A lot has been  written about cyber bullying among young people on social networking sites, but recently I was shocked to encounter  it  on an  online  writers’ forum. Generally speaking its members are mature, articulate and supportive , but   on one occasion a discussion  degenerated to  the point where an extremely unpleasant personal remark was  made.  The victim and a couple of  others  promptly  left.  I have always considered myself something of  moral coward but  on this occasion I felt I had to speak up.  To my surprise,  few members  backed me up.  I was told in no uncertain terms that I had overacted to a couple of people simply ‘getting the hump’  and departing.  
I now realise I made a mistake by  remaining   a member, but  a friend had invited me on and I was  also enjoying the interaction with like-minded people, most  of whom were delightful.  However, one of the administrators continued to   make what I perceived  to be patronising comments about ‘hobby writers’  and ‘amateurs.’   Then, perhaps inevitably, another unedifying squabble broke out.  This time a brave soul spoke up in defence of the person being attacked and suffered the consequences. Her stand against injustice was all the more admirable because she  had  done the same thing  in a previous  career, at great personal cost..  Who would have blamed  her if she had decided:  ‘Well I won’t put myself through that again!’ ?
Those  involved in the bullying  have some influence in  this person’s sphere  of writing and therefore  she   risks damage to her reputation. I sincerely hope it does not happen.  Once again I said my  piece, as diplomatically as possible, and was duly  ejected  from the site. By comparison  however,  I had little to lose.   Of course the whole affair created divided loyalties and  I was ‘unfriended’ by one person.  The  word   unfriended smacks of  the schoolyard   I know,  but  apparently it  is   a  rite of passage in the cyber world. I consider it  a badge of honour,  rather like receiving  my  first rejection slip. And on the positive side, I gained half a dozen new ‘friends’ through the affair .
By sheer coincidence a friend  called Holly (aka Stuffed Olive)  had just tweeted a sweetly poignant  plea:   ‘Dear people who are horrible, just try to be decent human beings then maybe I wouldn’t feel quite so disheartened.  Regards, sad Olive.’    Holly/Olive  was commenting on a completely unrelated matter but I  shared her sentiments! 
Around the same time I spotted a wonderfully appropriate  quote by the late Christopher Hitchens, outspoken  author and journalist:  ‘Never be a spectator of unfairness or stupidity….the grave will supply plenty of time for silence’ 
I should point out that I also belong to  The Australian Writers’ Forum; a  supportive  group of writers who even manage the difficult  art of peer reviewing without causing offence.  The  co-ordinator  is  a person whose diplomacy and generosity  never fail to amaze me.  Membership of this group has restored  my faith in humanity -  and yes, even in social networking!
The web addresses  for  Holly’s  highly creative blog and The Australian Writers’ Forum appear on my Links page.
