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ABSTRACT

Thispaper applies theconceptsofmoral and social responsibility to the internet in considering
bullyingandcyberbullyingthatresultinlossoflife.Specifically,theauthorprobesthemoraland
socialresponsibilitiesofinternetusers(agents),oftheirimmediatesurroundings,andoftheeducation
systeminfightingcyberbullying.Balanceneedstobestruckbetweentwomostimportantprinciples:
freedomofexpressionandsocialresponsibility.Illustrativeexamplesinwhichthisdisturbingand
harmfulphenomenonofcyberbullyinghascostyounglifearementioned.Itisarguedthatcyberbullying
hassomeofthecharacteristicsofhatespeechandthatmanyofthetoolsusedtofightagainsthate
maybeutilisedtofightagainstcyberbullying.Itisfurtherarguedthatallrelevantstakeholdersneed
tothinkoftheconsequencesoftheirconduct,thatinternetabusersshouldbeaccountablefortheir
wrongdoingandbepenalized,andthatpeoplewhohavetheabilitytostoporatleastreducetheriskof
cyberbullyingshouldtakeproactivesteps,exhibitingzerotolerancetocyberbullying.Thearticlecalls
foraresponsibleconcertedeffortbyresponsibleusersoftheinternet,parents,schools,governments,
NGOs,andadministratorsofsocialnetworkingsitestoraiseawarenessoftheproblem,addressit,
andfighttogethertolessenandpossiblyeliminateitfromtheonlineinformationhighway.Disregard
fortheconsequencesofbothcyberbullyingandhatespeechandinactivityfacingthemareimmoral.
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1. PReLIMINARIeS

TheInternethascomprehensiveandfar-reachingpositiveeffects.However, itsveryfoundations,
basedoninnovation,easyuse,relativelycheapcost,andnear-universalaccessibilitymadetheInternet
openforuseandunfortunatelyabuse.TheInternetcontainsthebest,butregrettablyalsotheworse
productsofhumanity.Weshouldrelishthemanypositivesandaddressthenegatives.Inordertodo
this,wemustbalanceoneagainsttheothertwoveryimportantvalues:ontheonehand,theraison 
d’êtreoftheInternetuntilnow,whichisfreedomofexpression;and,ontheotherhand,thevalueof
socialresponsibilitythatshouldbeanessentialcomponentoftheraison d’être.

TheobjectofthisEssayistodiscussmoralandsocialresponsibilityrequiredtodealwithpeople
whoutilizetheInternetforvile,illegitimateandanti-socialpurposes.TheEssayfocusesontheproblem
ofcyberbullying,andonoursharedsocietalresponsibilitiestocounterthisphenomenon.Itbuilds
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onmypreviousresearchonthesubjectandexpandsonit(Cohen-Almagor,2011a,2015a,2018b,
2020).Virtualusersabusesocialplatformstoharasstheirso-called“friends”.Virtual“Friends”might
befriendothersforsinisterpurposes,nottolendsupportbutinsteadtoinflictharm(McVeigh,2011).
Sometimesthesepeopleareusingfakeidentitiesandaccounts.Sometimestheyresorttoanonymizing
toolstohidetheiridentitysotheycouldbullyothersbehindvirtualmasks.Itisarguedthatsocial
responsibilityisnolessimportantthanfreedomofexpression.Freedomwithoutresponsibilityin
thisdigitaleramightprovetobedangerousasInternetabusersexploitdigitalfreedomsandtarget
theirvictimsmaliciouslyandrelentlessly,sometimestodeath.

ConsiderAsk.fm,asocialnetworkingplatformonwhichuserscancreatepersonalprofilesand
sendanonymousquestionstootherusers.Userscanalsopostphotos,videosandGIFsinresponse
toquestions.Theusers’ageismeanttobe13andoverbutitisnotuncommonforpeoplebelowthe
ageof13toopenaccounts.Ask.fmhasmorethan215millionregisteredusersaroundtheworld.1
Thequestionscanbeinnocentandtheycanalsobemaliciousandnasty.16-year-oldJessicaLaney
wasasked“Whyareyousougly?”,“Canyoujustkillyourselfalready?”Thebarrageofabusive
messageswassofiercethatinDecember2012Laneykilledherself(Baker,2012;Fazan,2012;Murray,
2012;Roberts,2012;PendergrassandWright,2014).InAugust2013,14-year-oldHannahSmith
was“asked”to“drinkbleach”and“gogetcancer”beforeshehangedherself(Abad-Santos,2013).
Smithtookherownlifeaftersufferingconstantabusefromask.fmonlinebullieswhoridiculedher
andurgedhertodie(The Age,2013).

ThemodusoperandiofAsk.fnfitsthecyberbullywellandmoredeathswereassociatedwiththe
platform.CiaraPugsley,15,andErinGallagher,13,fromIreland,tooktheirownlivesinseparate
incidentsduring2012afterbeingbulliedonthesite(Maguire,2016).InJanuary2013,Anthony
Stubbs,16, tookhislifeasaresultofbullying(Romano,2013).InApril2013,15-year-oldJosh
Unsworthwasfounddeadafterbeingsubjecttoharassmentandabuseonthewebsite(Tozer,2013).
InJuly2013,DanielPerry,17,jumpedfromabridgesubsequenttobullyingonthesite(Byrne,2013;
Smith-SparkandVandoorne,2013).InSeptember2013,threeteensfromtheUSA,Australiaand
EnglandtooktheirlivesasaresultofAsk.fmbullying:OnSeptember10,RebeccaAnnSedwick,
12,fromFlorida,tookherlife(Broderick,2013).OnSeptember14,Katherine-ChristineBuckley,
15,fromQueensland,Australia,couldnotcopewiththecyberbullyingandtookherownlife.2On
September17,14-year-oldgirlIzzyDixfromDevon,England,hangedherself(Farrell,2013;Panther,
2013).Anothervictim,LauraMckay,testified:“I’vebeenbulliedonask.fmandbeentoldtokill
myselfmanytimes.It’seasyforpeopletohidebehindandbullyanditneedstobestopped”(Press
Association,2013).Itdidnot.InOctober2013,twomorevictimswereaddedtothelist,OliviaMae
Scott,16fromVermont,3andSavyTurcotte,13,fromSaskatchewan,Canada(Smith,2013).4The
youngageofallthevictimsisnoticeable.Theirthreadoflifewascutfartooshort.

InAugust2013,changesweremadetomakeAsk.fmsafer.Thesite’smanagerssaiditwould
viewallreportsquickly,within24hours,makethereportbuttonmorevisible,andincludebullying
andharassmentasacategoryforareport.InFebruary2014,Ask.fmlauncheda‘SafetyCenter’that
providesadviceforbothusersandparents.Ask.fmextendedtheuseofsoftwaretoscanquestions
andanswerspostedbyusersforkeywordsandphrases.Italsoexpandedthenumberoffiltersinuse,
increasedthescanningvocabularyandaddedmanpowertoexaminecontent.Itsmanagersimproved
responsetimetoquestionablecontenteitherbeforeitgetstoauserorjustafterward(Blake,2015).
With thedeploymentof thesesecuritymeasures,Ask.fmdirectorsargued that theywereable to
maintainamuchsaferenvironmentforitsmillionsofusers.However,theimprovementsarestill
insufficient.Criticsdemandtobanallanonymousposts.InMay2015,itwasreportedthat14-year-
oldAuroraCerullotookherownlifeaftershewasbulliedonAsk.fm.AurorawasthethirdItalian
teenagerinayearsuspectedofkillingherselfafterbeingtrolledonAsk.fm(Kendrick,2015).InApril
2016,17-year-oldFelixAlexanderoptedsuicideafterhewasbulliedonAsk.fm(Alexander,2018;
Slawson,2016).LittlewonderthatProtectYoungEyes,anorganisationthatwasfoundedtocreate
asaferInternetforchildren,advisesparentsthattheyshouldtakeextremecautionwhendecidingif
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