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INTRODUCTION: ON REVENGE


Well, well, well. The book has started. There’s no turning back.


I wrote these essays over the past three years, though several were percolating for longer. All are published here for the first time. The essays on gossip, Goodreads, and vulnerability arose as many of my ideas do: from a growing agitation about what I perceived to be misunderstandings and fallacies spreading in cultural criticism and commentary, and a resulting feeling that I must say something to attempt to intervene, as futile an endeavor as that may be. The essay on spoilers has a similar origin story, but I won’t ruin it for you.


The essays on expatriation, autofiction, and anxiety are more personal, though I no longer have any idea what counts as a “personal essay.” They are about, among other things, me and my experiences, and they deal with the many ways we are encouraged, at this specific moment in history, to understand ourselves and our experiences, and with the ways these frameworks fail, change, and reroute us. Some of the points of departure for these essays were also things that annoy me—misconceptions, received wisdom, clichés—but because I am closer to the subjects, what might have remained mere annoyance often felt like an affront. A feeling is not the truth, of course—anyone who has talked to me at a party might wonder why I don’t consider an essay on the ethics of gossip as a private and increasingly public practice “personal.” But that’s the nature of feelings: not always rational. They pick favorites, develop complexes, fixate, concoct paranoid narratives. This tension—between thought and feeling, reason and impulse—is a feature of my own writing as well as of the conflicts and arguments I’m most often drawn to write about.


This book is called No Judgment because the phrase has become a discursive shield against the discomforts of these tensions. “No judgment!”—it’s almost always spoken in a patronizingly casual tone, with a fake smile, the kind of thing you’re supposed to say to approach awkward conversations that you know your interlocutor might not enjoy. We use it to preface advice a friend won’t want to take, to soften an unflattering observation, to ease our way into difficulty. It means, sometimes, “I am not judging you harshly or negatively” or, more often, “I promise not to express the judgment I am making to your face.” Regardless, it’s always ironic. There is never no judgment, and certainly not in this book.


Deciding what to do with judgment is a more productive line of inquiry than worrying about what other people think. If you possess enough anxious self-awareness as a writer, you will learn a lot about yourself working on a long project. Although I intended all the pieces in this book to “fit together”—although I wanted this essay collection to cohere as a book that rewards cross-reference and highlights connections among apparently distant topics—I didn’t anticipate that revenge, or its easier-going synonym justice, would become a theme. Upon reflection, I know exactly why I was thinking about revenge, but that is the subject of a future novel. In the meantime, I left all the little half-jokes about vengeance in; the abstract relationship between judgment and revenge isn’t super hard to parse. A harsh judgment might inspire a desire for vengeance; a revenge plot, in a film or novel, implies a moral judgment of the initial act, particularly if you make it to the twist at the end. If I experience, as the title of the essay on gossip has it, “Embarrassment, Panic, Opprobrium, Job Loss, Etc.,” I might seek revenge, in the form of making judgments that I distribute as gossip, or I might have been the unfortunate target of revenge, in the form of the same. The relationship between the internet commenter and the public figure, and between the critic and artist, which I discuss in “My Perfect Opinions,” is often governed, or thought to be governed, by a desire for vengeance brought on by the harsh judgments of amateur and professional critics alike.


Writing is often nothing but revenge, as the critic Terry Castle is quoted saying later in the book. This revenge need not be the kind of autobiographical novel that I just suggested I’m working on myself. There are sentences and paragraphs in my essay on autofiction, “I Am the One Sitting Here, for Hours and Hours and Hours,” that appeared in the first draft of my novel Fake Accounts, which for most of its prepublication life contained a single footnote. This footnote consisted of a jaunty 2,500-word essay about autofiction and the relationship between myself and my narrator. While a survey of preliminary readers was truly mixed on the presence of the footnote in the novel, I was encouraged by my agent to remove it for the purposes of selling the book, which I did. My revenge for this edit, about which I continue to feel ambivalent—particularly given how often comments were made about the relationship between myself and that narrator—was to make the essay much, much longer, and better, and to include it here.


The idea that the best revenge is living well is about envy, but it is also about judgment. The saying suggests that the feeling of being above or at least beyond judgment is not just a solace, or mentally healthy to cultivate; it suggests that to be unaffected by whoever or whatever has (ostensibly) painfully wronged or merely upset you can be a kind of affront itself. To live well despite past injustice is a harsh judgment; the act of living an enviable life says that whoever harmed you has no power, doesn’t matter in the long run. Like “no judgment,” the cliché that the best revenge is living well is the kind of thing you say to placate. “You’re better than that,” a friend adds, looking a little worried, a little desperate to stop whatever scheme you have in motion. “Don’t stoop to his level.” No one actually believes any of this, but to admit that the best revenge is patient, quiet, clever, and untraceable would mean admitting not only that we care about what other people think but also that maybe, sometimes, we should. As these essays show, that often feels very bad.









EMBARRASSMENT, PANIC, OPPROBRIUM, JOB LOSS, ETC.


I heard this crazy story, and I want you to know. A person we both know, or don’t, or have heard of, or whose significance must be explained, wronged another such person, or was wronged by another such person. He cheated on his girlfriend—many, many times. She got drunk and made a dramatic declaration. That guy has a problem, a problem so serious I don’t know if we should really be talking about it in this flippant tone. That woman has received a scandalous amount of money, a fact she is seeking to minimize. He was cruel to interns. She was cruel to waitstaff. He still loves her. She’s in denial. He’s falling apart. She’s going to return her dog to the adoption agency. He said something weird, at the end, that makes me wonder.


I heard this crazy story, and I want you to know. I want you to know because it’s crazy, because it’s weighing on me, because I don’t know how to proceed, because I want someone to share the burden of knowledge I’m carrying, because I think you’ll have more information, because it relates to a conversation we had about three weeks ago, because I think your reaction will be funny, because I just want something to talk about. The news might be so exciting that my motive is self-evident; my reliability, regardless, is less so. I am leaving something out, to protect myself, my interests, my political beliefs, my friends, you; I am forgetting a crucial detail, or have been given incomplete information, which I may or may not realize or disclose; I am exaggerating, fudging, ironizing, filling in, inferring, or flat out making this up. I am a reliable source. I am not at all trustworthy. I’m biased because something similar happened to me. I have literally no idea what I’m talking about.


I heard this crazy story, and I want you to know. I read it on the internet, in a tweet, in an Instagram story, in a comment. They deleted it, or they didn’t, or it disappeared after the twenty-four-hour window. I have a screenshot, or I don’t, or someone else has a screenshot. Yes, I saw it. No, I left just before. Someone DMed me. No, I won’t ask her. I heard it last week. I heard it a long time ago. My good friend told me; she works with him. A woman I knew in New York ran into her at the grocery store. A guy I used to sleep with asked me if I knew anything about it. She told him. He told her. He’s dating her best friend. She’s dating his boss. He said. She said. You’ll have to find out for yourself. Yes, from the source. No, but I trust her. Show it to me. I’ll send it to you. I don’t know who with, but I can probably find out. I told you what happened in December. I remember. I heard it, too. It didn’t even seem like a big deal at the time. I can’t tell you who. All right, I’ll tell you. You can’t tell anybody. Don’t say you heard it from me. Don’t get mad. I can’t believe it. I always suspected. It all makes sense.


* * *


As children, we learn not to gossip, because it is bad. Lessons to this effect are plentiful, especially in the Bible. “A whisperer separates close friends,” Proverbs warns, teaching us both to avoid the whisperer who might separate us from ours and to resist the urge to dissociate others in turn. If appeals to friends aren’t quite appealing enough, we should consider our own fates: “The words of a whisperer are delicious morsels; they go down into the inner parts of the body”—what seems like a special treat will add stubborn pounds to your soul. In school, we played the game “Telephone” to understand how a story changes as it is passed from one person to the next; at recess, on the bus, in the cafeteria, we practiced.


While the moral of the story was still, explicitly, do not talk behind each other’s backs, we began getting conflicting information. We read Jane Austen and young adult novels and US Weekly; we watched daytime talk shows and teen movies and, very possibly, Sex and the City. On television, people who were advertised as real began telling us directly, straight to camera, what the people they were talking about weren’t supposed to hear. We listened to our mothers talking on the phone. Mine, I psychoanalytically remembered while writing this essay, used to pass on to me what my friends’ parents told her about their children—that is, about my friends—even when, I now have to assume, I didn’t totally understand the significance: tragic pubertal developments; struggles at school resulting from mismanagement by another, worse mother.


Like a bird, my mother was scavenging for morsels, as if to feed my soul. She was trying to do several things at once by passing parental gossip onto me: to learn how to mother by talking to other mothers about it; to seek validation for her superior parenting without asking for it directly from the one person who both could and could not give it, her approximately nine-year-old daughter; to encourage me to feel thankful that I was not experiencing such a difficult puberty as one girl, or to warn me not to go down the same path as one boy; to bond. (Shared secrets are some of the best things to bond over, after shared enemies, though they’re not so different.) She was also, of course, parenting unconsciously, setting me up to become, among other things, a woman who is interested (and proficient) enough in gossip that she wants to write a long essay about it. I can’t remember my mother ever telling me that if I couldn’t say anything nice, not to say anything at all, which is the kind of lesson you teach a child in order to shield her from the overwhelmingly complicated truth. Same goes with “You can’t subtract a negative number,” which has always bothered me. Of course you can. Sometimes, you must.


Academic gossip apologists make many good points. The argument tends to be that discussing other people’s business helps the gossip understand the world and its threats and customs. We live in small groups governed by particular norms that may be spoken only indirectly, if they are spoken at all: a school, a department, a field; an office, an industry; a party circuit, a “scene,” a subculture; even an online forum or circle of a particular social network, like fandoms or other niche communities. In the 1960s, the anthropologist Max Gluckman argued that “gossip, and even scandal, have important positive virtues … they maintain the unity, morals and values of social groups”; “enable these groups to control the competing cliques and aspiring individuals of which all groups are composed”; and “make possible the selection of leaders without embarrassment”—or with contained embarrassment. In the 1980s, the literary scholar Patricia Meyer Spacks established that gossip was feminized and thus unfairly maligned in her excellent book-length defense of the practice using examples from history, philosophy, psychology, literature, and her life. We use gossip to understand what is acceptable and what is not, what is possible and what has not yet been successfully tried. “Gossip may be the beginning of moral inquiry, the low end of the platonic ladder which leads to self-understanding,” Phyllis Rose writes in her acclaimed and beloved 1983 book Parallel Lives: Five Victorian Marriages. “We are desperate for information about how other people live because we want to know how to live ourselves, yet we are taught to see this desire as an illegitimate form of prying.”


We also use this information to understand our status, both among individuals and within the collective. For example: A woman you have had a couple of pleasant, if not life-changing, drinks with behaves coldly toward you at a party. You might panic that you have done something to offend her, racking your brain for the fateful faux pas, or you might ask a mutual friend: “Does she hate me?” The mutual friend might reply, “Oh my God, no!” followed by the description of a personal-life problem that more than satisfactorily explains the unexpected chill: a breakup, an illness, a failure. You might be reassured, or intrigued if the breakup is dramatic; you might also feel slightly closer to the mutual friend, confident she would tell you if anything were amiss. Or your doubt might linger, if instead the friend replies differently, in a stomach-churningly tentative tone, “Oh, she’s never talked to me about you, but I doubt she hates you. She’s probably just busy at work!” You then have to consider, again, what it is you’ve done, or at least what it is the recently cold woman thinks you’ve done. From there, you will probably worry that she is gossiping about it this very minute, given that it seems your mutual friend knows something you don’t. It may be something you could never have anticipated. Or maybe the recently cold woman was right to snub you, and you knew deep down why all along.


Arguments on behalf of gossip’s goodness, or its utility, or its utility-thus-goodness, supporting the idea that we should reconsider why we think talking about people who aren’t there is so immoral, have always left me a little cold. Reading research studies about gossip is about as boring as the activity itself is exhilarating, because the examples used in academic literature must be stripped of their salacious, real-world content so that only their structures remain. Gossip as a lens for reading literature makes the reader want to scour biographies and archives for a novel’s real-world inspirations. Yes, gossip certainly reveals the layout of our social lives; yes, it’s a tool for determining position and strategy. In a high-stakes environment, such as the office or motherhood, the information we get from gossip is invaluable to the lifelong project of maintaining sanity, our own and others’, as is our ability to privately complain, or bitch, about perceived slights and injustices. But do we not also love it—with a passion that exceeds logic, that drives and dictates, that is not harmless or passive?


It’s a little bit nasty, the lust for gossip’s mix of schadenfreude and satiation, the guilty pleasure, that comes with a new piece of extended-network information. It doesn’t matter how often it happens or how many times I’ve read about it in novels or biographies, seen it depicted on television and in film, or contemplated doing it myself: When someone has an affair, I flip out. It’s truly like Christmas. The pain infidelity causes is immaterial; I want more people to have affairs so that I may hear about them thirdhand. While I understand I do not make people I barely know have affairs by wishing they would, it still feels malicious. I know, intellectually, that the plots of the stories I hear as gossip are quotidian, evidence of the enduring sameness of human nature; in practice, the story always feels new, and I must understand how it happened. I bring the gossip to friends and, if drunk enough, acquaintances, gathering reactions and, eventually, more pieces of the puzzle, until I can put it all together. Fun—I learn more about myself as well as my confidants through these conversations, which often expand beyond the facts of who’s sleeping with whom to encompass ethical questions and the stuff they’re now calling philosophy. Conversely, if I go too long without surprising news of other people’s lives, I don’t become paranoid, in need of more data, but merely depressed. Where is everyone? Did I die? Am I now a ghost? This is not a justification, but an explanation: gossip confirms not only the existence of other people but also the existence of other people really living—taking risks, making mistakes, committing fraud, having inner lives that expand outward, doing and saying things that don’t meet the impossible expectations they set for themselves and others. Gossip confirms your suspicion that you were being lied to, that something was off, that you’re not crazy.


So: Does the sense that gossip is kind of evil come from some ingrained sense of outdated propriety, pointless and oppressive? From religious morality? Is it something we should “work through” the way we had to teach ourselves that, for example, sex is not “dirty,” so that when we, as enlightened adults, now engage in “dirty talk,” we are always being a little bit ironic? Or is the guilt we feel on sharing a piece of confidential information a response to our having done a genuine wrong?


I’ve come to believe the best unfollowable advice we are given about gossip is not about gossip specifically, but about our relationship to other people in general: do unto them as you would have them do unto you. Gossip is a fact of life, but we hate the idea of being gossiped about. Balance can be achieved through elaborate guidelines about what you do and do not pass on, and to whom, based on what you would want if you were the one being gossiped about, eliminating the unrealistic option of never being spoken about in your absence at all. These rules involve an assessment of the seriousness of the topic, of whether someone has asked you to not pass it on, and of justice. Those who acknowledge that gossip is inevitable might be better prepared to become the subject in turn, and they might also adjust their behavior accordingly. This need not mean becoming secretive, shady, antisocial, or uninteresting; it means accepting that if you ever do anything with other people, your life is probably not as private as you might imagine it to be, and understanding that even the most upstanding behavior can be discussed without you present and interpreted in a way you might not like. Gossip is not just the sharing of information; it’s the comparing and contrasting and development of interpretation. She is so nice: Is she boring? She is so nice: Is she hiding something? She lets her friends walk all over her. She is attempting to maintain a level of control over her life that is just unsustainable. I hate those fucking pants.


Is the guilty conscience really just the reasonable, self-protective fear that all these assessments will make their way back to their absent subject? “I always worry that the horrible things I say about other people will get back to them somehow,” a friend told me, “but then I remember, or realize, that I have almost never, or maybe never, heard the horrible things people say about me behind my back … and I know it’s not because they don’t say them!”


She’s right. The guardrails most people intuitively put in place around gossip mean that you will probably never know whether you were being gossiped about; you can only assume that you almost certainly have been, and will continue to be. I have heard such things only when the other person obviously hopes that what they are saying will get back to me, and so takes measures to float their vitriol in my direction. This happens in two ways. The first is an old-fashioned strategy: a lesser character tells a mutual friend something, knowing or hoping (evilly?) that the mutual friend will deliver their message. I know this because I have been on both sides. My naughty love of gossip means I am a repository of information and tend to spread it around based on those elaborate rules I mentioned. People continue to tell me sensitive things about their lives and feelings, for some reason, even when they know I am not the most discreet confidant; my best guess is that I have one of those faces, and ask gentle journalistic questions, and can really “don’t tell anyone” if asked. I worry a bit that publicly exposing myself as a relentless gossip here will discourage others from opening up to me, but I doubt it; in general people want to be known, but without having to confess themselves explicitly. I assume I have been told gossip designated for a downstream recipient at some point in my life. I have also been the subject of uncharitable interpretations by a former friend, the details of which I had to pry from the messenger’s hands when I found out she had the goods. I felt justified in doing so; the former friend had betrayed me profoundly. (That the mutual friend didn’t tell me they’d had lunch! just before the betrayal was her own possibly gossip-worthy error; I found out from someone else, who mentioned it casually, not knowing I was apparently not supposed to know.) Although the messenger said she didn’t want to upset me with the horrible things the other guy had said—“It just didn’t pass muster,” she kept repeating, honorably and correctly—she is also much closer to me: the other guy wanted me to know. I don’t think he counted on me finding his claims so risible, and disprovable, that they were less of an insult than a relief, confirmation that I was in the right. Though it’s also possible my dutiful friend, resentful that I angrily forced it out of her or beholden to some unknown allegiance, left something out, or mischaracterized what was said, or lied.


The second way gossip might get back to its subject is more modern: someone posts an insult on social media, and the subject happens to see it, or someone sends it to them. Being insulted directly is not gossip—in gossip, the subject must be absent—but if I am insulted directly and tell you about it later, that transforms the event into information: you make it gossip by telling someone else. You shouldn’t feel bad about it, though; the easiest kind of gossip to share is something that makes the subject look like a bad person, that indicates behavior that was not upstanding at all (“She sent a bunch of deranged messages at 2 a.m. threatening him”; “He showed up at her work”; “She contacted his boss”; “She’s a TERF!”). This kind of gossip is pretending at retribution and, theoretically, might even produce a kind of observable result. Ideally, gossip would create a rollicking, only occasionally upsetting equilibrium, with everyone talking about everyone else, sometimes giving more to the chaotic mix, sometimes taking; the pressure might convince at least a few of the truly wicked not to be so flagrant, for fear of being discussed as truly wicked. As it is, that pressure is not enough. Some people are principled and do not gossip, and some people are boring and are not gossiped about. Certain people cultivate lives of the party and inundate onlookers with their antics; others are overly fearful of being talked about, or found out, and may end up becoming even bigger stories when they slip—or when someone who dislikes them inordinately, for good or bad reasons, decides they want to talk about it. The wicked persist, so flagrantly that one suspects they want to be discussed. For me, it is easier and more fun to be open, within reason; while I of course never do anything truly wicked, I find that by relinquishing the illusion of total control over the narrative, you can end up with more of it in the long run. “I want to tell you this,” a new friend said to me, “because you’re sharing so much.” Did I do it strategically? No, but yes. The strategic convenience was a bonus. Something had happened, months or years ago. It came to a dissatisfying conclusion. I wanted to know what she knew. I knew she probably felt the same way.


* * *


The idea that gossip is necessary to understand social life often positions those who gossip as outsiders—observing, skeptical, distant if not exactly above. “I wanted to know everything about an industry that allowed me to live in the place whose skyline I had stenciled on my bedroom wall in childhood,” Kristen Radtke writes in a 2021 New York Times Magazine essay in defense of gossip, “and trading information felt like an opportunity to accrue capital in a world in which we had none, providing the promise of insiderness when we were not yet inside.” She is describing the joy she and a friend felt “deconstructing” New York City and its literary world as new arrivals; she does not mention the panic anyone in this position inevitably feels after the contact high wears off. The panic comes from the possibility that the higher-profile subjects of her righteous gossip somehow find out she has been talking about them and vindictively stonewall her from career opportunities. Not that this happens, ever, as I’ve already established, but the panic is almost always there. The reason the gossip never learns her lesson is that, rather than a hectic but loving commune, we already operate according to a policy of mutually assured destruction. Of course everyone gossips, and it’s generally hard to prove it. Attempts to do so tend to make both parties look bad: paranoid, petty, and obsessed on one side, and almost certainly guilty on the other.


But not everyone is an outsider; information has to come from somewhere. The more you seek out information, the more you know; the more you know, the more you may be tempted to justify your position as a particularly canny distant observer, monitoring the foibles and hypocrisies of the object of your attention. Like a sneaky novelist—an artist!—you’re merely gathering anecdota for something bigger and better than the pathetic contretemps of human relation. We like this archetype, the quiet, somewhat furtive, but unnoticed guy in the corner, eavesdropping so that he might expose if not shift the balance of power from insider to outsider. Rarely does he actually publish his sweeping account of the scene he’s been silently satirizing, and if he does, everyone gets mad: we trusted him, he was one of us. Indeed, his ability to learn all these secrets suggests he’s no outsider at all.


To be in the loop is not only enlivening but empowering: if you’re not really an outsider, the way you gossip may actually shape the world you purport to be merely observing, particularly if you maintain the innocent pose of the odd man out so that no one takes you too seriously. In 2002, Nick Denton launched the Gawker blog network, later known as Gawker Media, and its namesake property would advertise itself with the brilliant tagline “Today’s gossip is tomorrow’s news.” Though not the most popular in terms of page views, Gawker.com was always the most notorious of the network’s seven websites because it concerned (pun) the people who make things notorious: the media. The concept was that what journalists talked about behind the scenes was often more interesting than what they wrote in their stories, and Gawker rose to prominence by reproducing that talk for both the journalists themselves and the people who fancied themselves shrewd observers of the media. By the time Gawker stopped publishing in 2016, it was respected and reviled by those working in traditional media for having, in the words of one early collaborator, “disrupt[ed] how news was created.” Gawker did this not only through prediction—by covering, teasing, or declaring what stories would become important in mainstream media, determining which gossip would tomorrow become news—but also by making the site a step in the process of news creation: the popularity of Gawker lent newsworthiness to the controversies it covered. Today’s gossip is tomorrow’s news, because we said so, and important people care what we say.


Denton always thought of himself as an outsider—he was the gay, Jewish child of a Hungarian immigrant attending private schools in England, as well as desperately ambitious. As a twenty-three-year-old in 1989, Denton, fluent in Hungarian because of his mother, reported on the fall of communism and the rise of Western business interests in the former Soviet bloc, and in retrospect you can see the path, from revolution to revolution. Although relations between the East and West had been warming in the months leading up to the fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989, with crossings opening between Hungary and Czechoslovakia and the West, the actual moment the border between East and West Germany opened was an accident, the result of a series of miscommunications passed on from an ambiguous comment made by an underprepared official at a press conference. A mention of a new law permitting private trips abroad, which the official had not realized he was going to read in front of the crowd of journalists, naturally inspired questions. What about passports? When would this policy take effect? “As I understand it,” the official said, frowning at the memo in front of him, rustling the papers, “it goes into effect from now on, immediately.”


It was supposed to take effect the next day, according to a protocol, but journalists came to reasonable conclusions, though these were extrapolations and innocent rhetorical flourishes, and the news spread through the West German press. Running the headline “GDR Opens Frontier,” one West German news program announced that “the Wall, too, should become permeable overnight”; another declared that “the gates of the Wall stand wide open.” Although, as the historian Timothy Garton Ash writes in a 2023 essay for the New York Review of Books, “One might even say, in the vocabulary of the 2020s, that it was ‘fake news,’ ” neither of these statements was technically false. Interpretation, prediction, and metaphor can be used to convey a truth that isn’t technically true, and not even necessarily maliciously. Who hasn’t picked up a bit of ambiguous wording that they carried in the direction they were heading anyway, not even noticing that there was another route? East Germans watched and believed West German television, understood to be a reliable source. Thousands rushed to the border, where confused guards opened and closed and reopened the border crossings.


Although protests and geopolitical developments anticipated what would happen, it was still unimaginable. Today, Germans from both the East and West say they’d thought they would die before the Wall came down. Wouldn’t it have been nice to be one of the only people who knew what was coming, who could have predicted it? “I’m pretty sure we have a revolution coming,” Denton told the New York Times, predicting a shake-up in traditional media, in 2015. “It’s not 100 percent guaranteed, but the existing corporate structure is looking pretty hollow.”


Such proclamations are, for either a young reporter or a media mogul, inextricable from the capital you might accrue if they’re right: a proven track record, of both scoops and speculations, means sources will trust you with their stories, and readers will turn to you first. A big part of Denton’s “disruption” was to emphasize this aspect of news creation: the ambiguity, the possibility, the rampant speculation, everything that leads someone to start investigating a story. Traditional news outlets are bound by annoyances such as ethics and the threat of legal action; perhaps these things didn’t have to matter so much, if the truth was eventually revealed to have been on your side.


* * *


In 1998, Denton founded Moreover.com, a news aggregator client for businesses that, according to a Guardian article from the time, enabled “companies to find out what is being said about them and their rivals online.” (This kind of service wouldn’t fully come into its own until Twitter.)* Shortly afterward, he moved to San Francisco, but he found the social scene lacking: “It’s a very easy place to be the party giver or the party scene-maker.” To be truly inside is boring; a little instability keeps things lively.


After Moreover, Denton initially wanted to launch a site or a service that would track analytics as blogging became more popular. “How could you figure out who was influencing whom in the blogosphere?” Christian Bailey, a tech founder and CEO, summarizes in Brian Abrams’s Gawker: An Oral History. “Could you track the content sources and the effects of the bloggers?” The venture Denton ended up pursuing was much more sensational, though in some ways it had more of a precedent; he would found a site that charted an influential old-school social network rather than following the formation of a new one. He launched Gizmodo, a tech blog, and then Gawker.com. In a 2007 essay for n+1, Carla Blumenkranz described Gawker’s first (and, at the time, only) blogger, the twenty-five-year-old Elizabeth Spiers, as “a naïf new to the city,” whose first posts resembled “the notebooks of young people who come to the city intent on figuring it out”: quasi-anthropological lists of what to read and whom to pay attention to, evidence for the argument that gossip is a tool for understanding and situating oneself within an unfamiliar social environment. She focused especially on Tina Brown, the former Talk and New Yorker editor, and Anna Wintour, whose significance I hope I don’t need to explain; at one point Spiers posed as a magazine assistant, knowingly disguised in a “wrap dress” and boots, to infiltrate the Condé Nast cafeteria, having gotten her previous information secondhand, from actual assistants. They had a salad bar with endive! She wanted a job at an actual magazine.


To care about this stuff implies you care about the structure of media, not whatever the media is producing, though of course in your sophisticated estimation the structure can’t help but influence the product. It seems niche, but an insider knows that these connections and customs are really important; they determine how the news is packaged. Now an interest in what “media people” are doing is seen as myopic and sort of pathetic, the kind of thing no reasonable person would or should bother with. “Someone said to me at some point, ‘I went back and read some of those original Spiers posts, and they’re really pointless,’ ” said Lockhart Steele, who was Gawker Media’s managing editor in the mid-2000s. “I’m like, ‘You don’t get it. That would be like picking a paragraph out of the middle of a Dickens novel. You’re not getting the context of it.’ So you have to be a certain kind of insider to even appreciate it.”


The outsider/insider distinction corresponds nicely to the public/private distinction. Neither dichotomy is as definitive as it initially seems. If the prevailing understanding of gossip is that it is the exchange of private information between private persons—in other words, that it is not public—the act of gossiping challenges the limits of what is private; news will expand the edges of a social network until it reaches someone who doesn’t care enough to pass it on. The publication of gossip might transform it into something else—unless the readership of the publication is self-regulating, composed exclusively of insiders. If only insiders care about what is being published, then what is being published is not really outside, or public, at all. Right?


Celebrity gossip, of the tabloid variety, doesn’t really operate according to this principle: the idea is that the gossipmonger and her readers are so far outside the celebrity’s circle that the gossip reporter doesn’t even penetrate the private sphere, but at best gazes hopefully upon it through a telephoto lens. If a gossip magazine or website (or whatever) happens to come across a major scoop, the kind of revelation that will actually disrupt the celebrity’s private life, the celebrity, with her professional publicity apparatus, tends to become aware of it in advance; the celebrity often tries to “take it public” herself so she can have some control over the narrative, though she must offer the threatening or competing outlet the exclusive story in exchange for this control. It is never that close, never too real. “The appeal of celebrity journalism seems to rest upon a promise,” Elizabeth Hardwick wrote in 1986, “and the acceptance of the fact that the promise will again and again be unfilled.”


One condition of my elaborate rules about gossip relates to whether the event took place in public. I have strong, somewhat intuitive beliefs about what is or isn’t in the public sphere, which I will get to, but this policy is also defensive. What takes place in public has witnesses, any one of whom might be responsible for news of an event spreading. The drawback of being a celebrity is that the celebrity’s private sphere is much smaller than the normal, unrecognizable person’s private sphere; if you can walk down the street with no one noticing you, you are a “private person,” even if you are not at all a “private person” because you give your thirty closest friends biweekly updates on your love life. You can walk down the street without anyone knowing you are walking down the street. Usually, celebrity gossip assumes that a broad range of people know who the subjects of its stories are, and that reasonable assumption allows individual celebrity gossip sites or reporters to spread their ethical dubiousness around: if they weren’t the ones reporting that Taylor Swift was at a restaurant with a man, someone else would surely do so. Taylor Swift herself—Taylor Swift’s people—might have strategically planted the news that she was at a restaurant with a man. Don’t shoot the messenger.


The “insider” makes these calculations confusing. Since the 1960s, when the Norwegian sociologists Johan Galtung and Mari Holmboe Ruge proposed a set of “news factors” that determine the likelihood an event gets covered in the press, it has been made explicit that if an event involves “elite people,” it is more likely to become news. If you are recognizable to only a certain kind of person in the street, whom you may or may not encounter on any given day, are you still a private person? Are you gossip, or are you news?


* * *


Within six months of its launch, Gawker was attracting five hundred thousand page views per month; for a website that mainly published a twenty-five-year-old upstart’s catty musings, it was kind of a lot. But you can’t write about elite endive forever. Spiers quickly got her job at an actual magazine, New York. The site expanded without her, gaining traction by posting often cruel and seemingly pointless celebrity sightings and, a bit later, outings. The Gawker definition of “celebrity” expanded to mean, as Blumenkranz writes, “all-but-anonymous people who, within the context of the New York media apparatus, might have seemed like the equivalent of ingénue actresses and other easy-target celebrities.” This may have had something to do with the way Gawker bloggers had become bizarro fake celebrities themselves. By 2005, an anonymous disgruntled employee at Fordham University Press had started a meta-Gawker blog, Gawkerist, gossiping about the gossips themselves; this blogger, Chris Mohney, created an anonymous email account and “got their attention” by sending links to his subjects. He was quickly offered a job; everyone at Gawker “fell in love” with Gawkerist, with its vision of the site as something worth gossiping about.


While they were still “writing for people who were low- to mid-level editors inside Time Inc. or Condé Nast,” according to one editor, the next era of Gawker broadened its audience by taking celebrity gossip, long a genre of media, possibly even of journalism, and making it personal; it collapsed the distinction between celebrities and those “all-but-anonymous people” by making readers feel they had about equal access to information about both, passed on through a chain of variously reliable sources, conveyed in the same really mean tone. The site’s model at the time was to have a single star editor, a character in her own right, a not-at-all-anonymous xoxo Gossip Girl, who gave the reader a sense of intimacy even as the staff of Gawker Media slowly grew. “Remember Natasha Lyonne?” one post from 2006 begins. “The adorably husky actress from American Pie and Slums of Beverly Hills seemed to have skipped her DARE classes and, in the past year and a half, has threatened to molest her neighbor’s dog, pissed off her landlord Michael Rappaport (who wrote about her drug den in Jane), and was hospitalized for all sorts of life-threatening, needle-related things.” Celebrity gossip had always been cruel—invasive, ruthless, concerned with strife and physical appearance—but given the potential audience reach and the potential for reader feedback/collaboration, this kind of thing was something else. Written by “Jessica,” who was Jessica Coen, the site’s star editor at the time, the post refers to Gawker’s own ongoing coverage of Lyonne and goes on to quote several anonymous tips submitted about the struggling actress. Both Coen’s tone and that of the anonymous tipsters convey a disingenuous concern that half-heartedly attempts to justify the bitchy dishing. One anonymous source concludes a disturbing sighting of Lyonne with “Poor thing!”; another notes that “she actually looked so bad I feel guilty writing this, I just know there are some people out there who like to hear she’s still alive once in a while.”


I first heard about Gawker when I was an intern at a small start-up in Denver in 2009, and a woman who had recently relocated to Colorado from New York bragged to me that she “knew” “Gawker Stalker.” A graduate student, she must have been referring to Spiers, or a later editor, because “Gawker Stalker” was the name of the site’s feature that began as a list under Spiers and eventually became an interactive map that tracked subjects’ whereabouts using Google Maps and reader-submitted information. For this, Gawker was accused of actual stalking. It was not a good look, as we said a few years ago but don’t really say now. But at the time the site was growing, hiring more employees and expanding its content, adapting to the media environment it was helping to create, alongside the growth of blogging and social media. The question of stalking was incidental!


Gawker’s origins as a possible influence tracker translated to a lust for web traffic and metrics that came to define the news media, whether it was online-only or an actual magazine. Now, an editor or publisher can see how a reader arrived at a particular article, what kinds of headlines and social sells generate more traffic, and pretty much any other statistic you’d find useful in order to understand who your audience is and how to make it bigger. Gawker was a pioneer of this philosophy, as Ben Smith details in his 2023 book Traffic: Genius, Rivalry, and Delusion in the Billion-Dollar Race to Go Viral; around 2010, the centerpiece of the Gawker office became the “Big Board” that featured live updates of the site’s top-performing articles pulled from the web traffic analytics service Chartbeat. The more traffic you get, the more famous you are, of course. The more famous you are, the more traffic you get. At Gawker, you also got bonuses.


In the 2010s, Gawker’s status as an actual insider couldn’t really be disputed; it had outgrown the gossipy low-hanging fruit and often broke news stories and published in-depth features. “It should be said that Gawker in 2015 really wasn’t very mean,” Max Read, the site’s former editor-in-chief, wrote in New York Magazine a year later. But a reputation is hard to shake—particularly if your whole thing is about establishing the importance of reputation. Gawker had always been “transparent,” detailing the site’s minuscule advertising revenue even at its conception and developing a tradition of goodbye posts when editors left the company, even if the split was acrimonious. The company published its own staff memos and, if relevant, unflattering instant message conversations among staff and the managing partnership, who were also known to tussle with employees in the comments sections. Denton, too. While these weren’t always the best way to generate viral traffic, they did serve a purpose. They established that the workings of this company and the dramas of its staff were, like those Gawker had reported on at Condé Nast, newsworthy and public—not just private gossip, though the performance might have inspired you to tell your media friends, privately, that you thought they were all self-important and tedious.


In 2015, Tommy Craggs, the umbrella company’s executive editor, and Read resigned in protest over the company’s partners’ decision to remove a controversial article claiming the CFO of Condé Nast had attempted to pay for a night in a hotel with a gay porn star. In the original post, which was taken down, the CFO denied all Gawker’s allegations, saying, “I don’t know who this individual is. This is a shakedown. … I have never had a text exchange with this individual. He clearly has an ulterior motive that has nothing to do with me.” The post announcing their resignations was nearly 4,700 words long, consisting primarily of staff memos that had been sent during the fallout from this controversial blog post, which was significantly shorter. It is hard to imagine many people reading it all, but the effort to transcend gossip through total transparency was sort of counterproductive. The article concludes with one unflattering 2014 email that Denton sent to Jessica Coen, who’d come back to the company after editing Gawker for two years to serve as the editor-in-chief of the network’s women’s blog, Jezebel. Denton was taking issue with a view expressed in an article written by one of Coen’s staffers, about a somewhat hard-to-follow news story. A trans woman was outed as trans by a journalist (not at Gawker) who was investigating the woman’s claims to having invented a superior kind of golf club; the golf club inventor, whose degrees and credentials were fake, ended up dying by suicide in the course of being investigated. The Jezebel blogger concluded, “Don’t out someone who doesn’t want to be out. The end. Everyone has a right to privacy when it comes to their gender identity or sexual orientation, and beyond this, the trans status is not relevant.”


Denton’s response to Coen in 2014 was categorical. His email subject was “This is the opposite of our policy,” and the text reads, “if the author believes this, she’s working at the wrong place. And should be guided to a more congenial work environment. We’re truth absolutists. Or rather, I am. And I choose to work with fellow spirits.”


Truth absolutism is an ethics, certainly, but maybe not the most ethical one. If your policy is “We publish everything that’s true (and interesting),” it saves you from having to untangle difficult dilemmas about the possible effects of what you say and how. Beyond ethics, it’s just not very strategic. Gawker’s policy—that if a person is famous, or sort of famous, or an insider, or known in any kind of public way by even small, insular groups of people, that person does not have a right to privacy even regarding issues that have nothing to do with the person’s ostensible fame—became, famously, its downfall.


You may already know the story, which is crazy. In 2012, Gawker posted a clip from a sex tape featuring the professional wrestler Hulk Hogan, whose real-world avatar, Terry Bollea, eventually sued the company for invasion of privacy and emotional distress. That the sex tape was filmed possibly without his consent by a friend, the Florida radio DJ Bubba the Love Sponge, and featured the wrestler having sex with Bubba’s wife, with Bubba’s encouragement, doesn’t really matter; nor does it matter that it was ferried to Gawker’s desk by a rival DJ, who is believed by both the Tampa police and the FBI to have stolen the tape from Bubba’s desk drawer to embarrass Bubba in hopes of taking over his time slot. The fateful post, “Even for a Minute, Watching Hulk Hogan Have Sex in a Canopy Bed is Not Safe For Work but Watch It Anyway,” did not seem as though it was going to be a huge banger to Hamilton Nolan, who is the only person who mentioned it in Gawker: An Oral History, which was published in 2015: “I just remember A.J. [Daulerio, the editor-in-chief of Gawker at the time] put it up, and my general thought was, ‘Here is another classic A.J.-style post from A.J.’ If it does bring down our company, that would be a funny way to go out, I guess.” Bollea vowed to sue and did, in Florida state court, seeking $100 million in damages.


Being sued was not unusual for Gawker; the company’s legal team assumed the case would result in a settlement. The trial began in early 2016 and lasted two weeks; Gawker live-streamed the proceedings. Gawker argued that the sex tape had news value; Bollea argued that his wrestling persona was completely different from his actual personality. When it was too late for the company’s legal team to change its strategy, the lawsuit was revealed to have been funded by the billionaire venture capitalist Peter Thiel, meaning he could have bankrolled it forever. By August 2016, both the company and Nick Denton had filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy protection; Gawker Media was purchased by Univision, and Gawker.com shut down. (It has been rebooted and shut down again since then.)


Thiel had had a grudge against Gawker and Denton specifically since 2007, when Gawker’s tech blog Valleywag published a post called “Peter Thiel is totally gay, people.” The writer, Owen Thomas, explained later that the knowledge of Thiel’s sexuality was so “widespread” in Silicon Valley that Thomas would “never accede” that he “outed” Thiel. “He was never hiding it,” Thomas said. “People just felt like somehow they could not discuss it.” This was Gawker’s role: discuss the undiscussed, reveal it to be discussable. Of course, if everyone in Silicon Valley knew, it doesn’t follow that people felt they couldn’t discuss it; they just weren’t publishing articles about it. According to Ryan Holiday’s 2018 book about the site’s downfall, Conspiracy, Thiel was just as upset, if not more, about a comment Denton left on the post: “The only thing that’s strange about Thiel’s sexuality: why on earth was he so paranoid about its discovery for so long?”


There’s nothing that purports to be factual about this rhetorical question; it is the most vicious kind of gossip, interpretation. The appeal of gawking and talking is not just about the potential access to exclusive knowledge; it’s in the power granted, or maybe just implied, by remaining an observer—the knowing tone, the skeptical eyebrow. They’re not really in love; she maintains a level of delusion about the functionality of her polycule that is frankly admirable; I think he needs to go on medication. “He’s totally gay” is a classically 2000s topic of interpretive gossip; this was a time when people were bragging about the accuracy of their “gaydars” and it was considered, as Thomas suggests in his post, a political responsibility to come out. None of this has aged well, but I will go on record saying I think it should be acceptable to discuss such prurient and even offensive things in private, among friends. If I tell my friend, or a group of friends, or even a group of people that I consider mainly acquaintances, a piece of scandalous gossip, or speculate on an absent party’s sexuality, or express my uncharitable views on an absent party’s psychological issues, I am specifically not publishing this information. What I’m doing is different legally, ethically, and experientially. It may be true that among this group of acquaintances are people who might take the information public. It may be true that I have aided and abetted that process. It may be true that my behavior is in poor taste, or nasty, or representative of a self-defeatingly bitter and resentful attitude. But the act of publishing, of making public, removes gossip from the safety of mutually agreed-upon ambiguities and turns at least one into a fact: someone heard a crazy story, and they want you to know.


* * *


Often, Gawker’s policy of transparency meant being explicit about what the journalists didn’t know, and where they’d gotten their information. That transparency could take the form of technicalities: Gawker didn’t really say anything false because of the way the site contextualized the story. The way Gawker reported gossip was similar to the way you or I might pass on a story we’ve heard: citing our sources, acknowledging hazy areas, ending with a request, or a hint at a request, for more information. One post from 2015, titled “Louis C.K. Will Call You Up to Talk About His Alleged Sexual Misconduct,” begins, “A few months ago we got an email from a tipster who said he was awaiting a phone call from Louis C.K., who will host the final episode of Saturday Night Live’s 40th season this weekend. The subject of their phone call was sexual misconduct allegations made by the tipster’s friend against the comedian.” The degrees of separation from the actual incident, the not-having-actually-seen-it-myself, the anonymity—none of this is untrue, I assume. “He was reluctant to go into much detail, but he said that two women he knew had been mistreated by [C.K.]. He described one of the alleged incidents, which he said had happened sometime in the second half of 2014: A female friend of his told him that C.K. had come up to her at a comedy club, grabbed her by the back of the neck, leaned into her ear, and said ‘I’m going to fuck you.’ ”


The post ends with a kind of disclaimer, followed by a request:




We had no means of verifying Jason’s claims directly. He said the women he knew had told him they wouldn’t come forward, citing C.K.’s reputation and power in the comedy world. … Have you been sexually harassed by Louis C.K., or do you know someone who has? Have you heard rumors of the sort? If so, please leave a comment below or contact me at jordan@gawker.com, anonymity guaranteed.





When, years after this post and others continuing the theme, women did come forward on the record to say that yes, they had been sexually harassed by Louis C.K., Gawker seemed to have been vindicated—not only had the site been martyred by a billionaire, setting a troubling precedent against free speech, according to its supporters, but it had tried to report the allegations against Louis C.K. Gawker had seen it coming; it had tried to warn us. It was bad timing that it no longer existed when the political movement that encouraged women to come forward with their stories of sexual abuse began.


* * *


All the above takes for granted that any individual piece of gossip is probably true. This is, I think, part of the operative definition of gossip: it is a story, or set of stories, that is assumed to be at least partially true but has not been verified. A gossip may exploit this ambiguity by exaggerating or embellishing or deploying other rhetorical strategies; in disclosing what might not be true, the gossip puts the onus on the listener to interpret what she’s telling them. In the traditional moral understanding of gossip, the gossip assumes some of that responsibility. It would be nice if, like literary critics, we could treat a text as just a text, and enjoy the story of any individual piece of gossip regardless of its verifiability. Most people, to say nothing of most literary critics, can’t.


The end of Gawker coincided with the beginning of another media environment—chaotic, combative, aggressive in its confusion. Three months after the site filed for bankruptcy, Donald Trump was elected president, and the phrase “fake news” became something a respected historian might refer to in an otherwise unrelated article about the German Democratic Republic. Within a year of Trump’s election, the kind of outlandish conspiracy theories that had been popular among what had been assumed to be a small, if dangerous, subset of his supporters revealed the extent of their influence. Claiming to be a government official with “Q” security clearance, which gives access to classified material, the notorious anonymous conspiracist(s) QAnon posted their first “drop” in October 2017. Subsequent drops laid out a “deep state” plot against Donald Trump, conveyed in language and codes that had to be deciphered. Followers of Q were said to feel a quasi-religious fervor, but to me the faith in the outlandish extremes of human relations, in the existence of unbelievable nefarious networks, and in the possibility of charting and solving the mysteries of those networks seemed secular, or just postlapsarian. One of the most prominent Q drop decoders was a former Hollywood gossip reporter. In the 2021 HBO docuseries Into the Storm, she says the experience taught her to “believe anything.”


The particular mix of credulity and skepticism required of a gossip reporter is well suited to the parsing of conspiracy theories, which, like gossip, tend to start with some observable phenomenon and then spin out from there. One must be open to the possibility of crazy things happening—and crazy things do happen, all the time—but skeptical about any individual piece of information, or skeptical enough to want to find the necessary details to fill out a somewhat believable narrative. It helps to know one’s audience, of course, but all audiences have in common that there’s something they want to hear. Conspiracy theories and particularly QAnon exploded during the Trump administration because the country experienced a crisis of interpretation, or rather its ongoing crisis of interpretation was made clear: what was false was probably true and what was probably true, false, or at least that’s how it seemed. Gossip had gone from an alternative to or side effect of public discourse to a form of public discourse—not because the New York Times is just a gossip rag, but rather because trust in the news media dropped and remains low, so that audiences interpret what they see and read and hear in the news as only probably or possibly true, or as some angled version of the truth. A 2022 survey conducted by Gallup and the Knight Foundation found that half of Americans believe that “most national news organizations intend to mislead, misinform or persuade the public.” This is not only because of polarization and fake and Fox News, though that’s part of it. The proliferation of new websites staffed by inexperienced reporters without experienced oversight—particularly those that were influenced by, achieved success during the same period as, and were Gawker—has led to what might be called a proliferation of journalistic standards. Because so many outlets now “aggregate” news reports—meaning they don’t conduct original reporting or confirm other outlets’ stories, but rather reword reporting from other outlets, sometimes linking to it, sometimes not—a misinterpretation of a study, a misquote, or an incorrect fact might travel far before a somewhat futile correction appears. This also happens on social media, obviously, where users as well as news outlets hoping to attract attention might sell stories in ways that require a critical eye to determine what really happened.


Also on social media, mostly, charged debates about both newsworthiness itself and the framing of newsworthy stories have led to intense scrutiny of the media on the left while the right has sought to discredit journalists altogether. It is now widely understood that all reporters are biased and that there is no such thing as “objectivity”; attempts to make more transparent the process of producing the news, via, for example, the New York Times public editor role, did not gain traction. (The first New York Times public editor, who was tasked, like a Gawker editor, with explaining to readers what happened behind the scenes of major stories, was hired in 2003; the paper discontinued the position in 2017.) Meanwhile, during the Trump administration, the use of anonymous sources became much more widespread, requiring readers to trust editors and reporters to make a set of judgments about the legitimacy of their sources, the way one might trust a well-connected friend to relay a tale of a disintegrating high-powered couple. The “anonymous Trump administration senior official” who caused a furor by writing an op-ed called “I Am Part of the Resistance Inside the Trump Administration” for the New York Times in 2018 demonstrated the limits of this practice, the way it could be used to angle, when the official eventually revealed his identity: Miles Taylor, some young guy no one had heard of, who was hoping for a book deal, which he got. Meanwhile, the news, the stuff that was actually confirmed and fact-checked and well sourced, was often simply unbelievable, in a literal way, so if you didn’t want to believe it or wanted to believe only one part of it—if you had something you wanted to hear—you didn’t have to. There were plenty of other things to read.


* * *


As all this was happening in the media, critics began reheating the feminist idea that gossip was not bad at all, but good. A few weeks before the first QAnon drop in October 2017, the New York Times published its landmark investigation into the sexual harassment allegations against the movie producer Harvey Weinstein. A New Yorker investigation came shortly afterward. The allegations were so sweeping and stretched back so far that they ignited what was often called a “reckoning” in Hollywood and beyond. Soon, the corresponding hashtag campaign encouraging women to share their stories of sexual harassment, abuse, and assault in the workplace became ubiquitous.


The #MeToo movement coalesced around the idea of a “whisper network” as a form of power, and its proponents often drew on feminist and socialist thinking to claim that gossip was a mode of resistance for the marginalized; the idea was that women have always had these quiet, unofficial networks of talk that allow us to watch out for each other. If the whisper network became loud enough, specific pieces of information might turn into “open secrets,” but the information still remained within the network, unreported due to the power the subjects of rumor wielded to object or threaten or retaliate. In the context of #MeToo, these warnings might concern (the pun again) “predators” or creepy guys in whatever industry—which ones not to take private meetings with, which ones not to stay too late working for, which ones will hit on you if they get drunk.


Statistics are out on whether gossip is gendered. Some studies say men and women gossip approximately equally or within a similar ballpark; some say men gossip more quantitatively; others say that what’s really noteworthy are the differences in what men and women gossip about. The men I know, in general, gossip less than the women but are also—again in my experience, again in general—significantly more clueless. This is frustrating, if you have quietly sent one on a reconnaissance mission that he couldn’t execute through eye-batting and hushed, conspiratorial tones. They don’t know what to look for, nor what to do with it when they find it, and they can be caught off guard when news of their exploits comes back to them via the scenic route.


The #MeToo movement didn’t shy away from the notion of gossip as a woman’s game but reframed it as a consequence of our position in society: we gossip because we have to, because we are “vulnerable,” as many essays from the period had it. We need to protect ourselves. At this moment, however, women were encouraged to stop whispering and speak. The whisper network was acknowledged to have its limitations: it required being a kind of insider, with connections, and so excluded those not potentially in the know and those who might need it most. The power of the growing movement against sexual harassment, and of the huge wave of public support women who spoke out received, made it seem as if whisper networks could and should be accessible to everyone. Soon, the discussion of abuse in Hollywood inspired women in other industries to wonder whether they could instigate a reckoning too. What about academia? What about the media itself?


Because I was addicted to Twitter in October 2017, and because I was a member of the New York City media—a chicken-egg situation—I followed many editors and writers. I saw them tweeting, as many people were, as our “everyone” was, during the Weinstein revelations. I saw them wondering why there had been no such discussion of the sexual predators in our own backyard. Everyone knew about them. Should we not have been the vanguard movement, given that we are journalists ourselves?


Then one day, the tenor changed. I saw, sitting at the kitchen table in the one-bedroom apartment I freelanced from, multiple female editors posting tweets expressing their eagerness to see “the list,” in ironically calm tones. “Someone send me the list thank you,” one prominent editor tweeted. “Did u get it yet,” another personality replied. “Send me a link,” another editor said.


I can’t remember how I got access to it, but of course I got access to it, quickly. The successful distribution of the Google spreadsheet titled “Shitty Media Men” rested not only on traditional modes of gossip—someone who knows someone tells someone else, who tells others, etcetera—but also on new modes that confuse or complicate our understanding of the public/private distinction on which the flourishing of “gossip” rests, namely social media. Someone who knows of someone they have never met, who has heard of someone, who follows two other someones but has probably never met them either, can become aware, quite quickly, that something is afoot, if they are looking at their social media feeds at the right time. Because of the tenuous relationships among all these people, and because of the frantic desperation for drama encouraged by the platform, the initial someone will have few qualms about sending a message to someone else who seems friendly and slightly more knowledgeable. This message will be something along the lines of “Do you know what’s going on?” with a link to a tweet suggesting something is going on. Because of the in-turn tenuous relationship the recipient of this query feels to the action, that recipient will feel little conflict about replying, “Yes, here it is.” It’s all happening in public anyway.


A disclaimer at the top of the “Shitty Media Men” spreadsheet read: “This document is only a collection of misconduct allegations and rumors. Take everything with a grain of salt. If you see a man you’re friends with, don’t freak out. … Please never name an accuser, and never share this document with a man.”


“Hey, boyfriend,” I said to the boyfriend I was living with at the time, another internet-addicted digital media freelancer. “Look at this.”


We watched in fascinated unease as new people entered the document—most but not all anonymized as animal avatars, per the Google system. They began to type names and details into each cell. I got in early—less than twenty names, if I recall correctly, had been entered, and the usual suspects, the stories everyone already knew, were in the first few rows. It quickly began to feel creepy and slightly dangerous to be watching this. If you’ve ever watched someone edit a shared Google Document or spreadsheet live, you will know what it’s like: inferring hesitation in a backspace, seeing momentum in a typo. After a bit of rubbernecking, I left the document but checked it periodically throughout the evening. Within twelve hours, the spreadsheet had grown to seventy entries—which ranged from allegations of rape to banal offenses such as “weird lunch dates”—and then been taken off-line, because Buzzfeed was preparing an article about it that would generate even more attention than it was already getting, which was too much.


A few months later, things were still crazy. Rumors that Harper’s Magazine was going to run a story “outing” the creator of the list appeared on Twitter. The creator, the writer Moira Donegan, wrote an essay for The Cut outing herself, thus at least taking control of the narrative. In it, she describes being contacted by a fact-checker for the magazine, which is the first moment she learned she was going to be named in the Harper’s story. “Katie [Roiphe, the author of the Harper’s piece] identifies you as a woman widely believed to be one of the creators of the Shitty Men in Media List,” Donegan says the fact-checker wrote. “Were you involved in creating the list? If not, how would you respond to this allegation?”


The thing about the tools available to women is that they are usually either weak and ineffective or imprecise and dangerous. They always seem to backfire; they can be wielded against you as easily as you wield them. Donegan writes that she was both “naive” and cynical about the list’s potential impacts. “I had become so accustomed to hearing about open secrets, to men whose bad behavior was universally known and perpetually immune from consequence,” she writes, “that it seemed like no one in power cared about the women who were most vulnerable to it.” Maybe Donegan had believed in the goodness of women, a sisterhood of sorts, which would keep the document only in safe hands—another blunt tool, the idea that women ought to get along because they are women. Sometimes that’s true! “Fundamentally, a whisper network consists of private conversations,” Donegan writes, “and the document that I created was meant to be private as well.”


Let’s assume Donegan is not being disingenuous in writing that she believed the list she was building was “private.” How could she believe this? It’s reasonable to assume she thought she was a private person—she was an assistant editor at the New Republic, a low-level employee at a national magazine—so she believed no one was paying attention to her, even if she was of course doing something in public. What is “naive,” and harder to believe, is that she didn’t understand that the people she was talking to, and about, would talk; they are professional talkers, and they are in the business of journalism because they like to illuminate social reality, with evidence for their claims. Did she not understand that they would take photos of the list, that it would be available online forever? That a “private” account or “locked” document is only such if everyone who views it agrees? That sex and money are two of the most exciting things to talk about?


Donegan goes on to say that the list was specifically intended to counteract the institutional mode of journalism, which had, she suggests, caused some of these sexist problems in the first place. “The value of the spreadsheet was that it had no enforcement mechanisms: Without legal authority or professional power, it offered an impartial, rather than adversarial, tool to those who used it.” That impartiality comes not from the fact that the creator was anonymous or that the document was crowdsourced. It comes from the fact that every item on the list was unverified: possibly true, possibly partially true, possibly a rumor passed around to the point of unrecognizability, possibly a distorted interpretation, possibly completely made up. There was no way to know what was true or false; the anonymity that gave women protection also discredited them. Every false or vague allegation—“harassment” and “inappropriate” can mean anything—detracted from the credibility of a true or specific one. Possibility goes both ways.
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