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Journalist Jon ronson 
has sold many thousands 
of books. He has also  
sent many thousands of 
tweets, some of which 
have set out to shame a 
person or organisation 
guilty of some deep  
social transgression.

as such, he sees twitter 
as a bright new dawn of 

‘democratised justice’, where the people, 
when acting together, can bring down 
mighty institutions. at least, he did see it 
that way. now, he’s not so sure.

His latest book is an investigation into 
what’s behind this renaissance in public 
shaming. Why people do it, what happens to 
those on the receiving end and whether, 
indeed, it is a Good thing. He meets a texan 

judge, academics, journalists, porn stars, 
therapists, participants in psychological 
experiments, online reputation managers 
and experts in the stasi. He takes in the 
18th-century use of the pillory or the stocks 
and philosophical notions of feedback loops, 
confirmation bias and echo chambers.

But where it gets truly terrifying is his 
interviews with those who have been victims 
of shame — people monstered into losing 
their jobs, their livelihoods and almost their 
sanity, all for a misplaced joke, intellectual 
misdemeanour or dumb remark made 
online. stupid? Yes. Heinous? Hardly.

Hearing their stories, ronson — ever willing 
to question his own assumptions — comes to 
wonder whether this is less a great new 
social justice and more a kangaroo court, 
where ‘shamings are delivered like remotely 
administered drone strikes’ in which ‘nobody 

needs to think about how ferocious our 
collective power might be’.

as in his previous books, ronson’s style is 
to take us with him wherever the story goes, 
curiosity his guide. But unlike bestsellers 
the Men Who stare at Goats (us new age 
warfare), the Psychopath test (the mental 
health ‘industry’) or them (ideological 
extremism), shamed is not a critique of 
those at the fringes of our society, it’s about 
us — or at least the very many of us who take 
to twitter to heap vitriol on those we feel 
deserve it.

His conclusions are almost enough to 
make you stay off the bloody thing. in the 
words of one person quoted: ‘twitter is no 
place for a human being.’ ronson, you feel, 
doesn’t quite agree but he’s as sure as hell  
it isn’t quite the Eden he once thought.

Paul Dietrich

Satin Island
by Tom McCarthy  
(Jonathan Cape)  
★★★★✩

Tom mcCarThy 
made his  
name with 
remainder 
(2005), about 
a man who 
spends the 
compensation 
for a head 
injury on 
restaging 

increasingly elaborate scenes  
from his life.

In Satin Island, an anthropologist 
known only as U attempts to write  
a vast report for a shadowy market 
research firm. his friend is dying  
and his lover seems to be hiding 
something but the plot doesn’t guide 
the narrative so much as U’s random 
obsessions, among them an oil spill 
and a news item on a murdered 
skydiver, with teasing hints that 
everything is connected.

hypnotically clinical in tone, it pokes 
fun at corporate culture and nails the 
modern condition of information 
overload, with a strange air of  
menace you can’t quite account for.  
                                    aNthONY cuMMiNS

The Kindness
by Polly Samson  
(Bloomsbury)  
★★★★✩

SECrETS and 
misunderstandings 
fuel Polly Samson’s 
involving, 
melancholy and 
cleverly constructed 
second novel. 

It opens with Julia 
and Julian’s first 
brief encounter. 
When we next  

meet Julian eight years later, he is 
mourning the shattering loss of their 
daughter and their relationship.  
The story explains what went wrong. 
or does it?

Certainly a single deception — first 
conceived as an act of kindness — 
reverberates through the apparently 
gilded lives of Samson’s middle-class 
characters. But they are not the only 
ones who are duped.

at one point, Samson’s skilful 
sleight of hand makes the reader 
question much of what they thought 
they had understood. 

This is a mature and haunting novel 
about love and loss that asks if we all, 
in the end, see what we want to see. 

Patricia NicOl

KatE HaMEr, a rhys Davies  
short story Competition winner, 
grew up in Wales. Her debut novel, 
the Girl in the red Coat, was 
published by Faber this month. 
told from the point of view of an 
abducted eight-year-old, it’s a 
spooky tale of love, loss and the 
mother-daughter relationship.

The Small Hand  
by Susan Hill

Fantastically 
creepy tale from 
a favourite 
author. alone in 
a derelict house, 
antiquarian 
adam Snow has 
the sensation of 
a small child’s 

cold hand slipping into his own. 
Travelling in search of a rare book, 
this happens repeatedly and the 
atmospheric pitch reaches 
almost unbearable proportions.

Why Be Happy When 
You Could Be Normal?  

by Jeanette 
Winterson

 This is a 
searingly felt 
and expressed 
autobiography 
— the strange, 
difficult 
childhood, the 

early love of literature that 
seems like a saviour to the 
young Jeanette. But it’s also 
funny and profoundly hopeful — 
a tale of survival.

The Lollipop Shoes  
by Joanne Harris

I loved the book 
Chocolat and 
was delighted to 
find the same 
characters here. 
harris conjures 
atmosphere on 
the page and  
I love the hints 

of magic, which are spooky, 
weird and scary rather than 
twee. She is also a master at 
writing about the senses... her 
style is pared down, beautiful.

So You’ve Been Publicly Shamed by Jon Ronson (Picador) ★★★★✩

Examining the Twitter monsters... 
and the lives they have destroyed
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■ the Buried Giant  
       by Kazuo ishiguro

■ H is For Hawk  
       by Helen Macdonald

■ the rise of islamic state  
       by Patrick Cockburn
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Ritual humiliation: In his 
scrutiny of Twitter,  

Jon Ronson looks at the  
18th-century public shaming 

equivalent — the stocks


