 
crude sexual jokes about 
‘big dongles’. Offended, 
she tweeted a picture 
of the two men, along 
with their comments and 
the conference hashtag, and 
they were swiftly removed 
from the venue. One of the 
men was later sacked by his 
employer. Then the wave of 
public opinion turned against 
Richards. After the sacking, 
she received online death 
and rape threats, as well 
as racial abuse. Eventually, 
she too was sacked as 
a result of the incident. 

In a blog post, her boss at 
e-mail company SendGrid, 
Jim Franklin, wrote that 
‘her decision to tweet the 
comments and photographs 
of the people who made 
the comments crossed the 
line. Publicly shaming the 
offenders – and bystanders 
– was not the appropriate 
way to handle the situation.’ 

‘Revenge is used to 
obtain justice and enforce 
cooperation,’ says Buhr. 
‘The threat of revenge can 
be enough to stop someone 
from harming you in the 
future – but it can also keep 
your wounds open. The rise 
in online revenge-seeking 
behaviour is a sign of an 
unhealthy system focused 
on negative feelings and acts 
of vengeance. In a healthy 
system, people would have 
less of a need for retribution.’ 

Before you sic the Twitter 
mob on your wrongdoer, it’s 
interesting to note that just 
thinking about getting your 
own back can feel as good as 
actually retaliating. ‘A study 
by psychology professor Dan 
Ariely found that thinking 
about revenge activates the 
reward centre of the brain,’ 
says Buhr. ‘This is why some 
people believe that revenge 
is sweet. However, there’s a 
difference between thinking 
about revenge and acting 
on it. Acting on thoughts of 
revenge doesn’t always lead 
to feeling better. Revenge 
increases anger: instead of 
moving on, you’re constantly 
thinking about it, making it 
even more difficult to move 
forward. Hurting others will 
not make you feel better. 
It’s better to rise above it 
and let it go. Do not focus 
on revenge: make peace 
with it and engage in 
forgiveness instead. 

‘Even though you’ve been 
harmed, resist the urge to 
retaliate. Revenge will allow 
feelings of anger and hatred 
to grow in a destructive way. 
It needs to be stopped before 
it can cause more damage.’ 

Seeking revenge publicly 
exacerbates these negative 
feelings and makes it even 
harder to move on, says 
Buhr. ‘Taking it public 
will prolong the incident 
and continue the feelings 
of anger and hatred,’ she 
says. ‘And it might not 
always be based on the 
facts. Before engaging 
in online revenge – or 
any other form of revenge 
– you should accept that 
your feelings of wanting to 
seek retribution are based 
on feelings of inadequate 
justice and broken trust. 
You need to accept that 
even though it might feel 
pleasurable to get your 
own back, it could create 
even more problems and 
suffering. Revenge, they 
say, is a dish best served 
cold – so it’s important to 
calm down and to seek all 
the facts first to get clarity. 
In the end, it might be a 
misunderstanding that can 
be resolved through talking. 
Speak to the person before 
publicly seeking revenge. 

‘Also, think about what 
it says about you. Why 
did you get offended? 
Do you have unresolved 
issues that are causing 
these feelings? Are you 
going to stoop to the other 
person’s level to get revenge 
– or are you going to take 
the path of forgiveness 
and move on? Teaching 
forgiveness has more 
positive implications 
than teaching revenge.’ ■ P
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