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PART ONE:  

 
DEVELOPING A THEORY  

OF BEING A SH*T 
 
 
 

ONE 

◊ 
 
 

Introduction  
 

When someone dumps on us and then tries to cover-up, 
a typical response is “You sh*t!” 

 
 

ara said to her lover Nick when she found out he had been 
seeing another woman, “What do you want? A harem?” An 
impish look appeared on Nick’s face, and he said, “Two 

women? That’s not much of a harem.” Cara laughed, tickled by the 
charm that endeared Nick to her. With her laugh, Cara’s tension 
lifted, and they talked about other things. 

Nick finessed Cara in an elegant, tailor-made way. His in-
volvement with another woman hurt Cara, and he covered up 
through humor. He had been with Cara long enough to know that a 
humorous response would distract her and lift her mood. Cara coop-
erated. She enabled Nick to be a sh*t. 

 
 Katherine Armstrong described as “little bitty pellets” the 
shotgun blast that the vice president of the United States fired into 
Harry Whittington while hunting quail on the Armstrong ranch in 
February 2006. She said that she herself had been shot upon occasion, 
and Harry was fine, sitting up in his hospital bed, “yakking.”  

Actually, Harry spent six days in the hospital. A few days after 
being shot, he had a heart attack when a pellet migrated to his heart.  

C 
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When Harry left the hospital, he said at a press conference, 
“My family and I are deeply sorry for all that Vice President Cheney 
and his family have had to go through this past week. We send our 
love and respect to them as they deal with situations that are much 
more serious than what we have had this week…. We hope that he 
will continue to come to Texas and seek the relaxation that he de-
serves.” With these words, Harry enabled the vice president to cover 
up his unkind deed, in other words, to be a sh*t. Harry cooperated 
with the minimization of the vice president’s deeds and his own near-
death. 
 

ophie told her husband Bill, “You’re too sensitive” when he 
gagged at the bits of beef, carrots, and asparagus, along with 

lumps of toothpaste and bubbles of spit she had left in the bathroom 
sink after she had brushed her teeth. Sophie’s words stung Bill. He 
instantly felt better when he resolved to leave his own mouth garbage 
in the sink the next time he brushed his teeth. Too sensitive, my ass. 
He’ll show her.  
 Sophie not only dismissed Bill’s concerns, but she distracted 
him from her own insensitivity by pointing out something wrong 
with him. Being called sensitive hit one of Bill’s hot buttons. He be-
lieved he was too sensitive and was ashamed of that, showing that he 
had buy-in to her cover-ups. Rather than be consumed with shame, he 
vowed to get back at Sophie. He enabled her to be sh*t. By plotting 
revenge, Bill was on his way to becoming one himself.  
 
Unkind Deeds and Cover-Ups 
�

While differing in their details, these scenarios have much in 
common. In each of them, someone committed an unkind deed and 
then tried to cover up through humor, minimization, dismissiveness, 
and deflection of blame. In the vice president’s case, a spokesperson 
covered up for him. In each instance, recipients bought into the cover-
ups. Harry Whittington may have only given the appearance of buy-
in, but he spoke the words of someone who enables others to get away 
with unkind deeds.  

On Being a Sh*t� ��� ������ ���	 unkind deeds and cover-ups. 
Instances of being a sh*t flourish in families, in neighborhoods, at 
work, and on the highway. The potential for being a sh*t exists wher-

S 
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ever two or more people congregate. Getting others to believe unkind 
deeds are their fault is the crowning achievement of being a sh*t. 
 Unkind deeds and cover-ups extend into politics, business, 
sports, academic life, and even world affairs. Richard M. Nixon’s “I 
don‘t recall” cover-up of his knowledge of the Watergate break-in is 
one of the most famous political cover-ups in the last fifty years. Floyd 
Landis’ alleged doping during the 2006 Tour de France bicycle race 
and his apparent cover-ups have made headlines throughout the 
world.  
 
The Idea for the Book 
�

For more than twenty-five years, I did research on serious vio-
lence, such as rape, child molestation, and murder. In their own 
words, perpetrators described multiple and ingenious ways they 
evaded responsibility for their behaviors and, whenever possible, 
blamed others for their own terrible deeds.  

As I became familiar with criminal acts and cover-ups, I began 
to notice variations of them operating in everyday life among persons 
who had committed relatively minor unkind deeds and who sought to 
cover them up through evasion, distortion, and blame.  

When I read Harry Frankfurt’s best-selling book On Bullsh*t��
I found a name for the unkind deeds and cover-ups that I had noticed 
for so many years. I called these everyday acts being a sh*t ������������
to write a book about them. Frankfurt, a philosopher, wrote a phi-
losophical essay. I am a researcher, and the present book is a report on 
research I conducted.  

 
Why an Impolite Word? 

�
���	
��� �	�� �
�
������������� sh*t�
����
�	���

���������������

terms such as being insufficiently accountable and the evasion of respon-
sibility because the term being a sh*t fits how we experience unkind 
deeds and cover-ups in everyday life. When someone dumps on us 
and then tries to cover it up, a typical response is “You sh*t!” 

I wrote this book to let others know what I have learned from 
years of research and in so doing to help them avoid being trapped in 
the maneuvers that are now so familiar to me. With this level of 
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awareness, I freely admit that I have been a recipient of unkind deeds 
and cover-ups and have expertise in enabling them. I am much better 
at being a recipient than an enactor, although I have some talent in 
that regard as well.  

I also wrote this book in the hope that those who enact being 
sh*ts will enjoy reading about themselves, until, of course, they get to 
the parts where they see that I am on to them. Then, I cannot predict 
what they will do, perhaps ridicule the book so they can carry on. A 
few may see the light and change their ways.  

My fondest hope is that �����������Sh*t����������� �������	
� 
about their parts in the cycle of sh*tty behaviors, and they will opt out 
of cooperating with the sometimes clever and not-so-clever strategies 
of cover-up that hook them into believing that false representations 
are true.  

 
DEVELOPING AND TESTING A THEORY OF BEING A SH*T 
 
In this book, I developed and tested a theory of being a sh*t. 

To do so, I applied a scientific method called deductive qualitative 
analysis (DQA). This approach draws from two bodies of thought. 
The first is the work of philosopher Karl Popper who wrote that sci-
ence begins with conjectures or theories that they test. If the testing 
provides evidence that the theory is incorrect, they do not fit the evi-
dence to the theories but change the theories to fit the evidence.  

The second body of thought is qualitative sociology, where re-
searchers develop and test hypotheses. They seek cases that will refute 
their theories and force them to reformulate. Their goal is a revised 
theory that fits the cases on which the theory was tested. This ap-
proach is called analytic induction. Detail on method is in the 
Appendix.  

 
Deductive Qualitative Analysis 

�
�eductive qualitative analysis involves several steps. The first 

is to write down everything researchers already know about the phe-
nomena of interest. The next is to review what others have written 
about the phenomena and related conditions. Based on what research-
ers learn from these two steps, they formulate a preliminary theory. 
Then they test the preliminary theory and change it when there is evi-
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dence to do so. The final product is a revised theory that fits the new 
evidence. Researchers typically do DQA in order to come up with a 
better, more accurate and trustworthy theory. That was my purpose in 
developing and testing a theory of being a sh*t.  
�

Steps Involved in the Present Investigation  
�

I followed these procedures in the present investigation. I first 
wrote out my assumptions based upon my own research, my profes-
sional experience as a social worker, and observations of everyday life. 
The results of this effort compose Chapters One and Two. Next, I 
reviewed scholarly writings on the meanings of the word ������������
related conditions, such as humbug, bullsh*t, and lying. I also con-
sulted cognitive neuroscience for insights this discipline might offer. 
These reviews are in Chapters Three and Four.  

I then developed a preliminary theory of being a sh*t. This 
composes Chapter Five. Following that, I tested the theory on a series 
of cases. The testing is reported in Chapters Six through Nineteen.  

 
n Chapters Twenty through Twenty-Four, I applied the theory to 
cases where enactors either voluntarily mended their ways or were 

pressured to do so. Chapter Twenty-Five is a commentary on fake and 
true accountability. Chapter Twenty-Six shows what not to do when 
enactors blow back at persons who confront them about their unkind 
deeds and cover-ups. Chapters Twenty-Seven through Thirty-Two 
discuss the results of testing the theory. The results include findings 
that the preliminary theory did not anticipate, such as the joys of be-
ing a sh*t and what to call enactors who fail at being sh*ts. These final 
chapters include a revised and tested theory and a discussion of the 
implications of the revised theory. Included in the discussion are les-
sons learned on how to resist the tactics that enactors use to cover up 
their unkind deeds.  

The cases on which I tested the theory are stories about people 
from many walks of life who covered up a wide variety of unkind 
deeds. I chose a diverse sample because I want the theory to be useful 
in as many different situations as possible.  

I found that the theory fit most cases well. The theory also 
helped me to see aspects of being a sh*t I might not otherwise have 

I 
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noticed. Thus, the theory served a sensitizing purpose; that is, it gave 
me a set of ideas that helped in the analysis of the cases.  

No theory can be considered reliable and trustworthy until re-
searchers have tested it exhaustively and deliberately in a systematic 
way and compared the theory with the facts of each case. Researchers 
reformulate the theory until it satisfactorily fits all the cases on which 
it was tested. At that point, the theory becomes both reliable and 
trustworthy. The present theory of being a sh*t underwent such test-
ing and has great promise to enlighten a pervasive human condition.  

 
A Spoof with a Point 
 

This book spoofs social science theory-building. Who ever 
heard of testing a theory of being a sh*t? On the other hand, being a 
sh*t happens so often that it warrants close scientific scrutiny. What’s 
more, this book provides a model of how to do theory testing using 
qualitative data, something that is of interest to many social scientists. 
I hope readers enjoy reading the book as much as I enjoyed writing it 
and that its contents enlighten them as much as I have been enlight-
ened.  
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TWO 

◊ 
 
 
 

Shedding Light in Dark Places 
 

Getting others to believe it is their fault 
 is the crowning achievement of being a sh*t 

 
������������������	�
��������
������������ople who 
practice the art and craft of being a sh*t. We are 
awash in execrable behaviors. Everyone contributes 

to them. They are such a part of everyday life that we fail to 
notice them and, as a result, take them for granted. Some prac-
titioners have reached that state of perfection where recipients 
think they are at fault. Getting others to believe it is their fault 
is the crowning achievement of being a sh*t. Without the coop-
eration of others, being a sh*t would be impossible.  

Being a sh*t dates back to antiquity and perhaps to the 
dawn of human history. The first instance was when a member 
of a mastodon hunting party threw a lance into the side of an-
other hunter and then scolded the injured man for getting in 
the way. The injured man immediately saw the distress of the 
hunter who had caused the injury and said, “My heart goes out 
to you. You must be distraught that this accident should hap-
pen to you. How thoughtless of me to get in the way. I hope 
you can forgive me.”  

The spear thrower accepted the apology with grace. 
The wounded man was filled with gratitude at being forgiven. 
Since that time, human beings have had an unbroken record of 
being sh*ts.  

N 
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Three Categories of Being a Sh*t: 
Reactors, True Believers, and Clever Foxes 

 
There are three general categories of being a sh*t: Those 

who react without thinking and are out of touch with the ef-
fects of their behaviors on others, those who believe their own 
concoctions and dismiss the effects of their actions, and those 
who know exactly what they are doing and enjoy themselves 
while doing so. Each of these three types has a better chance of 
success when social customs and traditions justify their behav-
iors.  

 
Type 1: Reactors 

�

Despite humanity’s long acquaintance, we know little 
about being a sh*t. Those who react without thinking cannot 
enlighten because their actions are automatic and happen in the 
absence of conscious thought. Automatic behaviors may origi-
nate in the subconscious, perhaps in as yet unmapped regions 
of the lower brain, areas referred to as reptilian. Automatic re-
sponses by-pass the brain’s neocortex, which is the site of 
reasoning, and the cingulate gyrus, which is the seat of caring 
and empathy. Typically, these responses also by-pass areas of 
the brain associated with a sense of humor.  

Individuals who react without thinking are unable to 
say why they behave as they do because they have no thoughts 
to report. When their unkind deeds come to light, their spon-
taneous responses are blunt, blaming, and loud. They are 
incapable of insight into their wrongdoings, and they blame 
others rather than admit they did something wrong. Self-
focused and clueless about the effects of their actions on others, 
they show little caring and empathy for the recipients of their 
unkind deeds. Finally, they have no sense of humor.  

These are Type 1 enactments of being a sh*t and the 
persons who perform them are Reactors. Reactors are the least 
skilled and least reflective of the enactors of being a sh*t. Yet, 
they could be the most common.  
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Type 2: True Believers 
�

Those who believe their own concoctions represent the 
second style of being a sh*t. They explain their behaviors at 
length and think their insights are rare, well-said, and self-
evident. Captivated by their own perspectives, they view recipi-
ent objections as inappropriate and unjustifiable. When 
recipients question their unkind deeds, their favored responses 
are attack and dismissiveness: “You’re too sensitive.” “Where’s 
your sense of humor?” “I was only kidding.” Other typical re-
sponses are indignation and even outrage. “How dare you?” 
“Who do you think you are?” “How can you think such things 
of me?” Their incapacities to see the points of view of others 
and their intolerance of alternative explanations confuse those 
who take them seriously. 

 
rom a neurological point of view, their neocortex is not 
fully engaged. Their brain circuitry taps into selected areas 

of higher order reasoning which permits their sometimes ele-
gant explanations, but also detours away from areas that are 
essential for broad understandings of their own behaviors and 
how their behaviors affect others. In addition, their thought 
patterns by-pass the cingulate gyrus where capacities for empa-
thy are encoded, which makes it hard for them to imagine how 
others might receive their explanations. This results in short-
sightedness with the consequence that they may be confused 
and even enraged when they meet with resistance. Finally, brain 
circuits that encode a sense of humor are underdeveloped. As a 
result, they mistake mockery for wit.  

Unlike Reactors who have few or no reasons for why 
they do what they do, this second type of enactor has explana-
tions that are logical and even elegant to them, but, when 
viewed with clear eyes, their explanations are partial and dis-
torted. Under these circumstances, they cannot shed light on 
the true nature of their behaviors and cannot contribute to a 
theory of being a sh*t. These are Type 2 enactments and those 
who operate this way are True Believers.  

F 
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Type 3: Clever Foxes 
�

The characteristic behaviors of True Believers are self-
deceptive compared to the third type. These are individuals 
who know exactly what they are doing and enjoy themselves 
while doing so. Their conscious goal is to deceive others. This 
third type of enactor will not contribute to a theory of being a 
sh*t because they do not want to give up the pleasures, joys, 
and other advantages they gain from unkind deeds and cover-
ups.  

Not only do they have thought processes that engage 
the brain’s seat of reasoning to a much larger degree than those 
of True Believers and Reactors, but they also have well-
developed capacities for humor, irony, bluffing, bullsh*t, pre-
varication, and other higher order talents. Despite these talents, 
they are deficient in sympathy and compassion.  

Some brain circuits related to their neocortex and cin-
gulate gyrus are under-developed through lack of use while 
other circuits are over-developed through frequent use. They 
have advanced capacities for a special type of empathy in that 
they have sharp instincts about the vulnerabilities of others, but, 
instead of sympathizing, they take advantage of these vulner-
abilities for their own gain.  

These enactors are more complex and some may say 
more interesting than True Believers and Reactors. This third 
type of being a sh*t is called Type 3, Clever Foxes. 

 
RECIPIENTS AS UNWITTING ENABLERS 

 
On their own, these three types—Reactors, True Be-

lievers, and Clever Foxes—cannot accomplish being a sh*t 
because attaining that status requires recipients who buy into 
their cover-ups. Recipients come in more than one variety. 
Some believe they are responsible for the conduct of others. 
When enactors blame them, they take the blame. Some others 
are susceptible to humorous cover-ups, and others fall for cover-
ups that play upon their sympathy. Some recipients flounder in 
confusion when enactors cover up. They are unsure of what is 
going on and give enactors the benefit of the doubt or think 
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maybe it is them. Others are satisfied with enactors’ explana-
tions and are not confused. They think they know what is 
going on but they do not.  

Theories of being a sh*t that come from recipients can-
not enlighten because enactors have succeeded in hoodwinking 
them, have led them down the garden path, taken them to the 
cleaners, duped them, and eaten them for lunch. Any theories 
recipients construct are based upon the premise that false repre-
sentations are true.  

 
HOW LITTLE WE KNOW 

 
The three types of enactors and the many different 

kinds of recipients have only partial views and even these views 
are distorted. As a result, we know little about being a sh*t. We 
do not know how many different kinds of sh*tty behaviors 
there are, what purposes being a sh*t serves, or how being a sh*t 
ties us to and divides us from other people, including people we 
love and who love us. We have few ideas about how to respond 
to those who enact unkind deeds and cover-ups. This present 
investigation may be the first to develop systematic knowledge 
about being a sh*t, further testimony to the neglect of this im-
portant topic.  
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THREE 

◊ 
 
 
 

Scholarly Inquiry into Origins, Cognates,  
and Meanings of Being a Sh*t 

 

Sh*t is one of the most versatile words in the English language  

 
hit� ��� �� ����� ���� �� ��	
� �	�� ��������� ���
���� �	� 
���
English language. Its cognates1 appear in many other 
languages. Today, its literal meaning is the by-product 

of digestion and, in technical language, its synonyms are feces as 
a noun and to defecate ��� �� ����. These are natural, necessary, 
and inevitable bodily functions. 

Scholars trace the origins of the word sh*t 
��
�����
�	�
verb scire,� 
�� �	���� ��� �
�� ������
�� �	�� 
��	
� ����� �	�
������
This is its root meaning, as in discern, which means to separate 
something out from a larger picture, such as focusing on Mona 
Lisa’s smile rather than her entire face. Other contemporary 
English words related to the root word include schism, scissors, 
science, omniscient, schizophrenic, rescind, scatological���	��shed.��

��
	�
�����������	���	���
�����	���	
���nguages, such 
as Old English ������� ���	�� ���	��	������	�	
����������
 off,” 
in Middle Dutch and Middle Low German as schive, a slice, 
and Greek skhizein��
������
���

������	�	
��������	��to defecate, ��
	�
�����������	�����
Norse as the word skīta, as scitte in Old English, schitte in 
Middle English, skit in Proto-Germanic, and skheid in Proto-
European, a language that is the root of several contemporary 
Germanic languages, such as Swedish, Dutch, and German. In 
Ireland, sh*t may sometimes be pronounced as skit, retaining 
the older pronunciations of its root word.  

                                                 
1 Cognates are words that have common roots. 

S
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�HE VERSATILITY OF THE WORD SH*T 
�
Sh*t is among the most versatile words in the English 

language and is used as a noun, adjective, verb, adverb, and 
exclamation to express affection, anger, joy, pride, shame, 
empathy, and many other emotional states. Its meanings 
depend on the contexts in which it is used. 

Here are some examples. Jay and Sylvia were parked in 
Lover’s Lane deep in the Ozarks of southern Missouri. Jay said, 
“I love you, girl.” Sylvia replied, “Oh, sh*t” (joy, affection, 
adoration, exclamation). She pronounced it “she-it.” 

As an exclamation, ����������������	�
����	�	
�����������
example, when Mary said to Jane, “I got a D on the chemistry 
exam.” Jane said, “Oh, sh*t, Mary. I’m sorry” (sympathy). 
Other meanings of ����� as exclamation are common. Cathy 
banged her head on the sink as she started to stand after 
scrubbing the bathroom floor. She said, “Sh*t!” (exasperation, 
pain). Her partner Laurie said, “Do you know you have toilet 
paper stuck to your shoe?” Cathy responded, “Oh, sh*t” 
(embarrassment). 

 
A Noun of Many Guises 

�
Sh*t� ��� �� 	��	� �������� �	� ��	�� 
������� �
��� ����� ���

Marty, “You don’t know jack sh*t about that” (insult). Rose 
bragged to Annie, her next door neighbor, about her four year-
old son Johnny, “He’s a cute little sh*t, don’t you think?” 
(pride, endearment). Tina said to Seamus about a neighbor 
who brought in heavy equipment to dig a well at 5:30 am on a 
Sunday morning, “He’s such a sh*t” (contempt).  

���� can also refer to activities as when Mabel said to 
Charlie when she found out he was running around with other 
women: “Don’t you pull that sh*t on me. I know what you’re 
up to” (bad behavior). It can also refer to objects and things, as 
when Teenie the buyer asked Smoky the dope dealer, “Got any 
good sh*t today?” (something good) and the following week 
said, “What kind of sh*t did you sell me last week? I passed out 
after my first toke” (something bad).  
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������������������	�
���������
������������������������ 
to an entire life. Rocky, who felt down and out, said, “I’ve got 
to get my sh*t together” (everything in my life).  

Sometimes ���� is part of a compound noun. Grandma 
Bridget said to her son Brian about finding money missing 
from her purse after her adult grandson Robert visited her in 
the nursing home: “He’s such a sh*tass.” Sh*tass is a variation of 
the more common term sh*thead. When Kylie and James heard 
what Grandma had said, they laughed. They could not imagine 
that their sweet great grandmother would use that word.  

 
Sh*t as Modifier 

 
As a modifier, sh*t has limitless possibilities. Paul told 

his buddies about seeing a giant panda on the ninth hole when 
golfing in China: “I was scared sh*tless” (fear). Teacher Fran 
read Alfie’s essay and said to herself, “That’s a pretty sh*tty 
effort” (bad job). Jim to Jack, “How’d it go?” “Pretty sh*tty,” 
Jack answered (didn’t go well).  

 
The Meanings of Sh*t Cross Cultural Borders  

 
The multiple meanings of sh*t in American English 

cross cultural borders. In Irish, Scottish, and British English, 
sh*t may be spelled sh*te and pronounced to rhyme with white. 
Sh*te���������	�����	���������������	������
�������������������	����
or pap, quite similar to some of the meanings of American 
English ����.  

Pádraig Clancy, an Irish football player used the word 
in the summer of 2007 to express his exasperation with 
criticism sports writers had given him for bragging about how 
brilliantly he would play in an upcoming game. Pádraig said, “I 
wouldn’t have any time for that sh*te, to plaster me on the back 
of a paper two days before the match.” Pádraig’s team lost. 

The word had a starring role at a meeting of the world’s 
leading economic powers at the Group of 8 Summit held in St. 
Petersburg, Russia, in July 2006. At the closing luncheon, not 
knowing that a microphone was still on, George W. Bush, 
president of the United States, said with his mouth full, “What 
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they [unclear who ‘they’ refers to] need to do is get Syria to get 
Hezbollah to stop doing this sh*t, and it’s over.” He was talking 
to Tony Blair, prime minister of the United Kingdom.  

A few days later, a cartoon in the newspaper ��������
������������	
����
�
���	�
�		�
�
��������	��
�����
���
���	o-
���

��
������������	����	
����
�����������	����
�����	�nounced�
�sh*te.’”  
 
Hundreds of Variations 

�
�� ���	
�� ��� ������	���wide web comes up with hun-

dreds of more variations of the use of the word. An e-mail that 
circulates on the internet demonstrates some of them. Here is 
the full text.  

 
WHO IS JACK SH*TT? 

 
For some time, many of us have wondered just 

who is Jack Schitt. We find ourselves at a loss when 
someone says, ‘You don’t know Jack Schitt!’ Well, 
thanks to my genealogy efforts, you can now respond in 
an intellectual way. 

Jack Schitt is the only son of Awe Schitt. Awe 
Schitt, the fertilizer magnate, married O. Schitt, the 
owner of Needeep N. Schitt, Inc. They had one son, 
Jack. 

In turn, Jack Schitt married Noe Schitt. The 
deeply religious couple produced six children: Holie 
Schitt, Giva Schitt, Fulla Schitt, Bull Schitt, and the 
twins Deep Schitt and Dip Schitt. Against her parents’ 
objections, Deep Schitt married Dumb Schitt, a high 
school dropout.  

After being married 15 years, Jack and Noe 
Schitt divorced. Noe Schitt later married Ted Sherlock, 
and because her kids were living with them, she wanted 
to keep her previous name. She was then known as Noe 
Schitt Sherlock.  
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Meanwhile, Dip Schitt married Loda Schitt, 
and they produced a son with a rather nervous disposi-
tion named Chicken Schitt. Two of the other six 
children, Fulla Schitt and Giva Schitt were inseparable 
throughout childhood and subsequently married the 
Happens brothers in a dual ceremony. The wedding 
announcement in the newspaper read the Schitt-
Happens nuptials. The Schitt-Happens children were 
Dawg, Byrd, and Horse. 

Bull Schitt, the prodigal son, left home to tour 
the world. He recently returned from Italy with his new 
Italian bride, Pisa Schitt. Now when someone says ‘You 
don’t know Jack Schitt,’ you can correct them. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Crock O. Schitt  

 
The conclusion is clear: ����� ���������������	
��������

��������
wide range of human experiences.  
 

SOCIAL CONVENTIONS AND THE WORD ��*T 
 
Despite the incredible number of ways that speakers of 

English use the term sh*t, few scholars have studied what it 
means to be a sh*t. Its status as a vulgarism may account for 
this neglect. Dictionaries, when they have an entry at all, almost 
universally note that the word sh*t is slang, part of the vernacu-
lar, vulgar, not used in polite company and formal speech.  

Even when the word itself is the subject of a news story, 
newspapers are inconsistent in their use of the term. The New 
York Times���������
������������
���
����
������������������
��
����, did not print the term itself but called it a “vulgarity,” 
“undiplomatic prose,” and “locker-room banter.” A few days 
later, in Thomas Friedman’s column, the Times printed the 
word in its entirety. Many other newspapers, both in the U.S. 
and internationally used the word with no apologies, as did 
countless bloggers. 
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The print media were ingenious in their avoidance of 
the word in reviews of Harry Frankfurt’s book, On Bullsh*t����
southern newspaper reported the title as “On Bull--.” A west 
coast newspaper evaded the word in several ways, including 
“the yuk-promising title On [Word-We-Can’t-Print-in-Family-
Newspaper], the “word in question” as “the equivalent of ‘bull 
hockey,’” and “B.S.” An eastern paper described the term “an 
unprintable ubiquity” and referred to the book as “On Bull----” 
as it did more than a year later when it published a review of 
the sequel to ������lsh*t����������������	���

	
���

���� social conventions are powerful enough to 
wipe 
	��� ���
� ���� ������ ��� some newspapers, but these 
conventions are not respected world-wide. The status of 
	�� as 
slang and a vulgarity may account for its absence from philoso-
phical and other scholarly discussions. Books like Frankfurt’s 
and the present investigation spoof these conventions. 

 
RESTORING THE WORD TO RESPECTABILITY 

�
�	�� was not always a vulgarism. The word became 

unmentionable in the nineteenth century, a time when embar-
rassment about natural body functions was a mark of 
refinement within some social classes. Some of the terms used 
for these functions became offensive. At that time, the word leg 
was an unmentionable. The proper term for leg of a table�����
�
����������������

����
����������
��
�����������
��
����������sh*t might 
restore the word to respectability. This would have the benefit 
of freeing up the use of a term that fits many aspects of family, 
community, and political life. Recipients cannot bring their 
experiences of unkind deeds and cover-ups into wide-spread 
public discussion because they cannot use the language that 
springs spontaneously to mind. The word’s status as rude and 
impolite deprives recipients of their natural language. When 
individuals cannot use words that fit their experiences, they are 
forced to be silent. As a result, enactors of unkind deeds and 
cover-ups are free to carry on.  
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Weasel, Schmuck, and Pr*ck: 
The Search for a More Suitable Word 

�
Since the term sh*t may offend some readers, I searched 

for a more suitable word, but in vain. I considered the word 
weasel. Weasel�����������������	
�����
���������	������ggling 
out of taking responsibility for unkind deeds and thus evading 
accountability. As I tried the word out, I saw that being a wea-
sel refers to a narrow range of behaviors and could be part of 
the broader category of being a sh*t.  

�
SCHMUCK 

 
Next I examined �������������������������������
�
��
�

a stupid, foolish, and often obnoxious person. Its synonym is 
��	

�������������
�����������true schmuck, a putz.” These words 
are associated with the male gender, but in some situations they 
fit the behaviors of women. I found the meanings of these 
terms too limited for the present investigation and realized that 
being a schmuck or putz, like the term ��
���
��������������b-
category of being a sh*t. Both schmuck and putz are derived 
from High German and are part of Yiddish slang whose root 
meaning refers to a lower body part, namely, the penis, as does 
the next term I considered.  

 
PR*CK 

 
Pr*ck� ���� ������
������������ ������ ���������
�
��
�

��� ������ �� ���
�� ������ ����� ���������
� ����� ��� ���� �
��� of a 
needle. The root word is the Old English prica, which means a 
puncture, possibly related to a West Germanic word prikk-. 
The word has many meanings including those associated with 
emotions, such as to goad, as in “My conscience pr*cked me 
into action” and with other mildly painful emotions denoting a 
stinging sensation, as in the “pr*ck of regret.”  

Pr*ck is both a nautical term as “pr*cking a course on a 
chart” and a term used in horticulture as a synonym for “setting 
out,” as in “pr*cking out seedlings before they are transplanted 
into a permanent place.” “to pr*ck up the ears” refers to paying 
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attention to something. an action common to dogs, horses, and 
other mammals that have ears they can move. In many con-
texts, then, ����� �������whiff of vulgarity. 

In the past, the word ������ described the gallop of 
horses, such as “The horse pr*cked across the desert.” In seven-
teenth and eighteenth century English, pr*ck meant a pimple, 
which may account for its status as a term of endearment, as in 
“He’s a cute little pr*ck,” similar to “She’s a cute little sh*t.” 
Pr*ck at one time was associated with professionals who pr*ck 
others, as in pr*cksmith, which, during the Second World War, 
meant an Army medical office, especially those assigned to deal-
ing with venereal diseases. A “pr*ck-parade” stood for the 
inspections that these medical officers conducted. 
 
Pr*ck’s Meanings Today 

 
Today, the term refers to both penis and an obnoxious 

person. Pr*ck can also mean a useless person, as in “standing 
around like a useless and embarrassing pr*ck.” Another sense of 
the word refers to persons who lie to themselves and others in a 
misguided attempt to salvage their pride. Such was the situation 
in the 1999 film Notting Hill where William Thacker, played 
by Hugh Grant, longed for the love of Anna Scott, played by 
Julia Roberts. When Anna finally declared her love for him, 
William turned her away. He preferred false pride to immediate 
acceptance of her love. When he realized what he had done, he 
called himself a pr*ck.  

The word ������ as standing for penis appears to have 
been part of standard English until the eighteenth century 
when it became a vulgarism. The word �����-teaser�� ������
meaning is self-evident to most people, is unlikely ever to have 
been part of standard English.  

The meaning of �����, then, is versatile, but not to the 
same degree as the word ����.� 	��
���� ���� 
������������ ���� is a 
more fitting term for the present purposes, primarily because 
���� fits so well the experience of being a recipient of unkind 
deeds and cover-ups. Not only do many people use that word 
in spontaneous responses to being dumped on, but those who 
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enact being sh*ts are successful because their actions lead recipi-
ents to feel as if they are sh*t. In fact, a way to detect sh*t is to 
notice when you feel like sh*t. Chances are someone has just 
dumped on you.  

Both ����� �������������associated with the male gender, 
and only males have the body part associated with ����������	�
genders, however, have capacities to engage in behaviors to 
which ���� refers, another advantage of sticking with the word.  

	
THE UNSUITABILITY OF ABSTRACT TERMS 

 
Besides these everyday terms, I considered others that 

are more abstract, such as accountability and taking responsibil-
ity. These terms have similar meanings. Both mean capacities to 
explain one’s actions in a truthful way and to take responsibility 
for the consequences of one’s actions. True accountability and 
taking of responsibility mean that individuals recognize that 
they are free agents capable of choice. Furthermore, accountable 
persons accept the consequences of their own actions, do not 
blame others, otherwise try to excuse themselves, or cover up 
their behaviors.  

These terms are sterile in contrast to the earthy mean-
ings and guttural sound of the word sh*t, and they do not have 
the impact that fits the experience of being a recipient of sh*tty 
behaviors. For recipients, unkind deeds and cover-ups are not 
abstractions, but are visceral, experienced in the body. They 
cause aches in the gut and heart, a dizziness of the spirit where 
the actions of others lead one to believe that one has done 
something wrong, but is at a loss as to what that might be. 

Being a recipient of unkind deeds and cover-ups leads 
many to be struck dumb because of being caught between what 
one expects from another and what the other delivers. The 
more abstract terms do not fit the experience of what it means 
to be a recipient of sh*t.  

The terms lack of responsibility or insufficient account-
ability are much discussed in scholarly journals and books 
related to criminology where researchers apply them to the 
crimes and misdemeanors that led to arrests, trials, and upon 
conviction, probation, jail, or prison time, not to mention so-
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cial stigma and shame. Pleading guilty to criminal acts may re-
sult in lighter sentences, which indicates the value the criminal 
justice system puts on accountability. Refusals to be account-
able for criminal behaviors are forms of unkind deeds and 
cover-ups that are against the law. 

 
CONCLUSIONS: BEING A SH*T 

APPEARS IN MANY DIFFERENT FORMS  
 

In summary, my review of relevant scholarship did not 
identify a term that conveys unkind deeds and cover-ups in eve-
ryday life with the simplicity and directness that I seek. So, I am 
content with the simple, homey, and perhaps vulgar phrase be-
ing a sh*t.  
 The present inquiry into the history and meanings of 
being a sh*t can be summarized in a few sentences. The word 
sh*t has multiple meanings. Variations appear in many ancient 
and modern languages. There appears to be no other term that 
conveys so plainly what it means to enact and cover up unkind 
deeds.  
 
Being a Sh*t as Protean 
 
 When I began this inquiry, I had hoped that being a 
sh*t was procrustean, meaning that its appearances would be 
easy to spot. Related scholarship has shown that this may not be 
so. There simply are too many ways that the word sh*t is used. 
 The word procrustean derives from the Greek 
mythological figure Procrustes, who invited travelers to his 
magnificent roadside home and plied them with the finest food 
and drink and promised that he had beds that fit all sizes. In 
actuality, he stretched travelers on a rack when they were short 
and cut off their legs or heads when they were tall. The 
meanings of the word sh*t do not appear to be in the mode of 
Procrustes, but endlessly fluid and shape-shifting. 
 I am beginning to suspect that being a sh*t is protean, 
ever-changing, like the Greek god of the sea Proteus who knew 
the truth about everything but resisted telling what he knew by 
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changing shape, as from snake, to seal, to fish, to bird, etc. 
Only when absolutely forced did he say what he knew to be the 
truth.  
 ���������� 	
�t being a sh*t may be protean and not 
procrustean means it may be impossible to pin down the nature 
of being a sh*t. When we think we have it, it changes shape. 
On the other hand, a simple and clear theory could cut through 
surface differences and pull out the core of what it means to be 
a sh*t. After all, Proteus was still Proteus no matter who or 
what he changed himself into.  
 

SUMMARY 
 
 Human beings have succeeded at being sh*ts since the 
dawn of human history. Those who enact being sh*ts come in 
three varieties: reactive, self-focused, or clever — in other 
words, Reactors, True Believers, or Clever Foxes. Recipients 
believe that those who enact unkind deeds and cover-ups act in 
good faith, when in actuality enactors do all they can to evade 
responsibility, including blaming others, even people they love.  
 Recipients may be hoodwinked and believe they are 
responsible for the unkind deeds and cover-ups that others 
enact, or they have feel as if done something wrong. They ask, 
“Is it me?” When recipients figure out what enactors have done, 
they may exclaim privately, “What a sh*t!” or “You sh*t!” But 
they cannot use such language in a public way and participate 
in a public discussion because their natural language has an aura 
of vulgarity, unmentionability. and rudeness. Robbed of their 
natural language, recipients may be silenced. As long as 
recipients are silenced, enactors can carry on. Such a state of 
affairs shows the urgency of developing and testing a theory of 
being a sh*t.  
 



 

 
�� 

 

 

 
FOUR 

◊ 
 
 
 

Humbug, Bullsh*t, Lying, and Truthiness: 
Conditions Related to Being a Sh*t 

 

Being a sh*t differs from related conditions  

�

he next step in theory development is to become familiar 
with research and theory on related topics. This often results 
in discovering new dimensions of the area of interest as well 

as learning what something is not. Such procedures are similar to 
prospecting for gold, seeking to separate the real thing from the sand, 
pebbles, and pyrite, in the hopes that eventually, the qualities of being 
a sh*t will shine forth.  

Other scholars have done research on topics similar to being a 
sh*t, but not on being a sh*t itself. These topics include humbug, 
bullsh*t, lying, and truthiness. In addition, cognitive neuroscience 
may contribute important ideas to a theory of being a sh*t.  

 
HUMBUG 

 
Humbug is a deliberate form of deception that is a self-

important use of someone else’s words, thoughts, feelings, or actions. 
Humbug “falls short of lying,” according to philosophy professor 
Harry Frankfurt, author of On Bullsh*t, a text mentioned earlier. Its 
intent is not to deceive but to produce in others a favorable impres-
sion of oneself.  

Humbug conjures up images of pompous men who speak 
endlessly on an open-air dais on the patriotic theme of the day. Utter-
ing humbug is a kind of game that most everyone understands, 
although recipients may be bored into stupefaction, not because of the 
subject matter but because of the self-puffery of its delivery. 

T 
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BULLSH*T 
 

Some of the characteristics of bullsh*t are similar to those of 
humbug. Like humbug, bullsh*t is not lying. It can have humorous 
effects and involve misrepresentations intended to create a certain im-
age of the bullsh*tter. As a result, bullsh*t is unconnected to literal 
truth and remains, in Frankfurt’s words, indifferent “to how things 
really are.” One who bullsh*ts is “trying to get away with something,” 
wrote Frankfurt, possibly to have fun with others. In contrast, those 
who speak humbug want to puff themselves up by association with 
noble causes.  

From my point of view, persons who engage in bullsh*t do 
not expect to be held to their ideas and opinions because of an im-
plicit understanding that bullsh*tters are uncommitted to the truth. 
Those who speak humbug, on the other hand, strive to have others 
take them seriously. By definition, they do not succeed.  

 
LYING 

 
Lies, like humbug and bullsh*t, are misrepresentation, but lies 

differ from bullsh*t and humbug because individuals who lie know 
what the truth is and want to conceal it. Like humbug and bullsh*t, 
lies are a means of creating and managing impressions. They are at-
tempts to imitate the truth, with the key word being �������� ������

individuals who lie want only to give the appearance of truth.  
 

Lies of Commission and Omission 
 
 Paul Ekman, known for his research on lying and the detec-
tion of deception, identified two types of lies. The first is the 
concealment of information and the second is the falsification of in-
formation. In concealment, individuals withhold the truth and know 
they are doing so. One of his examples was Hitler’s withholding of 
information from Neville Chamberlain, prime minister of the United 
Kingdom, in September 1938 about his intention to invade Czecho-
slovakia.  

Hitler gave his word that he would not attack Czechoslovakia 
if that country met his demands. Chamberlain believed Hitler and 
advised the Czechs to work something out with Hitler. This bought 
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Hitler time to get his army ready. Hitler subsequently attacked 
Czechoslovakia, whose leaders had also taken Hitler for his word. Af-
ter the invasion, Chamberlain said he had thought Hitler to be a man 
of his word. The falsification of information involves “barefaced lies” 
where individuals make up something that is untrue. Falsification 
usually arises from a motivation to conceal something.  

Intermediate between concealment and falsification is the 
memory failure strategy. In 1973, White House chief of staff Alexan-
der Haig advised President Richard M. Nixon to evade questions 
about Nixon’s knowledge of the Watergate break-in by saying he 
could not recall. The three strategies of concealment, falsification, and 
memory failure are, of course, forms of lying. Some commentators call 
falsifications lies of commission and concealments lies of omission. 

 
Little Lies and Big Lies 

 
Most lies do not inflict harm, and these are called little lies, 

fibs, or white lies. Their purposes range from self-centered, such as to 
protect the self from disapproval, to altruistic, as in protecting others 
from information that might upset them. An example of the latter is a 
person who tells a parent how adorable a toddler is when in fact the 
child is demanding and rude.  

In contrast to little lies, big lies are attempts to deceive about 
matters that would aggrieve, hurt, or anger the persons who are recipi-
ents. Dating someone else’s boyfriend, stealing from your 
grandmother, and teens having a party when parents are away are ex-
amples. In politics, invading another country or presidential dirty 
tricks are additional examples.  

 
Research on Little and Big Lies  

 
Researchers Bella DePaulo and Deborah Kashy asked almost 

one hundred and fifty people to keep a diary for one week in which 
they recorded the lies they told. The researchers defined lies as “any 
time you intentionally try to mislead someone,” where “both the in-
tent to deceive and the actual deception must occur” either through 
words or actions.  
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By week’s end, the participants reported that they had lied a 
fifth to a third of the time in their conversations with others. They 
were more likely to tell little lies to strangers and acquaintances and 
more serious lies to persons with whom they felt close.  

DePaulo and Kashy found that when participants started to 
tell little lies to persons with whom they were intimate, this often sig-
naled a decrease in intimacy. The researchers also found that persons 
who lied felt more distress before and after lying to casual friends than 
to persons who were intimates. 

Both big and little lies result in discomfort that DePaulo 
called a “smudge,” which is a kind of “smarmy feeling” once individu-
als have lied. This discomfort could be a sign of a guilty conscience 
and might pr*ck some who have lied to come clean.  

 
Responses of Recipients to Lies 
 

In research on lying that asked participants to report the most 
serious lie they had ever told and the most serious lie anyone had ever 
told them, DePaulo and colleagues found that when the truth 
emerged, those who were recipients of lies responded with anger and 
sadness that included crying, depression, and expressions of hurt feel-
ings. Recipients rarely had loving and forgiving reactions, except when 
the lies were meant to protect them. Even then recipients typically 
were hurt and angry, as when loved ones withheld news of the true 
nature of a parent’s illness.  

Unmasked liars were more likely to express guilt (apologize, 
act guilty, ask for forgiveness) than any other reaction, such as “relief 
(felt relief, wanted to tell)” and “sadness (cried, acted hurt and de-
pressed),” and “happiness (joked, acted happy).” The consequences of 
lies include loss of trust and intimacy and even the end of relation-
ships.  
 
Successful Lying Requires Skill  

 
���������	�
����
���������	
����	�������	�������
	��	��������g-

nitive, emotional, and behavioral skills and is composed of three parts: 
1) capacities to think strategically, plan ahead, and anticipate conse-
quences, 2) empathic skills that facilitate knowing what others want 
and need, similar to the advanced skills of some psychotherapists, and 
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3) capacities for emotion regulation to the point where those who lie 
mask their emotions and as a result fool others as to what they are ac-
tually feeling.  

 
�����������	
��
����
����
���������������
 

�

Skilled liars, then, are accomplished human beings, and lying 
well is dependent upon gifts that not all human beings possess. To be 
able to think strategically is a sign of well-developed executive func-
tions that involve capacities for planning, organization, self-control, 
anticipation of consequences, and problem-solving.  

The empathic skills of accomplished therapists require years of 
preparation and practice and a high degree of development in several 
areas of the human brain, some of which neuroscientists have not yet 
identified and mapped. At the minimum, the brain regions involved 
include the neocortex, the amygdala which is one site of emotion, the 
hippocampus which involves memory functions, and the cingulate 
gyrus which is associated with knowledge of one’s own inner states 
and the inner states of others. The cingulate gyrus is considered the 
seat of caring that adults have for children and adults have for each 
other and is known for its sensitivity to cues that others want cud-
dling, nuzzling, and grooming.  

 
Regulation of Emotions 
 

����������	
����
����	
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�-long task. Parents and 
other caring persons teach infants and young children how to manage 
their emotions so that as time goes by maturing individuals can take 
on that job themselves. Some human beings are more adept than oth-
ers in managing their emotions, but most people have trouble when 
stressed and could react automatically with strong emotions, mixed-up 
thinking, and agitated behaviors. In other words stress is a risk for dys-
regulation.  

To lie well is to be cool, to think clearly, to have empathic 
skills to spot the vulnerabilities of others, and to regulate emotions, 
behaviors, and thoughts in such ways that facial expressions and other 
non-verbal behaviors do not give away what is really going on.  
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Recipients as Dupes 
 
When people get away with lies, they have successfully hood-

winked their recipients. Ekman believes that some recipients, whom 
he calls dupes, may be genuinely fooled, and others collude for a long 
list of reasons. Chief among these reasons are naiveté, desire to avoid 
conflict, and refusal to believe that others would lie, a state of being 
called denial. In denial, deep down, recipients suspect the truth but in 
their conscious minds they accommodate to what they want to be-
lieve.  

For example, Alicia, a wife and mother, made a huge amount 
of money as a part-time prostitute. Her husband Tom did not know 
about her occupation and did not question how she got the money. 
The couple owned a spacious home in an affluent suburb. Both were 
prominent in local civic affairs, Tom on the park board and Alicia on 
the city council. When Alicia left the house in the evening, she would 
say she had a meeting, which she did, but sometimes she met with 
paying customers. The couple’s obvious prosperity was a source of 
pride for Tom who was widely admired for providing so well for his 
family. Tom may have wondered how Alicia came up with so much 
cash, but he did not ask. He may have thought she gambled secretly 
and won frequently.  

Besides showing the benefits that come from going along with 
lies, this example also shows lies of omission, where Alicia held back 
information that would contribute to a true and accurate account. She 
also prevaricated. Prevarications are statements with more than one 
meaning, one of which is literally true, such as Alicia’s statement 
about going to meetings.  
 
Few People Can Detect Deceit 

 
Few people, even those who are trained as therapists or police 

investigators, can detect deceit. To use Ekman’s term, few people are 
skilled “lie catchers.” Lovers, family members, and close friends are 
particularly susceptible to believing lies. Liars get away with lying to 
people who love them because love is based on trust. They expect 
people they love to tell the truth. Expectations can blind recipients to 
deceptions. 
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THE AUTOMATIC ACTIVATION OF SCHEMAS 
 

Cognitive neuroscience provides additional ideas about how 
easy it can be to fool others. Simply by using particular words, tone of 
voice, or body language, enactors can evoke automatic responses in 
recipients in the form of images, thoughts, and feelings. For example, 
the word wuss can conjure up images of a weak, passive person, while 
Rambo brings up images of a muscled hero.  

These responses are signs of the activation of schemas, which 
are mental maps or inner representations of self, others, and how the 
world works. Schemas are stored in the brain and when activated, they 
travel along circuits that connect different parts of the brain to each 
other. As human beings acquire experience, we store uncountable 
amounts of information in our brains. Over time, words that we used 
to have to look up in dictionaries now become part of our personal 
dictionaries that we can recall instantly. 

The same is true for speech and actions. For example, the first 
time children drink out of a cup unassisted, they may have to work 
and think hard to get the job done. After a while, they perform these 
actions with ease, without having to think through every step. Learn-
ing a new language is another example. At first, the learner’s speech is 
slow and labored, but with long-term experience in hearing and 
speaking the language, learners become proficient and speck with ease 
and even dream in this new language. They have developed schemas 
that activate themselves automatically. They now can do this formerly 
difficult task without conscious effort. With practice and innate abil-
ity, human beings can become proficient at any number of tasks that 
may have been challenging at the outset.  

 
Schemas and Hot Buttons  

 
We have multitudes of schemas stored in our brains. Each 

helps us perform the many tasks that we do throughout the day. The 
situation at hand evokes certain schemas and not others. It is as if 
human beings are like the keys and buttons of a pipe organ. When a 
particular key or button is pushed, images, thoughts, and feelings start 
playing in our minds. The sight of food to hungry people sets off 
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schemas that differ from schemas that activate themselves when the 
same people are doing housework.  

Some of these buttons have little emotional charge and are 
neutral. For example, in the morning, the sight of a toothbrush and 
toothpaste evokes schemas that lead to teeth brushing. Some of the 
buttons evoke warm feelings and happy memories, such as the sche-
mas that activate themselves when a loved one smiles. These buttons 
are sweet spots. Tom may experience an inner glow when friends and 
neighbors compliment him on his lovely home. Some buttons set off 
cold schemas, that is thoughts, emotions, and memories linked to per-
sons and events that individuals want to avoid but that have no strong 
emotional charge.  

Some buttons have strong emotional charges and are hot. 
They set off a torrent of painful emotions and memories. When Cara 
learned that Nick had been seeing someone else, this hit a hot button. 
Being called “too sensitive” hit one of Bill’s. If Tom had ever learned 
the truth about Alicia’s part-time occupation, we can assume that so 
many hot buttons would go off that he would be at risk for a stroke.  
Hot buttons set off emotional, cognitive, and physiological dysregula-
tion. 
 

THROWING LIE-CATCHERS OFF THE SCENT 
  

���������	
����

�	��	
 excuses liars make when they suspect 
that they are about to be caught. They may attempt to throw lie 
catchers off the scent by faking self-righteousness, indignation, and 
hurt. Another favored tactic is to act as if they are unaware that lie 
catchers are suspicious so as to “gain time to cover their tracks, pre-
pare an escape, etc.”  

Like other researchers on lying, Ekman found that persons 
under suspicion of lying may be uneasy. Some show “detection appre-
hension” and “deception guilt.” He also identified “duping delight,” 
an emotional charge that comes from putting something over on 
someone else. How liars feel about lying may depend upon what is at 
stake and who is who is lying to whom. The same enactors could feel 
afraid of being caught, smarmy, guilty, or delighted depending on the 
circumstances.  
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TRUTHINESS 
�

According to the American Dialect Society, truthiness is “the 
quality of stating concepts or facts one wishes to be true, rather than 
concepts or facts known to be true.” As the Society’s 2005 word of the 
year, truthiness was popularized by Stephen Colbert, the political 
satirist, on his television show The Colbert Report.  

Colbert was concerned that in American politics, there was 
widespread disregard for facts. He noted that individuals are entitled 
to their opinions, but they are not entitled to their own facts. Yet, he 
said, that is exactly what has been happening. Facts no longer matter, 
but perceptions do. 

He used President George W. Bush as a case in point. He said 
that people love the president because he is certain of the choices he 
makes, even when he does not have the facts to back up his choices. 
He wondered what the American people think is more important—
what they want to be true or what is true.  

Colbert thought he had invented the term, but it had 
appeared in dictionaries long before he used it. What Colbert did was 
create new meanings. The meanings in dictionaries are variations of 
the word truth, which is far from what Colbert meant. 
 
Truthiness and Spin 
 
 Spin is putting one’s own interpretations on events. Katherine 
Armstrong did some spinning when she said that the pellets Vice 
President Cheney sprayed into Harry Whittington were “little bitty.” 
Those who spin typically give the appearance of calm sincerity and 
certainty that individuals who do not agree are nitwits—or 
unpatriotic. Like truthiness, spin long enough and the spin becomes 
perception that many people mistake for truth.  

The difference between spin and truthiness is that with spin 
the facts are not contested, and the interpretations are. In contrast, 
those who speak truthiness overlook facts. In some cases, speakers of 
truthiness may be the only ones with knowledge of the facts, and they 
choose to conceal them while pretending to tell the whole truth.  
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Truthiness, Cover-Up, and Prevarication 
�

Surprisingly, neither Colbert, the American Dialect Society, 
nor other commentators saw a connection between truthiness and 
cover-up. Experienced enactors of cover-up have used truthiness 
routinely, even when they did not have a name for it. How simple it is 
for individuals to cover up unkind deeds through giving their versions 
of events, versions free of facts. Truthiness is similar to prevarication, 
which are statements that have more than one meaning. Typically, the 
literal meaning of a prevarication is true. Like truthiness, prevarication 
has a passing acquaintance with actual events but those who 
prevaricate know what is true, and they know they are being deceptive 
when their statements have more than one meaning. In their guile, 
prevaricators are Clever Foxes. In most cases, speakers of truthiness 
are, too. 

�

�UMMARY AND DISCUSSION 
 
Research on humbug, bullsh*t, lying, and truthiness fleshes 

out what I have learned from research, professional practice, and eve-
ryday observations. Frankfurt’s work showed that being a sh*t is not 
the same as humbug or bullsh*t because unkind deeds hurt others, 
and humbug and bullsh*t do not. 

Ekman’s research on lying showed how difficult it is to detect 
deceit. He noted that professional lie catchers need special training to 
be effective. The delight that some liars take in duping others may also 
be a by-product of unkind deeds and cover-ups. The notions of 
“smudge” and “smarmy” feelings after lying that DePaulo and col-
leagues identified and Ekman’s idea of detection apprehension are 
likely to earn their way into a theory of being a sh*t.  

 
 was surprised to learn that many people whose lies are found out 
confess and promise repentance. My research and experience sug-

gest that this is rare, but I may have based my assumptions on a sam-
ple weighted with people who are strongly motivated to cover up, 
such as people who are physically and sexually assaultive whom I in-
terviewed for my research on violence. What’s more, I have never 
thought of accomplished liars as skilled human beings despite my no-
tion of Clever Fox. Ekman has spent years studying deception. He 

I 
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knows how sophisticated lying can be.  
Research on lying provides two ideas about recipients that 

could be useful. One is the idea that trust predisposes people to be-
lieve cover-ups. The other is that sometimes recipients want to believe 
the cover-ups because not believing them has too high a price. As I 
thought about this, I wondered whether for some recipients confron-
tation could raise so much anxiety that they blame themselves in order 
to spare themselves such turmoil.  

Cognitive neuroscience provides additional insights. Success 
at being a sh*t appears to depend up the activation of recipients’ hot 
buttons. If, for example, recipients have hot buttons that trigger over-
responsibility for the behaviors of others, it is easy to get them to take 
responsibility for someone else’s unkind deeds. Because they are so 
good at spotting hot buttons, Clever Foxes may have particularly well-
wired brains. Even True Believers, when they can put forth elegant 
and elaborate explanations for their behaviors, deserve recognition for 
how well their brains work, although in a distorted kind of way. 
Overall, this review of related conditions has led to the identification 
of potentially important ideas for a theory of being a sh*t. 

 



 

 
�� 

 

 

 
FIVE 

◊ 
 
 
 

A Preliminary Theory of Being a Sh*t 
 

Being a sh*t is impossible  
without the consent of recipients  

 
 �����������	
����
�����������������
���������
�����pment of a 
preliminary theory of being a sh*t. I have written down my ideas 
based on my own research, professional experience, and observa-

tions of everyday life. I have researched the many meanings of the 
word sh*t. ���������������
������������
�����������������
���
������s-
ing these sources, I constructed the following theory.  

 
Being a sh*t is composed of four parts:  
 
1. an unkind deed 
2. a desire to avoid responsibility for the unkind deed 
3. a cover-up, and  
4. recipient buy-in.  

 
UNKIND DEEDS 

 
The first part, unkind deeds, are everyday acts that hurt 

someone else. Everyone hurts other people, but what tips hurtful be-
haviors toward being those of a sh*t is the refusal to be accountable 
for unkind deeds. Therefore, hurting someone else is insufficient for 
someone to be considered an enactor of being a sh*t, but it is neces-
sary.  

 
DESIRE TO GET THE SELF OFF THE HOOK 

�

Refusal of responsibility, or the desire to get the self off the 
hook, is the second and necessary condition for being a sh*t. Desire to 
get the self off the hook involves actions intended to direct attention 
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away from the self and to anywhere else as long as the person avoids 
being viewed as being at fault.  

 
Impression Management 

�

One motivation to get the self off the hook is impression 
management, meaning that enactors want to maintain the appearance 
of virtue even as they engage in wrongdoings that profit them in some 
way. Related to impression management is the desire to save face, 
where unkind deeds put enactors at risk for public shame. Both in-
volve a whitewash of the wrongs that enactors committed.  

An example of whitewash is the cover-up that the director of 
an international bank engineered. He had violated the rules of ethics 
by giving a job to his live-in companion. As a result, he was at high 
risk for public disgrace. His board of directors could offer him the 
face-saving act of resigning instead of being fired. If the director were 
a Clever Fox, he would refuse to resign until the board agreed to make 
a public statement that “mistakes were made all around” and to list 
the fired director’s accomplishments during the time he held the job. 
The reasons for his ouster would not be mentioned. The directors 
would collude in the cover-up, perhaps as an expedient way to get rid 
of him 

 
eeping one’s gains is another motivation for cover-up. The gains 
can be enormous, such as access to wealth, social standing, and 

personal gratification. Enactors do not want to loose what their un-
kind deeds have won them. 

As a result, desire to avoid consequences keeps fuels the main-
tenance of unkind deeds and cover-ups. Consequences can take many 
forms including rejection by family and friends, loss of social stand-
ing, public scorn, and financial hardship. By not admitting unkind 
deeds, enactors apparently believe they can minimize or escape conse-
quences. 

Ironically, not being accountable can contribute to the very 
consequences enactors want to avoid. A sincere and well-timed apol-
ogy after committing unkind deeds can build relationships and even 
make them stronger. A refusal to take responsibility can create barriers 
between people.  

K 
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Cover-ups come in many varieties, but the motivations be-
hind such behaviors are similar, namely, to keep the gains made 
through unkind deeds, desires for impression management, for saving 
face, for getting the self off the hook, and for the evasions of conse-
quences. Floyd Landis is an example of someone who lost a great deal 
when his cover-ups failed. Floyd won the 2006 Tour de France, but 
was charged with doping, fired from his team, and stripped of his title 
when tests showed that he had used illegal drugs. He was banned from 
bike racing for two years, his reputation ruined.  

 
COVER-UP 

�

The third component of being a sh*t is the cover-up. Cover-
ups are lies that involve withholding of pertinent facts, making up 
falsehoods, prevarications, and truthiness. The seriousness of cover-
ups ranges from minor to those that are illegal and even lethal. Cover-
ups come in two general types: soft and harsh. 

 
Soft Cover-Ups 

�

In soft cover-ups, recipients may not know they have been 
had. Not only that, but they may end up feeling sorry for enactors. 
Machiavelli in The Prince, �� Renaissance guidebook for politicians 
that is much read today, recommended “soft” cover-ups in the form of 
duplicity, such as shedding a few tears or putting on other virtuous 
facades after committing harmful acts that gain and maintain political 
power and control. Machiavelli stated that deceitful individuals will 
find a large supply of people to deceive because people are simple of 
thought and caught up in their own immediate needs.  

In both politics and personal affairs, enactors use soft cover-
ups. Dick Cheney’s soft cover-ups of his shooting of Harry Whitting-
ton shows how recipients can have more empathy for enactors’ trials 
than their own. Nick’s use of humor when Cara asked him about his 
affair is another soft cover-up that worked. “Two women? That’s not 
much of a harem.” In so few words, Nick also minimized his wrong-
doing and diffused a hot situation. 

George W. Bush used body language and a laugh to cover up 
his broadcasting the word sh*t during lunch at a meeting of the 
world’s leaders. When his aide showed him the transcripts, he rolled 
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his eyes and laughed, which diffused the situation. Whether this really 
happened is known only to a few, but it is the story that White House 
spokespeople put out to the news media who blasted it around the 
world. Such a story could be truthiness at work. 
 
Harsh Cover-Ups 

�

These soft maneuvers stand in contrast to more harsh meas-
ures, such as shaming, blaming and name-calling. Calling Bill too 
sensitive was a harsh cover-up because Sophie knew that Bill was 
ashamed of his emotional tenderness. Saying “You asked for it” and 
“What do you expect?” are other forms of harsh cover-ups when re-
cipients object to enactors’ unkind deeds.  

  
�����-ups and Moral Imagination  

�

����� ����	-ups, especially those of the Clever Fox variety, 
require the empathy of a trained therapist, the talents Ekman attrib-
uted to skilled liars, as discussed earlier. The meaning of the term 
empathy goes beyond capacities for identifying the vulnerabilities of 
others and includes sympathizing and even a desire to comfort.  

True empathy requires a moral imagination, according to 
Alexander McCall Smith, a professor of medical law at the University 
of Edinburgh, Scotland. He stated that “Morality depends upon an 
understanding of the feelings of others.” To those without moral 
imagination, Smith wrote, “The pain, the suffering, the unhappiness 
of others would not seem real, because it would not be perceived.” 

Thus, Sophie has a special kind of empathy for Bill’s sensitiv-
ity, but instead of treading lightly, she attacked him where she knew 
he was vulnerable. Harsh cover-ups result from a lack of moral imagi-
nation.  

 
Collateral Damage  
 


���	-ups, especially those of the harsh type, are harmful to 
others, but the harm may be an unintended consequence of single-
minded determination to attain goals. If they perceive harm at all, 
enactors may dismiss it as collateral damage. A cover-up that results in 
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collateral damage is the theme of Match Point, a 2005 movie that 
Woody Allen wrote and directed. The main character, Chris, commit-
ted two terrible deeds. He murdered his pregnant mistress and the 
mistress’s neighbor. His mistress had threatened to disclose her rela-
tionship with Chris to his wife, who also was pregnant, and to his in-
laws.  

The family Chris had married into was wealthy and had a 
high social standing. They thought well of Chris and gave him a job 
in their company, where he received promotions and a huge salary for 
his excellent work. Until his marriage, Chris had been a tennis in-
structor who could barely pay his rent. Chris had a lot to lose if his 
mistress got in touch with family members.  

In his plan to cover up the murder of his mistress, Chris 
showed the ingenuity and forethought of a Clever Fox. He would 
burglarize the flat of his mistress’s neighbor who was an older woman 
he had met previously and take jewelry and other small items as evi-
dence of a burglary. The murder of the mistress would take place in 
the hallway, to give the impression that the mistress had interrupted 
the burglary and was murdered as a result.  

Unfortunately for the neighbor, she arrived back at her flat 
while Chris was still there. Chris murdered her because she knew who 
he was. When his mistress arrived home from work, he murdered her 
in the hallway as he had planned. 

 
llen used the term ����������� ��	�
�� ����� ��� ���� ���� �	��
�

woman appear to Chris in a hallucinatory episode to ask him 
why he had murdered her. Chris showed momentary remorse through 
his facial expressions and then responded, “You were collateral dam-
age.”  

The police suspected Chris of both murders but ultimately 
decided he was not guilty. Chris therefore evaded accountability be-
fore the law and also maintained the impression in his family that he 
was a talented and worthy husband, prospective father, and son in-
law. His cover-ups, both pre-planned and spontaneous, worked.  

Also, Chris was lucky. The neighbor’s ring that he stole to 
feign a burglary and then threw away was the one clue that might have 
linked him to the crimes. Instead, the ring linked the crimes to some-
one else. Chris succeeded in covering up a succession of wicked deeds.  

A 
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The story line of Match Point shows that in some cases, the 
harm that results from cover-ups can be secondary to the primary goal 
of saving face, impression management, and keeping possession of 
material goods. For Chris, life among the wealthy was so important 
that he killed his mistress. The murder of the neighbor was a regretta-
ble necessity.  

 
Altruistic Cover-Ups 

 
In testing a theory of being a sh*t, left unaddressed will be 

cover-ups that take the form of altruistic lies, or fibs that people tell 
when the consequences are trivial. As research shows, human beings 
lie in a large portion of their interactions. Prevarication is a particu-
larly prevalent form of lying.  

Consider the couple who received an invitation to the wed-
ding and reception of a distant relative in a small town hundreds of 
miles away. Had the events been closer, they might have considered 
going. While strategizing about how to respond, they hit upon a pre-
varication. They wrote their regrets, stating they could not go to the 
wedding because it was on the same day as the farewell reception for 
an executive in the company for which one of them worked. Neither 
intended to go to the executive’s reception, but they did not mention 
this.  

Thus, through a message that could have more than one 
meaning, they got themselves off the hook of having to state the bare 
truth that they did not want to go to the wedding or the wedding re-
ception, which the relatives might have construed as unkind and thus 
hurtful.  

 
Serial Cover-Ups  

 
Sometimes enactors use a series of cover-ups to distance 

themselves from their unkind deeds. Floyd Landis defended his 2006 
Tour de France victory in many different ways. If illegal drugs were 
factors in his win, then his defense was a series of cover-ups. He hired 
expensive lawyers who helped mount a public relations campaign. 
They also attacked the credibility of the procedures used in testing 
Floyd’s urine for drugs. Floyd wrote a book in his own defense, 
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appeared repeatedly in the print media, and created a website that 
included a PowerPoint presentation that made a case for his 
innocence. Despite all of this, Floyd lost his title and his reputation. 
Many believed he was innocent. He had the support of other world-
class bicyclists, medical doctors, and countless sports fans. The banned 
substance in his urine was strong evidence that he had cheated. 

Even his attorneys, who were by any standards of the Clever 
Fox variety, were unable to save him from the consequences of his 
alleged use of banned substances. Sometimes, then, cover-ups do not 
work, even when they cost two million dollars, which is what Floyd 
had spent by September 2007 when the biking commission stripped 
him of his title. 
 
Automatic Activation of Cover-Ups 

 
Some enactors have advanced capacities for cover-up based 

upon years of practice. Their cover-ups arise spontaneously and can be 
quite elegant. Upon hearing, “What do you want? A harem?” Nick 
did not skip a beat. His instant response meant he has well-developed 
brain circuits that automatically activate themselves to form witty, 
dismissive, distracting cover-ups. Both Vice President Cheney and 
President Bush appear skilled in truthiness, using phrases such as “We 
can’t cut and run” and “We’re doing this for the good of the Ameri-
can people” with such skill that they convince others of their wisdom.  

 
RECIPIENT BUY-IN 

 
The fourth condition of attaining the status of sh*t is recipi-

ent buy-in to cover-ups. As research on lying shows, recipients are 
more likely to believe the deceptions of persons they trust than the lies 
of strangers. Ironically, individuals are also more likely to lie to per-
sons with whom they are close. What’s more, recipients, especially 
those in intimate relationships, may have little conscious control over 
their reactions to cover-ups. In close relationships, recipients want to 
believe what their loved ones say, and their loved ones know which 
buttons to push. It is easy to cover-up when recipients are trusting.  
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Predisposition to Believe Others 
�

In casual or business relationships, cover-ups can still work if 
persons are predisposed to believe what others tell them and if enac-
tors discover the right buttons to push. For example, a productive 
worker might ask the boss why she did not get a bonus and others did. 
The boss could point out something the worker had not done well 
and overlook her multiple accomplishments. The worker would feel a 
stab to the heart that signals the activation of “hot” schemas. She 
would buy in to the boss’s view of her work and slink away feeling like 
sh*t. Pointing out a flaw in an otherwise exemplary record is a harsh 
and effective tactic. Enactors who use this ploy are likely to get them-
selves off the hook and succeed at being sh*ts.  

Likewise, citizens are predisposed to believe the words of gov-
ernors, presidents, and others elected to political office if the 
politicians have charm and grace and use code words that evoke pow-
erful images. With these tactics, a sizeable portion of their 
constituency is likely to buy in. The phase “cut and run” is an exam-
ple. No one wants to be labeled a coward, which is what this phrase 
implies. Citizens throughout the world tolerate their governments’ 
military aggression because they do not want their country to be per-
ceived as cowardly.  

 
SUMMARY 

 
In summary, being a sh*t is composed of four parts. The first 

is an unkind deed. The second is a desire to save face, to evade respon-
sibility and accountability, and to manage impressions. The third is 
the cover-up itself, which are the actions that enactors take to evade 
responsibility and accountability. These evasions require spotting and 
pushing the hot buttons of others or otherwise engaging in behaviors 
that result in deception and distraction. The fourth part is recipient 
buy-in. Buy-in means recipients believe the cover-ups. Buy-in enables 
enactors to attain the status of sh*t. Without recipient buy-in, enac-
tors fail at being sh*ts.  
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PART TWO 
 

TESTING THE THEORY OF BEING A SH*T 
 

Will the theory hold? 
 

 
 will now test the theory of being a sh*t on a series of cases. These 
cases are stories of everyday life that I took from novels, newspaper 

feature news articles, essays, comic strips, and my observations of eve-
ryday life. Situations covered are scenarios in family and community 
life, business, politics, film-making, and the profession of law. Also 
included are stories where women as well as men enacted unkind 
deeds and cover-ups and where both genders were recipients. Finally, 
the stories span the life course, from childhood to older adulthood. 
Such variety shows that being a sh*t is an equal opportunity status. 
Will the theory hold? Probably not completely. That’s why scientists 
develop theories—to test them and to change them if there is evidence 
to do so.  
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SIX 

◊ 
 
 
 

A SON BORROWS HIS DAD’S CAR 
 

�thirty-five year-old man, who did not give his name, told a 
story of borrowing his dad’s car for a drive in the country 
with a woman friend. Deep in a forest, they ran out of fuel. 

The man walked to a nearby farmhouse where the people there told 
him he was welcome to their fuel but they could not guarantee how 
good it was because they had stored it for a while.  

The man dumped two or three gallons into the tank, along 
with a straw he for some reason also used to get the gasoline into the 
car. The car coughed and started, and the couple arrived at their des-
tination. Taking the advice of a mechanic, the man filled the tank 
with high octane fuel and two containers of dry gas to compensate for 
what might have been bad fuel. He also hoped the straw would some-
how dissolve.  

Back home a few days later, the man’s father asked, “How did 
the car run?” The son said, “Just fine.” The father said, “That’s funny. 
It stalls out on me.” The son had nothing to say. 

Guilt-ridden, the son phoned Click and Clack, the car experts 
whose radio show Car Talk is syndicated on National Public Radio, 
and asked them what to do. Either Click or Clack told the son that he 
had messed up big time. What the son should have done the moment 
he returned the car was to tell his father that the car ran pretty good 
but it did stall out a couple of times.  

 
APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 

 
The son committed an unkind deed by putting bad fuel into 

his dad’s car. His motive for covering this up may have been fear of 
his father’s displeasure. His cover-up was withholding information 
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about the bad fuel. The father had no choice but to believe that his 
son’s actions had nothing to do with the car’s stalling out.  

The advice of the car expert was a pre-emptive cover-up, a 
kind of CYA (cover your ass). From some points of view, but proba-
bly not the father’s, it is also humorous, a kind of Clever Fox 
enactment of being a sh*t. Click (or Clack) made this suggestion with 
lightning speed, which supports the idea that he possesses automatic 
capacities for activating well-developed schemas related to humor and 
deviousness. The son, however, lacked these capacities since he had 
fallen back on a less clever cover-up which was silence, but he may 
have learned something from Click (or Clack). 

Taking a more serious turn, Click and Clack gave the guilt-
ridden son their wisdom about whether anything he had done had 
caused the stalling. The straw was probably not a problem, they said. 
Their final thought was the fuel injectors might need flushing out. 
Whether the son suggested this remedy to his dad and came clean 
about the bad fuel was not part of the radio show.  
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SEVEN 

◊ 
 
 
 

“It’s Easy to Lie to an Honest Guy” 
�

ome enactors are so good at cover-up that recipients feel 
as if they are at fault. Lynn Johnston, the author of For 
Better or for Worse, a daily cartoon syndicated interna-

tionally in newspapers, provided an example of this in her de-
piction of Anthony’s responses when his wife Thérèse left him 
and their young daughter to be with another man.  

In her parting words, Thérèse told Anthony that he 
now had it all, the house and the child, both of which he had 
wanted. He, therefore, had won. Anthony told a friend, “I feel 
like such a loser.” He said there had been signs of Thérèse’s in-
fidelity but he had not suspected a thing. The friend responded, 
“It’s easy to lie to an honest guy.”  

 
APPLICATION OF THE THEORY  

 
The friend’s words illustrate an important dimension of 

being a sh*t: How easy it is to lie and therefore to cover up 
when recipients themselves are honest and believe others to be 
so. Research on lying, as discussed earlier, supports the idea that 
when recipients trust enactors, lying is facilitated.  

Thérèse succeeded in being a sh*t of the Clever Fox va-
riety. She committed a series of unkind deeds designed to cover 
up her affair. Rather than tell Anthony that she had become 
involved with someone else, she shifted attention from her infi-
delity to dumping on Anthony, making it seem as if there were 
something wrong with wanting a child and a home with one’s 
wife.  

Anthony responded as Thérèse had hoped. He did not 
accuse her of anything but instead bought into her construction 
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of reality and experienced himself as a loser. She succeeded at 
covering up her unkind deeds. With Anthony’s help, Thérèse 
attained the status of sh*t.  

This story also shows a woman enacting unkind behav-
iors, covering them up, and presumably reaping the rewards of 
getting her own way and constructing reality in ways that suited 
her. Although the meanings of the word sh*t� ���� ������� 	
�
males, women have capacities for unkind deeds and cover-ups 
as this and other stories show.  

This story also shows that enactors may at times strike 
at recipients’ strengths, which, surprisingly, can be hot buttons. 
For years, Johnston had depicted Anthony as a nice guy, a lov-
ing boyfriend and husband, a caring father, and a good provider 
for his family. Yet, the words of his wife about these qualities 
made him feel like a loser. 

 
Cover-Up by Swiftboating 

�

��
������� �
���-up is similar to the strategy of swift-
boating, which involves discrediting others by attacking their 
strong points. As a result of such attacks, high merit is made 
suspect and even smeared. The term originated during the 2004 
U.S. presidential campaign when the Swift Boat Vets and 
POWS for Truth attacked John Kerry’s war record, which was 
heroic. The last thing Kerry and most other people ever 
thought was that Kerry could become a coward in the minds of 
other people. That is exactly what happened. Kerry and his 
supporters never bought into this depiction, but many other 
people did.  

Swiftboating could be a kind of truthiness because the 
War Vets and POWS for Truth overlooked Kerry’s actual ac-
complishments. They made up stories that were contrary to the 
record. That tactic worked because it cast doubt and created 
impressions. In this instance, the truth no longer was an issue, 
but perceptions, or truthiness, were.  
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EIGHT 

◊ 
 
 
 

Sophie and Bill Dump on Each Other 
 

e now return to Sophie and Bill who were at odds 
at the opening of this book over the etiquette of 
teeth brushing. When Bill gagged at the bits of 

food, spit, and toothpaste Sophie had neglected to rinse from 
the bathroom sink, he hit one of Sophie’s hot buttons that trig-
gered shame and then anger. She struck back. “You’re too 
sensitive.” She may have thought she was a Clever Fox because 
she knew those words would silence him.  

They did. She hit a hot button. Bill’s reaction was so 
powerful the muscles in his throat contracted. He was speech-
less. His mind flooded with memories of other times when 
friends and family had told him the same thing. It was as if peo-
ple had called him a sissy his entire life. He thought maybe he 
was too sensitive, and that was a badge of shame. 

Later in the evening, he left his own mouth garbage in 
the bathroom sink. He, too, thought he was a Clever Fox for 
his indirect way of getting back at Sophie. When Sophie saw 
Bill’s mess in the sink, she remembered the other times she felt 
other people had dumped on her. She decided to punish Bill 
for picking on her. She would not to speak to him for the rest 
of the night and maybe even into the next day. Who does he 
think he is? What a sh*t.  

 
“You asked for it”  

� 
Bill noticed Sophie’s silence, which hit yet another of 

his hot buttons. He said, “You asked for it. You dissed me.” 
Sophie felt a familiar stab of shame and remained silent. She 
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thought Bill could be right. Bill felt smug at getting back at her 
once again, but he was also wounded that she would not speak 
to him. 
�

APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 
Sophie and Bill viewed themselves as Clever Foxes. 

They enjoyed pressing each other’s hot buttons and seeing the 
reactions. From another point of view, however, they were Re-
actors. Their responses were instant, but the brain circuits that 
got activated apparently did not reach the neocortex, the seat of 
reasoning. Nothing else can explain the short-sightedness of not 
thinking through the consequences of their unkind deeds and 
cover-ups. Their cingulate gyrus, where schemas with capacities 
for empathy are stored, must have been underactive. They did 
not care that they hurt each other. They were at a standstill and 
saw no other viewpoints but their own.  

It was as if they were in a boxing match. Round one 
began with the initial unkind deed, which was Sophie’s act of 
leaving mouth rubbish in the sink, Bill’s objections, Sophie’s 
cover-up, and Bill’s buy-in. Round two was Bill’s act of not 
rinsing away his own mouth leavings, Sophie’s silent objections, 
Bill’s cover-up of “You asked for it,” and Sophie’s buy-in.  

 
ophie and Bill enacted a common couple scenario. They 
knew each other’s hot buttons and pressed them. By doing 

this, they shifted attention away from their own wrongdoing 
and probably got a little rush out of setting each other off.  

Both succeeded at being sh*ts because each bought into 
the other’s cover-ups. Their strategies of face-saving, revenge, 
and punishment could become part of long-term conflict in 
their marriage. They restore harmony by saying, “I’m sorry. I’ve 
been a sh*t. I love you. Let’s kiss and make up.”  
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NINE 

◊ 
 
 
 

Early Successes: 
“Stick Your Head in, You Clam” 

 
�� ������ ���	����

� ����
���� 
���� �����������	�� ��	������

capacities for putting one over on others. Such scenarios 
can be funny from some points of view and hurtful from 

others. This story of early successes took place in a coastal town 
in New England where soft-shelled, long-necked clams are a 
staple. At the touch of a finger on the head of a live clam, the 
crustacean pulls its neck and head into its shell.  

Twelve year-old Brad, tall, skinny, with a prominent 
Adam’s apple, called eight year-old Marvin “liver-lips,” “four-
eyes,” and “fag.” A stricken look flashed onto Marvin’s face, 
replaced instantly with a brave smile. Brad said, “You walk like 
a girl” and he minced down the sidewalk as he flapped the wrist 
of his left hand and blew kisses into the air. “You’re a fem.” 

The audience of other children laughed, although a few 
silent ones felt sorry for Marvin. Marvin struggled not to cry, 
but tears rolled down his cheeks. As he wiped them away, Brad 
yelled, “What a sissy.” The other children laughed again, 
though not all. 

Marvin ran into his house. A minute later, Margaret, 
Marvin’s mother, leaned out the window and yelled, “Leave 
Marvin alone.” Brad shouted back, “Stick your head in, you 
clam.” Brad laughed and so did the other children, with a few 
silent once more. Margaret pulled her head back into the house 
and shut the window. Marvin stayed in for the rest of the day. 
Margaret did not inform Brad’s parents of Brad’s conduct.  
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APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 
Brad met all four standards of being a sh*t: commission 

of unkind deeds, refusal to be accountable, cover-up, and re-
cipient buy-in. Brad’s initial unkind deed was his mockery of 
Marvin. When Marvin cried, Brad called him a sissy, a harsh 
word that blamed the victim and that covered up his role in 
Marvin’s distress. Marvin ran home and told his mother. In 
defense of her son, Margaret ordered Brad to cut it out.  

Brad refused accountability for his behaviors and ut-
tered yet another harsh cover-up when he called Margaret a 
clam. This name-calling appeared to have resulted in recipient 
buy-in because Margaret pulled her head in and did not tell 
Brad’s parents of his unkind deeds and harsh cover-ups.  

 
Recipient Cooperation 

�

Both Marvin and Margaret appeared to have cooper-
ated with Brad’s cover-ups of his unkind deeds. Rather than 
apologize when Marvin cried, Brad increased the name-calling. 
When Margaret objected, Brad called her a name. By with-
drawing from the scene, mother and son gave the impression 
that Brad had succeeded at unkind deeds and cover-ups 
through blaming the victims. 

Marvin might have believed himself to be a sissy and a 
fem. Margaret might have felt inadequate as a person and a 
mother. If so, Brad’s words were direct hits at these vulnerabili-
ties. Unchallenged, Brad succeeded at being a sh*t.  

 
Delight  
�

����� �������	� 
��
��

�
�� �
������� ���
� ��� ����
���
notion of duping delight. What’s more, the desire to delight 
himself and his audience may have been a prime motivator. As 
is often the case in similar situations, some members of his au-
dience empathized with Marvin and Margaret and were 
confused that anyone would behave as Brad did and that other 
people would be amused. Still, the children who were una-
mused also had no idea how to respond.  
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�����ification of Brad’s Behavior  
�

How to classify Brad’s behavior is challenging. Possibly 
his conduct was a mixture of Reactor, True Believer, and Clever 
Fox. That he enjoyed skunking boy and mother suggests that 
he had disconnected from the hurt he caused. If someone had 
asked, Brad might not have been able to explain why he be-
haved as he did, nor would his audience, beyond saying they 
were having a good time, only kidding around, and meant no 
harm. 

Marvin and his mother may have been collateral dam-
age, where their well-being was secondary to “fun,” to the 
enhancement of Brad’s status, and to the gratification that Brad 
may have felt to have such power over others.  

In these behaviors, Brad was a Reactor. Not only would 
he have been unable to explain why he acted as he did, but he 
also appeared to have been out of touch with the consequences 
of his behaviors. However, it is not possible to rule out Brad as 
a True Believer, one of those who are convinced that what they 
do is justified and self-evident.  

Had adults insisted that Brad and members of his audi-
ence explain what was going on in their heads when they 
amused themselves through hurting Marvin and Margaret, they 
might have concocted a string of reasons why they did what 
they did, or they might have clammed up.  

There was a bit of elegance to Brad’s yell, “Stick you 
head in, you clam.” This could be sufficient to raise his status to 
Clever Fox. The laughter of his audience showed instant recog-
nition of how clever he was in the depiction of Margaret as a 
soft-shelled, long-necked crustacean and possibly how relieved 
they were that Brad had not picked on them.  

 



 
 

�
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TEN 

◊ 
 
 
 

Cover-Ups in the Mining Industry 
 

lame-shifting in the business world is illustrated in Lost 
Mountain�� �� ����� ������ ��	
�� ���
��
�
��� 
�� �astern 
Kentucky. Author Erik Reece talked to residents of 

areas near the mining sites about the responses of governmental 
and mining officials to concerns about the damage done when 
companies remove tops of mountains to get at the coal beneath.  

Owners of trailers that had begun to tilt were told they 
have old trailers. When a blast damaged the roof of a church, 
the response was the roof was old. The blame-shifting and eva-
sion of responsibility were put in motion after the companies 
spent a great deal of money on lawyers to engineer the most 
effective ways to continue the mining operations while adhering 
to the letter of the law.  

 
APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 

 
In this case, the unkind deed was property damage and 

the desire to cover up may have been motivated by money and 
impression management. The cover-ups involved deflecting 
blame to the poor condition of the affected property, and the 
recipients were property owners, who could have been collateral 
damage because the mine owners’ primary motive was profit.  

There is no evidence that the recipients of the unkind 
deeds and cover-ups agreed that the church and their homes 
were already damaged. Therefore, recipient buy-in appears to 
be absent. As a result, the mine owners and government offi-
cials failed at being sh*ts. Both the deeds and cover-ups were 
harmful and hurtful. Hurt, however, is not the same as buy-in. 
The preliminary theory says that recipient buy-in is the stan-
dard that enactors must meet in order to succeed at being sh*ts.  
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A Name for Those who Fail at Being Sh*ts 
�

Here we have run into a situation that the preliminary 
theory did not anticipate, and that is what to call enactors who 
fail at being sh*ts. Earlier, I considered and discarded pr*ck, 
schmuck�� ����������� ��� �����	
�� terms to use to describe those 
who succeed a being sh*ts. As a result of the failure of the coal 
mine owners and governmental officials to persuade property 
owners that their cover-ups were true, I am now re-thinking 
their possible place in a theory of being a sh*t. 

The word ������ does not work for the coal mine own-
ers and governmental officials because they were not trying to 
wiggle out of responsibility. They pushed back hard, arguing 
that the buildings were in poor condition. Even the words 
������	� ���� pr*ck� ������� 
�����
�� �or the degree of callous, 
self-centered disregard that the mine owners showed.  

The word 
����
� ����
���
� Persons who earn the title 

����
� show a disregard for the impact of their unkind deeds 
and cover-ups on others. They consider themselves entitled to 
behave as they do and also to cover up their deeds in any way 
that gets them what they want. It is a big me and little you kind 
of thing. I count, and you do not count.  

 
eople who consider themselves entitled to do what they 
want have a sense of superiority, privilege, and prerogative 

over other people. The �
������� �������
� ��� ��������
����� ��
i-
tlement. This was the right of noblemen in feudal Europe to 
sleep with a subordinate’s bride-to-be before the prospective 
groom did. The plot of Mozart’s opera the Marriage of Figaro is 
based upon this entitlement.  

Often those who earn the status of b*stard have more 
power than recipients, as did the governmental officials and 
mine owners. When recipients consider enactors to be b*stards, 
it shows that recipients have caught onto their unkind deeds 
and cover-ups.2 B*stards are persons who commit particularly 

                                                 
2 This use of the term b*stard has nothing to do with a hurtful 

meaning of the term when it is used to designate an individual born to 
parents who were not married to each other. In fact, this use of the word 
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harsh deeds and cover-ups and who fail at being sh*ts because 
recipients do not buy into their cover-ups. 

Some people may believe that being a b*stard is worse 
than being a sh*t. This is so in some circumstances, but the ma-
jor difference between the two statuses is recipient awareness of 
what is going on. When enactors have behaved as b*stards, re-
cipients know it. When enactors succeed at being sh*ts, 
recipients do not know it. What’s more, the actions of b*stards 
are consistently harsh. The actions of sh*ts range from soft to 
harsh.  

Further testing of the theory on other stories will pro-
vide evidence as to whether to accept or reject the inclusion of 
these other terms in the theory of being a sh*t.  

 
Wannabe Clever Foxes  

�

The coal mine owners and governmental officials were 
not True Believers because they must have known the truth and 
chose not to admit it. On the other hand, they may have been 
so intent upon what they wanted that they had talked them-
selves into believing their own explanations. That would make 
them True Believers, which is possible though unlikely. 

Their actions could also be those of Clever Foxes be-
cause of the thought that went into the blame-shifting and also 
because officials knew what they were doing. Despite the fore-
thought, however, enactors were not clever enough to fool 
recipients. They failed at being Clever Foxes, and they probably 
were not True Believers. Perhaps they could be called wannabe 
Clever Foxes. 

 

                                                                                                
deflects responsibility for procreation away from parents to their children. 
This is a logical impossibility, another form of attributing responsibility 
for the behaviors of others to blameless persons.  
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ELEVEN 

◊ 
 
 
 

Actions and Not Words as Cover-Ups 
in the Business World  

 
n the book, ����������	�
����� �
� �����
�������Lawyer��
authors Richard Zitrin and Carol M. Langford tell the 
story of a lawyer named Laura who made it impossible for 
the plaintiff Sabrina to go forward with a court case. Sa-

brina had worked in a nursing home, saw unsanitary condition, 
and brought these conditions to the attention of her boss who 
fired her, effective immediately. A security guard escorted Sa-
brina off the premises.  

Sabrina hired a lawyer and sued the nursing home for 
wrongful discharge. Unemployed and a single mother of two, 
Sabrina moved in with a sister, who lived eighty miles from the 
city where the suit was to be tried.  

The nursing home executives hired Laura who devel-
oped strategies to save them from a costly lawsuit and the bad 
publicity that would result. To do so, Laura arranged for Sa-
brina to give her deposition at a satellite office of the law firm 
located on the far side of the city, requiring Sabrina to take a 
train and two buses to get there.  

The main office was in the city center, which would 
have required Sabrina only to take a train. Sabrina phoned 
Laura to request that the deposition be taken in the main office. 
Laura refused, with full knowledge of the burden she had 
placed on Sabrina. 

 
hen Sabrina did not arrive for the deposition within ten 
minutes of the appointed time, Laura noted on the offi-

cial record that Sabrina did not appear. Laura then filed a mo-
tion to dismiss the suit.  

I 
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In the meantime, Sabrina’s lawyer had taken a job in 
another location, and Sabrina was without counsel. Sabrina 
phoned Laura to request more time to reply to the motion and 
to find another attorney. Laura declined both requests.  

Back in court to present the facts of the case, Laura per-
suaded the judge to dismiss the suit. Left unstated in ����������

Compass�������������	
�	����
����������
����
������	���
����
�
thwart Sabrina’s pursuit of her case, but it is a good guess that 
Laura was silent on that matter. Her silence can be considered a 
cover-up. 

 
APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 

 
The story is also silent about Sabrina’s response, but we 

can assume that she was frustrated, hurt, and perhaps even self-
blaming. If Sabrina thought she was at fault in any way, then 
this is another example of the successful enactment of being a 
sh*t: 1) unkind deeds on Laura’s part, 2) money and face-saving 
as motivations not to admit the unkind deed, 3) cover-up 
through Laura’s holding back from the judge how she thwarted 
Sabrina’s attempt to follow through on her suit, and 4) Sa-
brina’s possible response of self-blame.  

If Sabrina did not see herself as at fault, then Laura and 
those who employed her did not achieve the status of being 
sh*ts, but instead were something else. As in the coal mine 
story, the term 	
stard��
�����
������� 

Recipients can be hurt by enactors’ behaviors, as Sa-
brina must have been, but if they see the callousness and 
entitlement that are behind unkind deeds and cover-ups, then 
enactors might merely have achieved the status of b*stards.  
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TWELVE 

◊ 
 
 
 

Commentary on What to Call Enactors 
Who Fail at Being Sh*ts 

 
������������	
���

�

���
��
������������
���
��

������
enactors’ failures at being sh*ts. The first is cover-ups 
in the coal mining industry. These failures call atten-

tion to a need to find a name for those who fail at being sh*ts. 
The term �������� ������

�����������������-ups are particularly 
harsh. Their unkind deeds could be harsh as well. They do 
whatever it takes to get want they want and to hold on to it re-
gardless of the consequences for recipients.  

Those whose deeds and cover-ups are harsh apparently 
believe they are entitled to act as they do. Their sense of enti-
tlement prevents them from caring about the well-being of 
others, or, if they experience flashes of care, they dismiss them 
for the sake of keeping their gains, as Chris did when one of his 
murder victims appeared to him in a hallucinatory episode. 
They lack what Alexander McCall Smith calls moral imagina-
tion. It could be that the well-being of others does not exist for 
them because they do not perceive it, or when they do perceive 
moral issues, they are secondary to what they want.  

 
���	�
���

���	�
�����
��
���	�-Up 

�
�ilder kinds of cover-up could earn the status of pr*ck, 

schmuck, and weasel. Like b*stards, these individuals also fail at 
being sh*ts, but their cover-ups and perhaps their deeds are less 
callous and harmful than those of b*stards.  

The unkind deeds and cover-ups of pr*cks, as discussed 
earlier, may be temporary and a reaction to wounded pride. 
Recipients may have no idea why enactors’ pride is hurt in the 
first place because the insults are in the mind of enactors only. 
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This was true of William the hero of Notting Hill, discussed 
previously. 

Schmucks are jerks, those whose unkind deeds and 
cover-ups are uncouth, foolish, and often ridiculous. They may 
scream accusations and recriminations in order to avoid taking 
responsibility for their behaviors, but recipients see that they are 
only covering up.  

Weasels may grovel or whine to avoid admitting what 
they did and to wiggle out of consequences. Again, as in the 
other failed states, when individuals achieve the status of weasel, 
recipients have no buy-in.  

It is possible that the lesser statuses could also come in 
three varieties of Reactor, True Believer, and Clever Fox. Logi-
cally, this makes sense. Further testing of the theory will show 
whether there is evidence for this conjecture.  

Recipients of unkind deeds and cover-ups are in power-
ful positions because of their roles in determining whether or 
not enactors attain the status of sh*ts. Enactors determine eve-
rything else; that is, whether they are b*stards, pr*cks, 
schmucks, or weasels and whether they are Reactors, True Be-
lievers, or Clever Foxes.  

 
i����������	����	�
������
�
�����may relate to each other. 
The figure has a diamond shape that symbolizes a hierar-

chy, with being a sh*t at the top. This status is the least com-
mon and the highest achievement. Next comes b*stard, which 
is lower than sh*t in the hierarchy. Following b*stard are the 
statuses of pr*ck, schmuck, and weasel, respectively.  

At this point, Figure 1 is hypothetical, an addition to 
the preliminary theory. The application of the theory of being a 
sh*t to subsequent stories will show whether the addition of 
these terms for the lower statuses contributes to a more full the-
ory.  
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Figure 1: A Status Hierarchy of Types of Enactors 
�

 
 
 
 

 Sh*t 
 

 B*stard 
 

Pr*ck 
 

Schmuck 
 
 

 Weasel 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Note:�The size of the space allocated to each status suggests the 
proportions of persons who commit unkind deeds and covers 
and who achieve the various statuses. At the pinnacle is being a 
sh*t, which has the most status in this hierarchy and is the least 
common. 
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THIRTEEN  

◊ 
 
 
 

Drama in the Scottish Highlands:  
A True Believer, a Schmuck, or Both? 

 
he story of Jamie in M.C. Beaton’s novel Death of a 
Scriptwriter, which took place in the Scottish High-
lands, could help to clarify what to call individuals 

who fail at being sh*ts. Jamie, the scriptwriter of the title, 
worked earlier in his life as a writing instructor to supplement 
his then meager income. In this job, he encountered Stuart, a 
student who had written a television script called Football Fever 
that Jamie recognized as brilliant but that he told Stuart was 
rubbish. Stuart died soon after.  

When Jamie learned of Stuart’s death, he submitted 
Stuart’s script as his own to the BBC, which produced and tele-
vised it. The show received great acclaim, and Jamie achieved 
fame, fortune, and opportunities to write other scripts and to 
direct films for television.  

Jamie’s false representation of himself as a talented 
scriptwriter began to unravel when Angus, Stuart’s heir, showed 
up on a television set where Jamie was in charge to confront 
Jamie with the theft of Stuart’s script. Jamie went off in an ex-
plosion of words. He began with an indignant “How dare you?” 
followed up with a declaration that the script was his and “no 
one else’s” and that he had wasted his time and talent on those 
students because they were “a bunch of losers” and “no-hopers 
and wannabes.” He exclaimed that he remembered Stuart as a 
“useless wee faggot.”  

T 
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Angus Punches Jamie  
�

These words must have struck some of Angus’s hot but-
tons because he punched Jamie in the nose. In reaction, Jamie 
howled “Get the police.” The officer who showed up was 
Hamish MacBeth, the hero of Beaton’s novel. Jamie roared at 
Hamish, “I’m charging this b*stard with assault.” Hamish ig-
nored Jamie and asked Angus how he had come to the 
conclusion that Jamie had stolen the script. Jamie interrupted 
with “Charge him.” Jamie shows how persistent enactors can 
be.  

Hamish once again ignored Jamie and coolly prioritized 
the tasks before him, setting the matter of ownership of the 
script on top of the list and relegating Angus’s physical assault 
of Jamie as secondary. Hamish announced that he planned to 
contact the Glasgow police and ask them to investigate who 
authored the script.  
 
Jamie Apologizes 

�

���������	�
���	�
����	�������
	��� for calling Stuart a 
faggot. Next, he said that court appearances can be lengthy and 
go nowhere, an excellent reason to drop the matter. Finally, he 
played the work card; that is, deeply held beliefs about the value 
of work. Work, he implied, was more important than any silly 
dispute over authorship.  

Hamish did not respond. Another character, Fiona, 
whom Jamie had treated unfairly earlier in the novel by getting 
her fired on bogus charges, joined the conversation. She said, “I 
think the matter should be investigated” and noted that “Pla-
giarism is a serious business.” Jamie responded with, “You 
bitch, you’ve got it in for me because you’re out of a job.” 
Ironically, Jamie had caused Fiona to be fired in the first place. 
In response to this name-calling and disparagement, Fiona said 
nothing.  

Angus put himself back into the fray and told Jamie 
that having met him, he cannot believe that Jamie had written a 
screen play as witty and intelligent as Football Fever. “You’re a 
dead man,” he said. That was the end of the scene.  
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APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 
 Jamie committed so many unkind deeds it is hard to 
sort them out. What’s more, it is hard to decide which actions 
are unkind deeds and which are cover-ups. Clearly, stealing the 
script was an unkind deed, as was telling Stuart his script was 
rubbish and getting Fiona fired unfairly. Calling Fiona a bitch, 
Angus a b*stard, and Stuart a “useless wee faggot” was unkind, 
but these names also served as attempted cover-ups of Jamie’s 
unkind deeds and harsh cover-ups at that.  
 
Motivation for Cover-Up 

�

Jamie had a lot to lose if Angus proved he had stolen 
Stuart’s script. Jamie had become a famous man, positioned for 
even greater fame and fortune. He was at risk for national dis-
grace and never again to find work as a writer or director, facing 
years of ignominy and poverty.  

 
Cover-Up 

 
As his treachery was about to be revealed, Jamie let 

loose with a string of cover-ups that included an indignant 
“How dare you?” as well as declarations about his own talent 
and the value of the time he had wasted on those students. He 
resorted to name-calling, not only of his students but also of 
Stuart. In response to Angus’s punch, he called Angus a b*stard. 
With Fiona, Jamie activated the time-tested tactic of calling her 
a bitch, a word that humiliates and silences women, laden as it 
is with woman-hating meanings that have a long history in 
English-speaking cultures and many other cultures worldwide. 
The author, Beaton, left readers to infer what they may about 
Fiona’s inner responses. She may have been hurt, but she could 
also have experienced gratification that Jamie was exposed for 
his fraudulent acts.  
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Buy-In 
�

No one had buy-in. Despite his loud and persistent in-
flammatory language, there is little doubt that anyone took 
Jamie seriously. Hamish kept his cool and in so doing showed 
the higher order capacities that Ekman attributed to skilled li-
ars. Hamish’s balanced responses to Jamie’s forceful words 
suggest that those who resist the maneuvers of enactors must 
have skills superior to those of the persons who are attempting 
cover-up. Beaton depicted both Angus and Fiona as disgusted 
with Jamie, and they too did not buy into Jamie’s constructions 
of reality, although both of them were less cool in their re-
sponses.  

 
Jamie’s Status 

�

������������	
�of Jamie’s cover-ups caused him to fail at 
being a sh*t and thus engineered the downgrading of his status. 
Surely he earned the title b*stard���������told Stuart his script 
was rubbish, stole the script, and then called Stuart names. 
That is harsh and callous. Likewise, causing Fiona to be fired, 
disparaging her unemployed status, and then calling her a bitch 
all fit the definition of b*stard. Ironically, Jamie called Angus a 
b*stard when he himself had earned that title. He appeared 
foolish, like a schmuck, when he yelled, “How dare you?” and 
uttered his many other transparent cover-ups. When he realized 
the jig was up, he moved into weasel mode, apologizing, play-
ing the work card, and minimizing the significance of what he 
had done.  

Jamie’s story provides additional evidence that giving 
names to those who fail at being sh*ts is warranted. What’s 
more, this story shows that enactors can go into freefall from 
b*stard, to pr*ck, and to schmuck after success at being a sh*t. 
Before Angus found him out, Jamie may have believed that he 
was a Clever Fox for claiming Stuart’s script as his own, and he 
was a True Believer for thinking this. He may also have been a 
True Believer in the sense that he convinced himself that he was 
talented and worthy of the acclaim he received. In the scene 
under discussion, Jamie appeared to have been in Reactor mode 
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much of the time, striking out without thinking, perhaps out of 
desperation. 

Jamie would have succeeded at being a sh*t if any of 
the recipients had been appeasers; that is, persons who cannot 
tolerate discord, who are willing to forgive all for the sake of 
peace and harmony, and who do not hold enactors accountable.  

Unlike the research findings that DePaulo and associ-
ates reported, Jamie did not confess his guilt and seek 
forgiveness. Instead, he went on the offensive, using name call-
ing, self-righteousness, dissembling, all in an effort to divert 
attention away from his lie about authorship. When he saw that 
taking the offensive was failing, he apologized for calling Stuart 
a faggot, a Machiavellian tactic of faking contrition. 

 
Cover-Ups and Dysregulation 
 

���������������	�
� �����
����������
����
����
�
� �����
he may have experienced dysregulation, meaning that being 
confronted about his theft of the script might have pushed hot 
buttons that resulted in his own distress and irrational thinking. 
His behaviors provide evidence that enactors of unkind deeds 
and cover-ups are susceptible to dysregulation.  

Dysregulation remains important in understanding 
how recipients buy into cover-ups. When enactors employ 
blunt force strategies, as Jamie did, their purpose is to trigger 
the hot buttons of others with the goal of getting themselves off 
the hook. When these strategies succeed, recipients respond in 
dysregulated ways, that is, they feel overwhelmed with emotion 
and memories and may not be able to think straight.  

Sometimes recipients experience guilt and shame and 
relinquish their own points of view for the sake of peace and 
harmony. These are automatic responses that recipients must 
learn to master if they are to resist cover-ups. In Jamie’s story, 
the three living recipients did just that.  

Within hours after his vigorous self-defense, Jamie was 
found murdered on a remote part of the Highlands, his eyes 
pecked out by vultures. Angus’s final words that Jamie was a 
dead man foretold Jamie’s future. Few who enact cover-ups 
share Jamie’s fate, but typically live on, self-satisfied. 
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FOURTEEN 

◊ 
�

 
 

Dick Cheney Shoots Lawyer  
While Others Cover Up 

 
 

������������	��
�������
����������remain silent while 
others cover up for them. In response to great pressure, 
they eventually make gestures toward accountability. 

This was the situation after Vice President Dick Cheney shot 
Texas attorney Harry Whittington on a 50,000 acre South 
Texas ranch late on a Saturday afternoon in February 2006.  

Briefly, the story goes as follows. On a quail hunt, 
Harry had a spectacular shot: he killed two birds with two 
shots. The birds hit the ground in back of the hunting party. As 
Harry went to retrieve them, Dick heard the beating of wings as 
a covey of quail burst up from the grass behind him. Harry may 
have flushed them. Dick wheeled around and fired.  

Harry was between Dick and the quail. Birdshot hit 
Harry in the face, neck, arm, and chest. A few days later, a pel-
let migrated to Harry’s heart, and he had a heart attack. 

 
������������	��
����	�� 

�
������	�������
���	����������
�����������
��
� That a 

U.S. vice president would shoot somebody is big news in itself, 
but the responses of the vice president were even bigger news.  

Rather than follow the usual procedure of immediately 
putting out a news bulletin and holding a press conference, 
there was no public announcement until the next day. What’s 
more, the vice president asked Katherine Armstrong, the ranch 
owner’s daughter, to report the incident. She contacted a re-
porter at the 
	�����
�������
�

��-Times�� ���� ��	���� published 
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paper. A few hours later, the editors had the story posted on the 
paper’s website where it was picked up and spread around the 
world.  
�

Cover-ups by Proxy 
 

�������������	�
�����
�	�
�	��	��������	��
�������������
a member of the hunting party, provided details about the 
shooting. “This all happened pretty quickly,” she said. Harry 
“did not announce — which would be protocol — ‘Hey, it’s 
me, I’m coming up.’” She continued, “He didn’t do what he 
was supposed to do. So when a bird flushed and the vice presi-
dent swung in to shoot it, Whittington was where the bird 
was.” 

Katherine further explained that Harry was “peppered” 
with “little bitty pellets,” and no bullets were involved. Indeed, 
she noted that on another occasion she herself had been pep-
pered with pellets when hunting. Furthermore, the blast had 
merely broken Harry’s skin and “knocked him silly, but he was 
fine,” talking with his eyes open immediately after being shot. 
By the next day, she said, Harry was “sitting up in bed, yakking 
and cracking jokes.” 

She praised Dick at length for the concern he showed 
Harry, rushing to his aid, directing his medical team to care for 
Harry, and monitoring Harry’s condition at the hospital. Un-
known is what Katherine thought after Harry’s heart attack.  

 
ick left Texas the day after the shooting, but not before 
he visited Harry in the hospital. One of the vice presi-

dent’s spokespersons said that Dick “was pleased” that Harry 
was “doing fine and in good spirits.” She also explained that 
Katherine made the announcement because “we deferred to the 
Armstrongs regarding what had taken place at their ranch,” 
adding that no one broke the news to the press earlier because 
attention, including Dick’s, was focused on Harry’s well-being. 
Another spokesperson said that Dick “felt badly, obviously,” 
and he had not been reckless and had not violated any rules. In 
fact, Dick had not done “anything he wasn’t supposed to do.”  

D 
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The Vice President Speaks 
 

������������	
���������
����� public demand, Dick made 
his first public statement. He gave an exclusive interview to Brit 
Hume of Fox News. He said he and no one else pulled the trig-
ger, that it was not Harry’s fault, and no one else was to blame. 
Dick stated that he would never be able to erase from his mind 
the image of Harry falling. “It was, I’d have to say, one of the 
worst days of my life, at that moment.” He noted that he did 
not know if he had shot the bird he had aimed for. His concern 
was for Harry.  

He responded to the rumor that the reason for the de-
lay in reporting was because he was drunk and he wanted time 
for the alcohol to clear from his body. He said he had had one 
beer at lunch. “Nobody was drinking. Nobody was under the 
influence.” 

 
�����������	
������

������������ 

 
�����	�����������������	
� �
������������	

��
����
��

to his desire to have accurate information about Harry’s condi-
tion before informing the media, and he also wanted Harry’s 
children to be informed privately, before the story made its way 
to the public, he explained. Harry’s wife knew because she had 
been at the ranch at the time of the shooting. 

Dick defended Katherine Armstrong as the initial 
spokesperson because she was an eyewitness. Brit Hume ob-
served that having Katherine make the announcement to a local 
newspaper gave the impression that this strategy was an attempt 
to minimize the story and have it appear “as a little hunting 
accident.” Dick said this was not so, and he repeated that accu-
racy was foremost in his mind. 
�
Harry Offers Sympathy to the Vice President 

�
�������
��	����������
��	��
����������������	��	���������

days, he expressed concern for the vice president and the vice 
president’s family and minimized his own and his family’s suf-
fering. He left uncorrected the impression that he, Harry, had 
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had broken the rules of hunting and the vice president had 
done nothing wrong.  
�

Accountability and the Rules of Hunting 
�

What is striking about this story is what no one said. 
For instance, neither Dick in his interview with Brit Hume nor 
any of his spokespersons corrected the impression given during 
the first few days after the shooting that Harry alone had been 
at fault and that Dick had done nothing wrong.  

In actuality, for hunting of any kind, the rules are to see 
your target before you shoot, to make sure you know where 
each member of your party is before you shoot, and to never 
sweep around without knowing who or what is in your line of 
fire.  

In bird hunting, the rule is not to fire until you can see 
the sky between the earth and the bird and not until the silhou-
ette of the target is against the sky. Further details about the 
rules of hunting are posted on many websites including that of 
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) that pub-
lish the Ten Commandments of Shooting Safety.  

 
 comparison of Dick’s actions with the Ten Command-
ments shows that Dick broke two of the commandments: 

1) “Be sure of your target and what is in front of and beyond 
your target” (number 3) and 2) “Know your safe zone-of-fire 
and stick to it” (number 6), which command includes the in-
junctions to “Be sure you know where your companions are at 
all times. Never swing your gun or bow out of your safe zone-
of-fire.” These are standards of safety that hunters know well.  

�

APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 

 Application of the preliminary theory of being a sh*t 
will aid in the discovery about whether Dick Cheney’s behavior 
regarding the shooting of Harry Whittington was an enactment 
of being a sh*t.  

A 
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���������� Deed 
�

 Did Dick do something unkind? Yes. He shot a hunt-
ing companion. Everyone knows the first rule of hunting is not 
to shoot the people you hunt with. Dick thus met the first con-
dition of being a sh*t.  

 
Motivation for Cover-Ups 
 

Did he meet the second condition, which is a desire to 
evade responsibility for this unkind deed? Dick’s silence and 
tardy explanation, in combination with his well-known fond-
ness for secrecy, suggest that he wanted to avoid accountability. 
He must have been shaken by what he had done, and he also 
could have wanted to save face and avoid punishment. He may 
have imagined his enemies laughing at what a fool he was to 
shoot another hunter. He may have feared that he could be 
charged with reckless endangerment of human life. Maybe he 
had a little too much to drink.  

His motivation for allowing Katherine and other 
spokespeople to blame Harry and then not retract their state-
ments appears to be an attempt to minimize the gravity of the 
incident, a face-saving strategy.  

 
The Cover-Ups 

 
The third condition involves the cover-ups themselves. 

There were many. First was the withholding of the news. Sec-
ond was the often-repeated statement that Harry was in the 
wrong. Third was the assertion that Dick had done what he was 
supposed to have done. Fourth was the minimization of the size 
of the pellets and the significance of the shooting itself.  

The fifth involved Dick’s and his spokesperson’s silence 
regarding the injustice of blaming Harry, even after Dick said 
the shooting was his fault in the Fox News interview. The sixth 
was his decision not to retract Katherine’s statement that the 
pellets were “little bitty,” indeed giving the impression that this 
was a “little hunting accident.”  
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Machiavelli’s advice to politicians comes to mind here. 
His advice was to follow up unkind acts with the pretence of 
contrition, which Dick did. He was effusive in his concern for 
Harry and Harry’s family. He conveniently overlooked facts, 
such as it was he who had violated two rules of hunting and 
Harry had not violated any. He did not speak these simple 
truths. He let stand the initial impression that Harry had bro-
ken the rules of hunting and the pellets were tiny.  

What’s more, the county sheriff’s department helped in 
the cover-up. The sheriff investigated the incident but he chose 
not to file charges. The law of reckless endangerment did not 
apply to the vice president. Based on these facts and interpreta-
tions, it can be concluded that Dick covered up. He therefore 
met the third condition of being a sh*t, aided by several 
spokespersons on his payroll and Katherine Armstrong, an ex-
perienced hunter herself.  

 
Recipient Buy-In 

 
The final condition to be met involves the actions of 

recipients. By his silence on who was responsible for shooting 
him and his effusive concern for Dick’s well-being, Harry gave 
the appearance of acquiescing to the construction of reality that 
he was at fault and Dick was not. Harry minimized the impact 
of the shooting on himself and his family. He evaded holding 
Dick responsible for breaking rules of hunting. Instead, he 
pointed out that Dick had suffered far more than he, Harry, 
had.  

Harry’s silence, evasion, and acquiescence met the 
fourth condition of being a sh*t. Harry may have acted out of 
altruistic motives of not wanting to cause more problems, but 
he may also be a man of deep empathy and self-sacrifice, per-
haps to a fault. Some commentators believed that the 
president’s or vice president’s office had directed Harry’s state-
ment. Whatever Harry might have thought privately is 
unknown.  

Had Harry declared that Dick had broken rules, then 
Dick would only have met the conditions of being a b*stard. 
Dick might also have met the conditions of being a weasel be-
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cause he prompted spokespersons and maybe even Harry to 
construct reality in ways that enabled him to wiggle out of re-
sponsibility. By his apparent complicity, Harry missed an 
opportunity to hold the vice president accountable. 
�

Dick’s Classification 
�

Whether Dick is a Reactor, a True Believer, or a Clever 
Fox is also open to interpretation. Some may judge him to be a 
True Believer, in that he is convinced that his words and ac-
tions were based on concern for Harry’s well-being.  

Whether by design or accident, Dick was clever not to 
rescind the initial statements that Harry broke the rules of 
hunting and he had not. His global statement of responsibility 
did not erase these initial impressions. Such statements muddy 
accountability and may also create truthiness. Finally, some 
may believe that Dick acted as a b*stard whether or not Harry 
really felt sorry for the vice president.  
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FIFTEEN  

◊ 
 
 
 

The Case of the Missing Coffee Grinder  
 

n a Modern Love feature in the Lifestyle section of the 
Sunday New York Times�� �������� ��	
��� �� ���
����	��
artist in Manhattan, described a mutually brilliant �������

deux����������
��
���	����������������	���name, over a miss-
ing coffee bean grinder. The events began when the boyfriend’s 
house burned down, and Heather took him into her two hun-
dred and fifty square foot Manhattan flat.  

The boyfriend filled the place with clutter, some of 
which he lifted off the sidewalks of New York. He also moved, 
hid, and even took some of Heather’s stuff, including her coffee 
grinder. When she asked him if he had seen the coffee grinder, 
he said he had not. She said he must have moved it because she 
had not. He said it was no wonder you can’t find anything. 
Look at this place.  

 
����	-Ups and Hot Buttons 

�
������	����������������������
����	���������������������

want my life back the way it was.” The boyfriend responded, 
“There is no way back. Time is a construct.” Heather resisted 
this deflection and demanded that he “stop bringing more stuff 
in the house.” He came back with, “Who moved my cheese?” 
in “a squeaky, panicky voice.” Heather wrote, “Creepiest of all 
was his wide-eyed stare of infinite Buddhist compassion.”  

Heather then reflected upon her expectations of their 
life together, when, based on the boyfriend’s “stratospheric IQ,” 
she had anticipated “nonstop witty repartee and transcendent 
intimacy.” Instead, she noted that he had put his intelligence 
“in the service of deflection and obfuscation.” With these 

I 
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words, Heather named his strategies and thus appeared to have 
succeeded in resisting his cover-ups.  

So far, the boyfriend had made several brilliant moves, 
and Heather had resisted them all. Their ��������������������e 
classified as the full flowering of being a sh*t because Heather 
refused to comply with the boyfriend’s intimations that she was 
at fault. Even so, the dance continued.  

 
��	�-Calling and Trouncing Away 

�
���	
��	���	
�
�������	����
��	������
�����
������ays 

in a vain search for the coffee grinder, another conflict erupted, 
which ended when the boyfriend trounced out of the flat, de-
claring that he would have helped Heather find the grinder but 
she was acting too “nutty.” Heather sobbed and wailed. Then 
she resolved to make her way out of her confusion by “fur-
tively” consulting books on abusive relationships. She 
discovered she was at fault, “abusive and controlling” with a 
“hair-trigger temper, who shouted and threw things, who 
nagged, bullied and belittled.”  

Despite her belief that she was at fault, Heather per-
sisted in wanting her coffee grinder back. Weeks later, she 
directly asked him if he had taken it. Actually, she did not ask 
directly, because they were in bed, he with his back to her. She 
spoke to the back of his head. In response, the boyfriend said, 
“perhaps.” This did not satisfy her. She inquired a second time 
and heard “maybe” which she interpreted as a “yes.” Hearing 
this, she asked why he had not simply told her rather than 
watch her rummage through the flat several times looking for it. 
He answered, “I knew you’d be mad. And then you were too 
out of control to talk to.” Heather did not say anything for a 
time. Then she asked him to bring it back. He said, “Sure.” 
Heather did not share her response, but she continued to hope 
that she would get her coffee grinder back. Months later the 
appliance remained missing. Heather again inquired as to its 
whereabouts.  

Heather’s description of what happened next suggests 
that she may have had some awareness that he was the hunter 
and she the prey because she “could tell” she had “walked into a 
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trap” by the slight smile that preceded his response: “It’s been 
back for ages. Not that you’d notice.”  

The boyfriend then pointed to a shelf just below the 
ceiling far above Heather’s line of vision. The object he pointed 
to, however, was not her grinder, but a substitute. She told him 
that. He hooted, “That’s just perfect.” He said that she had 
“gone on and on about the thing” and she “wouldn’t recognize 
it if it bit” her. He next informed Heather that she was so fo-
cused “on grasping and griping and guarding and hoarding” 
that she had “no idea what really matters” He ended with, “It’s 
a $15 appliance, Heather.” 
�

The Boyfriend Scores  
 
�����������	�
�����
����������� blame upon herself in 

the form of viewing the substitute grinder as a symbol of her 
“materialistic, bean-counting, unevolved soul” and gave human 
attributes to the shelf on which it sat as radiating “an uneasy, 
reproachful aura.” She was so contrite she no longer ground her 
coffee beans but used pre-ground coffee.  

 
������������	��
��������
��� 

�
���������������������������	����	���������	���������r-

acterizations of the self as in the wrong when one is not, an 
outsider, in this case one of Heather’s friends, attempted to 
show Heather another interpretation of the boyfriend’s actions. 
Heather’s friend informed Heather that the boyfriend lied to 
amuse himself and to avoid admitting that he had taken the 
coffee grinder. She also said the boyfriend wanted Heather to 
be disoriented and confused and to mistrust her own good 
sense. According to the friend, the boyfriend’s tactics almost 
convinced Heather that “black was white.”  
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The Scales Fall from Heather’s Eyes 
 

����� ���� new perspective, the scales appeared to fall 
from Heather’s eyes. She experienced a “melodramatic crystal-
line epiphany” in which she saw her complicity as a sham 
where, in her desire to take him at his word, she acted as if she 
believed him that he had not taken the coffee grinder. The boy-
friend found a place to sublet and moved out. Heather’s 
apartment was once more uncluttered, but she found her life 
uninteresting. 

Over time Heather had another epiphany in the form 
of a conviction that she had been excessively engulfed by a 
“sense of being rooked.” She reasoned that it actually was possi-
ble that she “had no idea what really mattered” and that the 
boyfriend was right.  

The boyfriend returned to live with Heather. Now 
Heather and the boyfriend “wrangle” about an Elvis phone that 
he has tucked behind a wrought iron monstrosity he had 
dragged off the sidewalk. The phone was out of sight to ac-
commodate her wishes, and the monstrosity somehow had its 
own song, “one we created together,” signifying a new level of 
peace and harmony.  

�

APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 
���� �	
����
�� �	�������� �
��
�� ������ �
�� �
��
��

cover-ups. He took the coffee grinder. Following that was a se-
ries of actions that covered up his theft. He brought a grinder 
into the flat, not Heather’s but another. He placed it outside of 
Heather’s line of vision. He did not tell her a grinder was back.  
�

�����������������	
��� 
�
�����	
����
������
	����������������	
��	������������	��

�������
�����
�����
�did not tell Heather he had done so. We 
are left to guess his motives. Heather’s friend could have been 
right about the boyfriend wanting to have some fun and avoid 
admitting he had taken the grinder. If so, he enacted Ekman’s 
version of duping delight. He seemed to have enjoyed playing 
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her. Another motive for cover-up could have been he was too 
lazy to buy a coffee grinder for his office. Not only that, he may 
have had no control over taking other people’s things. In other 
words, he may have been a kleptomaniac and was too ashamed 
to admit it. After all, he took things off New York sidewalks. 
Thus, his cover-ups could have been related to face-saving. 

Avoidance of consequences may have been an addi-
tional factor. The boyfriend said if he had told Heather he 
knew she would have been mad. This could account for the 
multiple cover-ups. Only the boyfriend knows. If avoidance of 
Heather’s anger was his motive, then he was short-sighted be-
cause with just a little bit of imagination he would have realized 
that concealing the truth would make Heather even madder.  

Impression management could have been at play as 
well, with the boyfriend not wanting to appear as if Heather 
could outfox him. He may have wanted to impress an imagi-
nary audience—or friends he may have had at the corner pub—
with his talents for duplicity, hoodwinking, and gaslighting.  

 
Cover-Up 

 
The boyfriend covered up each time Heather asked him 

if he had taken the grinder. The first was when Heather wanted 
to know if he had seen it. He said he had not. He may have 
meant to prevaricate, which he did, in the sense that he had not 
seen it lately, which could have been a literal answer to the 
question. In actuality, he knew where it was. 

The second was when Heather said he must have 
moved it because she had not. This time he gaslighted. He had 
cluttered the flat, but he blamed the mess for not being able to 
find the coffee grinder.  

The third time occurred when Heather tore the place 
up looking for it, and he left the apartment saying he would 
have helped her search but she was being nutty. He probably 
went to the pub to tell his buddies about how he was putting 
one over on his girlfriend. 

The fourth was when Heather and the boyfriend were 
in bed, and he equivocated with “perhaps” and “maybe” when 
she asked him directly. She then wondered why he had not told 
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her he had taken it, and he said she “was too out of control to 
talk to,” a perfect blame-the-victim answer. This silenced 
Heather for a time, a typical response to being not at fault. She 
eventually was able to speak and asked him to bring it back. He 
said, “Sure,” as if all she ever had to do was ask, yet another 
blame-the-victim cover-up. He then scolded Heather on how 
grasping and griping she is and what a trivial matter a missing 
coffee bean grinder is. He minimized his serial unkind deeds 
and cover-ups and reduced them to the trivial matter of a fif-
teen dollar appliance.  
 
Buy-In 
 

��������������	��
��
�����
��
�-ups Heather had buy-in, 
and the boyfriend succeeded at being a sh*t. Until that time, 
Heather had resisted most of the boyfriend’s cover-ups. She 
even named some as “deflection and obfuscation,” noted the 
mockery the boyfriend conveyed in words, tone of voice, and 
body language, and pointed out his name-calling.  

The boyfriend persisted and finally struck home when 
he called Heather nutty and left the flat. In response, Heather 
consulted research on domestic violence that led her to con-
clude she was at fault. This signified that she had bought into 
the boyfriend’s cover-ups, with the help of what many would 
consider outmoded views on domestic abuse. With the buy-in, 
Heather enabled the boyfriend to be a sh*t. Unknown to 
Heather, the sources she consulted were based on outmoded 
customs and traditions. Mental health professionals today rec-
ognize that targets of abusive behaviors often appear angry, 
frazzled, and confused while perpetrators come across as cool, 
charming, and well-adjusted. 

The boyfriend scored big time when he went on about 
Heather’s griping and hoarding. He minimized what he had 
done by pointing out that the grinder was only worth fifteen 
dollars. Heather capitulated and even heaped blame upon her-
self. The boyfriend was clever enough to convince Heather that 
she was at fault.  

By the end of her story, Heather accommodated to the 
boyfriend’s tastes and found herself amused by the junk he col-
lected. She did not report whether he appropriated any more of 
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her possessions or committed any other unkind deeds and 
cover-ups. She also did not report whether he ever admitted 
that he had taken the grinder and then played cat and mouse 
with her for months. She may have chosen to overlook his lack 
of accountability.  

The act of cluttering up her apartment by itself was not 
an unkind deed as long as it was okay with Heather. What’s 
more, the boyfriend accommodated Heather by keeping the 
Elvis phone out of sight. Here at last are small indicators of mu-
tuality and reciprocity between this couple and not unkind 
deeds and cover-ups. Left unstated is whether the boyfriend 
mended his ways and Heather realized that he had dumped on 
her while they were in bed together.  
�

The Boyfriend’s Classification 
 

With a few words and minimal body language, the boy-
friend showed mastery of the cover-up. Few equal him, not 
only in the skill with which he delivered cover-ups, but in the 
depth and breadth of his inventory. In many instances, he 
showed the skills of a Clever Fox.  

Heather resisted for an extended period and proved 
herself a good match. During those times, she undermined the 
boyfriend’s efforts to be a sh*t. Taking the grinder and substi-
tuting another were trivial, the actions of a pr*ck or schmuck. 
Moreover, the boyfriend appeared to have been motivated to 
gaslight Heather for the sport of it, which too sounds like the 
actions of a pr*ck or schmuck. Finally, his cover-ups at times 
were harsh, even b*stard quality. Besides gaslighting, he 
mocked, called Heather names, trounced out, and accused her 
of hoarding and carping. 

In summary, the boyfriend was a master and Heather 
was a match, but the boyfriend eventually convinced Heather 
that she was wrong about the coffee grinder. The final scene of 
their story suggested that Heather and her boyfriend had 
reached mutual accommodation.  
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SIXTEEN  

◊ 
 
 
 

Drama in Dublin:  
Success and Then Failure at Being a Sh*t 

 
n some cases recipients eventually see through cover-ups 
that formerly had worked, and enactors lose their status as 
sh*ts. Such was the case in Quentins, Irish novelist Maeve 

Binchy’s best-seller. For much of the book, the heroine Ella, an 
unmarried recent college graduate, believed the cover-ups of her 
older lover, Don, a socially prominent financier who was mar-
ried and the father of two sons. Don succeeded at being a sh*t 
over a long period of time. When Ella eventually saw Don’s 
actions for what they were, namely cover-ups of unkind deeds, 
she called him a b*stard and dumped him.  

Don’s earliest achievement of being a sh*t occurred 
during Ella’s and Don’s first argument that started when Ella 
expressed indignation that Don had gone to Spain with his wife 
after he had implied he was going there alone on business.  

Ella then asked Don if he still had sex with his wife. He 
responded with indignation, stating that if she did not believe 
that he could love her, Ella, and still have sex with his wife, 
then they didn’t have much to talk about, did they? With this 
response, Don did not answer Ella’s question. This is prevarica-
tion, a clever cover-up whose meanings can be taken in more 
than one way.  

 
Don Evades Answering Direct Questions 

 
Ella did not buy into this equivocation, a sign of resis-

tance, and asked again. Don said nothing. Ella said the answer 
is yes, then. Don told Ella that someone must have hurt her 

� 
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badly if she believed such a thing of him, another attack on Ella 
that diverted attention from the question that Ella had asked.  

Ella said that is not so—no man had hurt her before. 
She told him not to make her into some kind of freak. Ella here 
showed admirable resistance to Don’s construction of reality, 
reminiscent of Heather’s resistance to her boyfriend’s construc-
tions of what happened to the coffee grinder.  

Don ignored Ella’s request not to distort who she is. 
He also evaded her questions about whether he still had sex 
with his wife. Instead, he asked Ella how she knew his wife had 
been with him in Spain. Ella cooperated with the evasion and 
answered his question: She had phoned their home and the 
maid had said the lady of the house was in Spain.  

In response, Don got sarcastic. He thanked Ella for be-
ing a “spy,” for “jumping to conclusions,” and for not believing 
him when he told her he loved her. He made a strong argument 
for his “utter” honesty with Ella from the start, telling her the 
score, telling her the truth, meeting her parents, and calling 
them when she did not answer her phone. He asked and an-
swered his own question: “Are these the actions of some kind of 
sh*t? No, I think they’re what a man who loves you might do.”  

 
��������������	
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she grew increasingly horrified that she could have mistrusted 
him. Then he made for the door. She caught him at the garden 
gate. She cried and begged forgiveness. By this action, Ella ca-
pitulated to Don’s constructions of reality and enabled him to 
be a sh*t.  
 Ella was involved with Don for more than two years. 
One day, as she waited for Don for a lunch date at Quentins, 
which was a restaurant and the main setting for Binchy’s novel, 
she saw a story about Don on the front page of the newspaper. 
He had absconded to Spain with his investors’ money on the 
early morning flight from Dublin. He had joined his wife and 
children who were there waiting for him. 

Don had looted his investment company of its assets, 
ruining his many customers, including Ella’s parents who had 
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entrusted Don with their life savings. Ella had a terrible time 
believing that Don would do such a thing and rejected the idea 
that he would leave her to be with his family. She believed he 
never would leave without telling her.  

Later news reports stated that Don had been in Spain 
the week before to make arrangements for his move there. Ella 
was appalled because he had made those arrangements when 
she was in Spain with him. He had explained his long absences 
during that trip as necessitated by the press of his business. This 
is duplicity in action. 

Ella clung to her belief that Don loved her for much of 
the novel, despite his lack of contact, although early on she told 
her parents that she was angry at herself because she had not 
found an ordinary person to love but had instead loved a crimi-
nal. Ella’s mother replied in a perfect rendition of a principle 
discovered in research on lying, “Everyone trusts people when 
they love them.” Anthony’s friend said something similar when 
Anthony’s wife Thérèse left him.  

 
�������B*stard and Not a Sh*t 

�

As Ella reflected on what Don had done to his inves-
tors, Ella called him a b*stard who had conned people out of 
their money and used it for the unkind deeds of “shoring up a 
love nest for himself, wife, and kiddies,” while she, Ella, waited 
for him in the hotel swimming pool. Lest readers miss the 
point, Binchy had Ella use the term b*stard to characterize Don 
three times.  

Throughout the novel, four other characters also used 
that term to describe him and his ever-growing list of unkind 
deeds and cover-ups. The unkind deeds included presenting 
himself to investors as charming, affable, and trustworthy, steal-
ing their money, ruining them financially, and then setting 
himself up in another country beyond the reach of Irish law 
enforcement. He then faked his own death to escape conse-
quences of his fraud, a cover-up taken to the extreme.  

As Ella was getting over the hurt that Don had caused, 
she met and fell in love with a multi-millionaire from the 
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United States who had roots in Ireland. The two were engaged 
to be married, with the fiancé putting down roots in Ireland.  

Ella was ready for Don in the final scene where he 
sobbed as Dublin police guards surrounded him. He howled to 
Ella, “I did it for you, Angel. I did it for you.” These statements 
are cover-ups that Ella did not believe. Don had not defrauded 
investors for Ella. He had not fled to Spain for her. Don dis-
played cowardice, a whiny cover-up, and ongoing evasion of 
responsibility, a classic depiction of a weasel.  

In much of the novel, Don showed the ingenuity of a 
Clever Fox in terms of prevarications, the boldness of his du-
plicity, and the falseness of his rhetorical question about 
whether his actions were those of a sh*t. As evidence of Don’s 
unkind deeds and cover-up accumulated, and, with the support 
of friends and the love of her fiancé, Ella disentangled herself 
from Don’s constructions of reality. Through her new under-
standings of Don, she downgraded his status to that of b*stard.  

Over time, Don’s capacities for ingenuity in cover-up 
diminished. His justifications for what he did were in the mode 
of Jamie, the failed scriptwriter: whiny, weasely, and uncon-
vincing.  

 
Desire for Apology 

 
Binchy’s depiction of the saga of Ella and Don illus-

trates another important aspect of unkind deeds and cover-ups. 
Ella longed for an apology. One night, she dreamed that Don 
had sent her a text message on her mobile phone. It contained 
only a few words: “Sorry, Angel.” The dream did not come 
true. Don was first a sh*t, then a b*stard, and finally a weasel. 
He never apologized. He never came clean. He evaded account-
ability for his unkind deeds and cover-ups to the end. 
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SEVENTEEN  

◊ 
�
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 now return to the case of Cara and Nick whose story be-
gan this investigation. The couple discussed the 
appropriate size of a harem in a country pub. After Cara 

let herself be distracted by Nick’s statement about two women 
not being much of a harem, he and Cara had another drink and 
then went to her house for the night. Although they maintained 
separate homes, they spent most of their time together at her 
place.  

Within a few days, Cara asked Nick for more informa-
tion about the other woman. He told Cara that her name was 
Moira and that Moira knew about Cara.  

“How long have you known her?” Cara asked. 
“Six weeks.” Nick answered. 
“What are your plans?”  
“She smokes. She is not permanent. Smoking is a deal 

breaker.”  
“What does that mean?”  
“I’m with you now, aren’t I? Where is she?” Nick then 

reached for Cara and held her in his arms. “I’m a b*stard,” he 
said. “I hurt you.” Cara put her head on Nick’s chest, and they 
were quiet. Cara wondered about the implications of these 
words, but she did not ask. It was as if her brain had shut 
down. 

The next day, Cara could not concentrate on her work. 
Her intuition told her that Nick had not told her the whole 
story. Nick was director of human resources for a large com-
pany. Cara searched the company’s website for the name �������

The comptroller’s name was Moira. She had held the job for 

I 
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ten years. Nick had joined the company twelve years before. 
Nick had known Moira longer than he had known Cara. 

Cara remembered the times Nick had said he went out 
for drinks “with people at work” and that “people at work” had 
arranged a surprise birthday lunch for him. One time, when he 
had a dispute with the board of directors, “a friend from work” 
had helped straighten things out. He made several business trips 
over the years with “people at work.” Moira had to be the 
“friend at work” and the “people at work.” 

 
ow that Cara had Moira’s full name, Cara did an internet 
search and found Moira’s property and voting records. 

Moira was the only voter and the only adult in Moira’s home. 
Two minor children also lived there, Margaret and Megan. At 
least she is not married, Cara thought.  

Cara phoned Nick at work. “I know you’ve known 
Moira for years.” 

“Who told you?” Nick exclaimed. 
“I looked it up on the internet. She lives with her two 

children and owns her own home.”  
The line went dead. Cara thought they had been dis-

connected. She phoned him back.  
“Hello,” Nick said. 
“Hello,” Cara said. “We got cut off.”  
“I don’t want to talk.” The line went dead. Cara felt as 

if a truck had run over her. Cara waited a few days to hear from 
Nick. He did not phone, e-mail, or stop by. She e-mailed him  

 
I’m sorry our relationship has come to this. 
 

Nick wrote back:  
 
What do you expect when you cyber stalk my friends? I 
would have been happy to answer any questions you 
have. 
 
Cara then sent Nick several questions about what 

Moira meant to him. He ignored them. She e-mailed to ask 
him to be a man of his word and answer her questions, which 
she repeated. He responded 

N 
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I’m not answering any more questions. Please do not e-
mail me again. 
 
With the word “cyberstalker” buzzing in her head, Cara 

looked the word up in Wikipedia, the on-line encyclopedia. 
Enlightened, she thought she might not be a cyberstalker, but 
was unsure. Fearful of the label, she decided to honor Nick’s 
request not to e-mail him again. Cara was desperate for contact 
with Nick. She held back powerful desires to phone him, write 
to him, and sit on the stonewall outside his condo and wait for 
him to come home. She did not do this.  

 
A Large, Pink Birthday Card  

�

Like Ella, Cara hoped for months that Nick would get 
in touch, say he was sorry, that he loved her, and that he would 
do anything so that they could be together. He did get in 
touch. Six months after what she thought was the final e-mail, 
Nick sent her a large hand-made pink birthday card with hearts 
and X’s and O’s on the front and signed “To Cara, Love, Nick” 
in large letters.  

She e-mailed him, asked what the card meant, and said 
she did not want to read too much into it. She asked him to 
phone or e-mail so they could talk. She told him she missed 
him. He e-mailed immediately. This is what he said. 

 
The card doesn’t mean anything. You’re a good person. 
You were good to me. It was right to remember your 
birthday.  
 

That, as they say, was that. The final e-mail struck the blow 
that severed the tie that linked Cara to Nick. Yet, Nick was not 
done with Cara.  
 Two months after Nick sent Cara the birthday card, 
Nick got in touch through e-mail. He began with  
 

I probably should not be doing this but what the hell. 
I’ve been playing on Google Earth and tried to bring 
up your house but without success. 
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He said he looked for “the circle around the tree” in Cara's gar-
den, confessed that he was “beginning to feel old and mortal,” 
and complained about work. He had done an internet search to 
see what Cara had been up to and information that “suggests 
you are busy.” Left unmentioned was whether he had cyber-
stalked Cara. Then he asked if Cara had any news. 
 Cara wrote back a week later. She told him that his e-
mail had come at a time when she was missing him especially, 
and she wondered about psychic connection. She continued 
 

We’ve had such wonderful times together that I said to 
myself this week I find it hard to believe that these 
times were not wonderful for you, too. I cherish my 
memories of us together and would like the barriers be-
tween us to dissolve. I can’t see how that is possible, 
although there was a time when I would have done all I 
could to have seen that happen. I’m glad you think of 
me, and I hope you cherish the memories. 

 
 She told him a bit of news about a commitment 
ceremony she had attended the week before. She said that the 
vows the two women exchanged were words “I wish you and I 
could have said to each other: ‘Loving what we know about 
each other and trusting what we do not know.’” She continued 
 

My wish for you is that you say those words to some-
one who is worthy of them. You have a full life with 
Moira and her family. Unless things change drastically 
and you finally come clean, I see little hope that I 
would want even an e-mail friendship with you.  
 
There is far too much unexplained cruelty from you to 
me for me to ignore. You did say once, ‘I hurt you,’ 
and you were contrite. I actually need much more ex-
planation than that. 
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Nick responded right away. He said 
 
OK. I thought we could have had an email correspon-
dence but I read your words ‘I cannot see how we can 
maintain a connection even via e-mail’ and I respect 
them. We did have wonderful times and they keep 
coming back to me when I least expect them, and yes I 
also ‘cherish’ those memories. 

 
He added, “I cannot recall” the cruelty or what it was about. 
He continued 
 

Sometimes you cannot explain everything in this world. 
I hope that will always be the case. We need some ‘un-
knowns’ even when it’s our own behavior. The world is 
healthier with some mystery in it, even self mystery. 

 
If Cara needed more reason to conclude a relationship with 
Nick was hopeless, she had it. 
 

 few months later, U.S. Attorney General Alberto Gonzales 
testified under oath before a Senate committee that he 

“cannot recall” the events that led up to the firing of eight U.S. 
federal attorneys. Subsequent records and testimony of others 
revealed that he had been completely involved in the firings. 
President Richard M. Nixon used the faulty memory cover-up 
during the Watergate scandal in the early 1970s, as mentioned 
earlier.  
 Nick is in good company when he invoked the cover-
up of not remembering. There must be a school where people 
learn how to be sh*ts.  
 

APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 
 The story of Cara and Nick, like the tales of Ella and 
Don and of Heather and her boyfriend, is a complex chain of 
events. Application of the theory will reveal whether Nick met 
the standards of being a sh*t and how Cara might have enabled 
him to do so.  

A 
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Nick had committed an unkind deed, which was to 
date another woman named Moira while he was involved with 
Cara.  
�

Motivations for Cover-Ups 
�

Nick left unstated his motive for covering up the place 
of Moira in his life, but he may have had more than one. He 
may have wanted both women—one for work and one for 
home. If this is so, Nick is not alone. Don wanted two women. 
These men stand for countless others. Women, too, are not 
immune to wanting more than one romantic involvement. The 
desire to keep one’s gains is a typical motivation of cover-up.  

There are other possible motivations for Nick’s unkind 
deeds and cover-ups. He may have preferred Moira over Cara 
but was afraid to tell Cara because he did not want to put up 
with her reactions, which could have been hurt, anger, and re-
crimination. In other words, he wanted to avoid consequences. 
In addition, Moira may have been important to Nick in his 
career, and he may have valued business success more than his 
connection to Cara. Only Nick can account for his motiva-
tions, although his statement about two women may be the 
closest to the truth.  
 
���������	
�-Ups and Cara’s Buy-Ins 
�

� ����� ������	� ��� �� 
����
� �
� �����-ups. The first was 
humor when he said, “Two women? That’s not much of a 
harem.” Cara bought into that one for a short time, temporarily 
diffusing a hot situation and enabling Nick to be s sh*t.  
 Nick then declared himself a b*stard for hurting Cara. 
She allowed him to hold her in his arms, leading her to wonder 
about what these words meant for them as a couple.  

The next cover-up was to divert attention from his lie 
about how long he had known Moira. When Cara told him she 
knew he had known Moira for years, instead of admitting his 
lie, he asked, “Who told you?” Cara answered Nick’s question 
instead of insisting that he admit he had lied. Cara once again 
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allowed herself to be distracted from her own agenda. Once 
again, she enabled Nick to succeed at being a sh*t.  

Nick then grabbed complete control when he accused 
Cara of cyberstalking. The word silenced Cara. After checking 
the meaning of the word in Wikipedia, she thought she proba-
bly had not cyberstalked, but she vowed not to search the 
internet for any more information about Moira. Once again 
Nick succeeded at being a sh*t.  

The first time Nick hung up without warning was an-
other cover-up but it had no effect on Cara because she thought 
they had been disconnected. When she phoned him back, and 
he said, “I don’t want to talk,” that was yet another cover-up in 
the form of evasion. This cover-up devastated Cara. She was 
hurt and confused. Her view of Nick as a charming, thoughtful 
man clashed with this angry, biting version of him. She had her 
first inkling of how callous Nick could be. Nick was beginning 
to fail at being a sh*t. Subsequent exchanges confirmed this 
change of status.  

 
���������	
	��	��
����
�	��id Not Hold Up 

�

Nick had presented a façade of virtue when he told 
Cara that he would have been glad to answer any questions. 
Cara took him at his word, but he answered none of them and 
told her he would not answer any more. When Nick followed 
up his refusal with a request not to e-mail him, she could hardly 
bear it, but something changed, too. Still hurt but no longer 
confused, Cara began to see Nick’s actions as callous and uncar-
ing. In so doing, Cara refused buy-in to Nick’s cover-ups.  

Cara abided by Nick’s request not to e-mail him. She 
also did not phone him, drop by his office or home, or write to 
him. She hoped that he would seek to reconnect in honest 
ways. He did not. The meaningless pink birthday card was the 
last act of their drama. She was done. To Cara, his final e-mail 
about the circle around her tree and her response about love 
and trust were postscripts that went nowhere.  
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������owngraded from Sh*t to B*stard 
�

Nick, like Don in Binchy’s novel Quentins, succeeded 
on some counts in being a sh*t before Cara came to know him 
as he was. His harsh cover-ups and refusal to talk things out led 
her to think of him as a b*stard, just as Ella had done at the end 
of Quentins.�����������	
����

��
������

�mself a b*stard. It was 
only in light of subsequent events that Cara agreed with him. 
She also thought he might be a weasel in his cowardice in refus-
ing to talk. Nick’s talent at cover-up rivals that of Heather’s 
boyfriend. Nick crashed and burned, however, and the boy-
friend at the end of Heather’s tale was ensconced in the tiny, 
cluttered flat.  
�

Nick Tumbles from Clever Fox to Reactor 
 

����
 �������
 �everal different cover-ups in rapid suc-
cession. He was a Clever Fox for some of them. For others, 
such as the birthday card that meant nothing, he was clueless, 
perhaps a Reactor, or possibly a type that does not yet have a 
name. He was a Reactor when he was firing away with his 
cover-ups. He apparently had not thought through the implica-
tions of calling Cara a cyberstalker, his refusal to answer her 
questions, hanging up on her twice, and telling her not to e-
mail him again. He seemed not to realize that Cara would ex-
perience these actions as cruel and as barriers to reconnection, 
barriers that only Nick could remove through accountability.  

Nick’s thoughts on mystery, “even self-mystery,” sug-
gest that he has advanced capacities for being a True Believer as 
well. These thoughts were an elegant explanation as to why he 
“cannot recall” his cruelties. By so doing, he excused his own 
actions that from Cara’s point of view were callous and required 
discussion and explanation. In the end, Nick is like many oth-
ers who commit unkind deeds and then cover up. They are 
unrepentant and unaccountable. They hold on to their con-
structions of reality to the end, even when recipients find them 
out and despite their own desires for reconnection. 

 



 

 
�� 

 
 

EIGHTEEN 

◊ 
 
 
 

Clarence Thomas Markets his Book3  

 
nkind deeds and cover-ups burned through cyber-
space in September 2007 when Clarence Thomas 
revived a controversy that had been dormant for 

more than twenty-five years. The controversy was whether or 
not Clarence had sexually harassed Anita Hill when he was 
head of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and 
she worked under his supervision at the Commission.  
 Clarence gave the controversy great play in the launch-
������������	
�������
��, My Grandfather’s Son���������
������
interview with Steve Kroft of CBS’s 60 Minutes, his first inter-
view since the Senate confirmed him in 1991 as an associate 
justice of the U.S. Supreme Court. On national television, Cla-
rence described Anita Hill in words that throughout history 
have silenced women: “touchy” and “sensitive to slights.” He 
also said Anita was a hypocrite in her religious beliefs and that 
she was incompetent enough to be “let go” from a law firm. In 
his book, Clarence said Hill was used by left-wing radicals, 
among many other charges. Clarence said all of this with an 
ironic smile on his face and in a gentle tone of voice as if every-
one knows this about Anita Hill. Machiavelli recommended 
just this style of delivery.  
 
Anita Refuses Buy-In  
�
� �nita responded a few days later in a New York Times�
������
���. She wrote that she refused to let him “reinvent” 
her. She denied his depiction of herself and presented convinc-

                                                 
3 Valandra contributed ideas and content to this chapter. 
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ing evidence that Clarence’s words were untrue. She was not 
fired from a law firm. She was a professor of law for many years 
at Oral Roberts University, which is a conservative Christian 
institution. She reaffirmed that Clarence had been sexually in-
appropriate with her.  
 
Background of the 2007 Controversy 
�

 In 1991, President George H.W. Bush nominated Cla-
rence to replace Thurgood Marshall as a justice of the U.S. 
Supreme Court. At the time, political commentators thought 
that the president wanted to maintain the racial balance of the 
court, while adding a conservative justice who reflected the 
president’s conservative political base. The nomination was in-
stantly controversial. The NAACP, the National Bar 
Association, and the Urban League opposed the nomination 
out of fear that Clarence would roll back the civil rights gains 
for which Justice Marshall had taken major leadership. The Na-
tional Organization for Woman opposed the nomination out of 
concerns for abortion and civil rights. Many groups and indi-
viduals were concerned about Clarence’s lack of court 
experience. He had served for two years as a federal judge. 
 After a hearing within the Senate Judiciary Committee, 
the nomination moved to the Senate floor without a recom-
mendation. The committee vote was split seven to seven. A few 
days before the final vote of the full Senate, National Public 
Radio and Newsday reported leaks from an FBI investigation 
that a co-worker had alleged that Clarence had sexually harassed 
her between l981 and 1983. 
 

omen’s groups and seven women members of the U.S. 
House of Representatives demanded that the woman 

who made these allegations be asked to testify before the Sen-
ate. Anita Hill stepped forward with reluctance. For three days 
she testified at televised hearings. The story dominated print 
and electronic media in the United States and internationally 
for weeks.  
 Anita stated that Clarence had been sexually inappro-
priate with her after she refused to date him. He repeatedly 
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asked her out and made sexually graphic comments and refer-
ences to pornographic films. Some senators kept an open mind, 
and others questioned her motives. A few thought Anita might 
be delusional.  
 Clarence roared back. He denied Hill’s allegations and 
called the hearings “a high tech lynching of uppity blacks.” 
Within days after the hearings ended, the Senate voted fifty-two 
to forty-eight for confirmation. Public opinion polls showed 
that the majority of voters supported Clarence. He did a good 
job of playing the race card. Counting on the Senate’s fear of 
being perceived as racists if they did not confirm him, Cla-
rence’s use of “high tech lynching” and “uppity blacks” 
solidified his confirmation. Many believe the hearing was a 
high-tech lynching of Anita Hill. 
 

APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 
� Application of the theory will show whether Clarence 
committed unkind deeds and then covered up. 
 
Unkind Deeds 
�

� ���������	��had sexually harassed Anita Hill, sexual har-
assment is an unkind deed that he compounded because he 
abused his power as Anita’s supervisor. He could have re-
deemed himself by admitting what was going on with him at 
the time. He may have been misguided as a younger man as to 
the respectful way to express romantic interest in a woman. 
Maybe he simply wanted to convince Anita to sleep with him. 
He might have used verbal sexual aggression to punish Anita for 
not dating him.  
 Perhaps growing up he had seen men behave this way 
toward women and get the results they wanted, or maybe he 
had a sense of male entitlement (a natural byproduct of a patri-
archal society) that led him to believe that he could treat 
women any way he wanted, including abusively, with no con-
sequences, particularly if the women are perceived to be of little 
value in society, as black women often are.  
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Motivation for Cover-Up 
�

 If Clarence was guilty of sexual harassment, his possible 
motivations for cover-up include face-saving and avoidance of 
public shame. Clarence did not mention in his 2007 interviews 
how controversial his nomination had been even before Anita 
appeared before the Senate. Picking on Anita Hill may have 
been a cover-up, a way to avoid being seen as the affirmative 
action justice of the Supreme Court.  
 He may have wanted to distract attention away from 
the possibility that other people thought of him as unqualified 
and that his nomination and confirmation were matters of race-
based politics. He may have also feared being viewed as a “race-
traitor,” a “sell out,” or an “uncle Tom” by African American 
civil rights organizations that opposed his nomination in the 
first place.  
 It is clear that racial politics had a lot to do with Cla-
rence’s nomination and confirmation. So what? As a Supreme 
Court justice, Clarence Thomas has had a golden opportunity 
to make an enormous difference in the quality of life of count-
less U. S. citizens, particularly those whose Constitutional rights 
are violated. He could have learned on the job. Instead, his de-
cisions have led many to conclude that he has set civil rights 
back and will continue to do so for decades to come. 
 
Cover-Ups 
�

� �������� only on Anita’s allegations in the 60 Minutes 
interview, Clarence used several different cover-ups that served 
to distract, distort, and shift blame and attention away from 
Anita’s allegations. He invoked sexist stereotypes when he char-
acterized Anita as “sensitive to slights” and “touchy.” In 1991, 
he invoked racist stereotypes when he referred to the hearing as 
“a high tech lynching.” These are harsh cover-ups indeed.  
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Buy-In  
�

 Although he won the appointment, he failed at being a 
sh*t in regard to Anita Hill because she had no buy-in then or 
now. She did not enable him to be a sh*t. Many other people 
shared Anita’s views and gave her the support that helped her 
survive the hurt she endured. 
 Other people had buy-in. That Clarence became a jus-
tice and that a majority of voters supported him showed that he 
distracted attention away from his own scanty qualifications for 
highest court in the United States, not to mention his abuse of 
power and sexual aggression toward Anita Hill. In 1991, his 
behaviors were spot-on, perfect. He did what was necessary to 
get the job he wanted. He showed the skills of a Clever Fox. 
Clarence succeeded at being a sh*t in relation to the Senate and 
American voters who supported his confirmation. He certainly 
put one over on them. It is possible that the Senate was his real 
target and Anita was just a means to an end, collateral damage 
to his goal of becoming a Supreme Court judge. 
 
Anita Hill as Collateral Damage 
�

� ���2007, it can be argued that Clarence’s behaviors fit 
those of a schmuck, a foolish person who refuses to take respon-
sibility for his or her own behaviors, who shows little depth of 
thought, and who is insensitive to the consequences of his at-
tack on Anita Hill. As was the case when Clarence went after 
the appointment to the Supreme Court, once again Anita Hill 
may be collateral damage in his goal to sell his book. 
Clarence’s knowing smile and smooth delivery during his 2007 

television interview suggest that he thought he was a Clever 
Fox, but he may have been a True Believer. He appears to have 

convinced himself that his version of what happened and his 
views on Anita Hill are logical, true, and fitting and controver-
sial enough to sell books, especially to the women and men who 

believed Anita Hill. This is Machiavellianism at its finest. 
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DISCUSSION 
 
 Many commentators have noted that the 1991 contro-
versy, as hurtful as it may have been, raised awareness of sexual 
harassment. For example, the number of complaints to the 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission doubled be-
tween 1991 and 1996. The image of a solitary young woman 
testifying before an all-male Senate that questioned her mental 
state and credibility may have been a factor in twenty-nine 
women being elected to the federal legislature in the years fol-
lowing Anita’s testimony.  
 Whatever Clarence’s motives for reviving a controversy 
and once more invoking sexist stereotypes to smear Anita Hill, 
his memoir made the New York Times����tseller List. Thomas 
may retire from the Supreme Court a rich man. As Richard M. 
Nixon said, “It doesn’t matter what they say about me, as long 
as they spell my name right.” In the case of Clarence Thomas, it 
does not seem to matter that he has inflamed old hurts and 
humiliations as long as his book sells. 
�
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NINETEEN 

◊ 
 
 
 

Karl Rove Scores  
 

arl Rove scored seven times in one day in the game of 
being a sh*t. This rivals Nick’s and the boyfriend’s 
accomplishments. In three TV appearances one Sun-

day morning in August 2007, Rove covered up his unkind 
deeds like the master he is. He was the star of the hour because 
he had just announced his resignation as advisor to President 
George W. Bush. Karl used many of the cover-ups already dis-
cussed and came up with a few new ones.  

Why are you picking on me? Karl asked on one of the 
televised news shows. He complained that the press was after 
him like Ahab after Moby Dick. This is similar to Don’s state-
ments that his actions were not those of a sh*t when they were, 
or like Sophie calling Bill too sensitive when she herself was 
insensitive. Karl is more like Ahab than the press is. Karl has an 
unblemished record of hounding people with whisper cam-
paigns and innuendo, such as casting doubt on John Kerry’s 
documented record of heroism during the Vietnamese War. 
Karl is so good at what he does that he made George Bush look 
like a hero for not showing up for his National Guard duties 
during the same war.  

 
Cloaking Self in Myths and Archetypes  

�

Karl used other tactics of cover-up. “That’s not me,” he 
said in response to his own declaration that the press had made 
a myth out of him when he is just a man. This is a genius-level 
statement because Karl cloaked himself in one of the great 
myths and archetypes of Western culture when he linked him-
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self to Moby Dick. Yet, at the same time he disavowed being a 
myth.  

“Someone else is responsible” is a phrase that Karl re-
peated many times, which is a version of “not me” or of 
deflecting blame. Asked about his awful hip-hop performance 
at a Radio and Television Correspondents’ Association Dinner 
in March, Karl said, “They dragged me up there….I’ve got no 
choice…I can play along and show them that I’m a good 
sport.” Karl said in effect that he has no will of his own, when 
in fact he at least gives the appearance of being the man-in-
charge. He never did identify “they” and “them.” 

Another version of deflecting blame was Karl’s state-
ment that he had nothing to do with the outing of Valerie 
Plame Wilson, the undercover CIA agent, when the world be-
lieves he was at the center of it.  

Karl used a version of the phrase “Everyone shares the 
blame” in answering a question about whether he has any re-
sponsibility in the weakening of the Republican Party. He said 
that every Republican ought to feel responsible. This shows 
mastery of the strategy of blame-shifting. 

 
e invoked the U.S. Constitution as a rule of law that tied 
his hands. He said the Constitution did not allow him to 

comply with a Congressional subpoena in hearings on the fir-
ings of several U.S. Attorneys. Actually, the U.S. Congress has 
the authority to subpoena because of Constitutional checks and 
balances, with each of the three branches of government having 
oversight of the other two.  

Karl used name-calling when he tagged reporters as 
“agents of Congress” when they asked him about his role in the 
firings. This makes Congress appear to be a gang of outlaws.  

 
Just Doing What He Was Told 

�

Karl invoked the “obeying orders” excuse when he re-
sponded to reporters’ questions about why he subjected himself 
to so many question and answer shows on one day.  

H 
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He said, “Somebody else made the decision for me. I’m 
just doing what I was instructed to do.” Although such a re-
sponse is not a cover-up to an unkind deed, it does show that 
Karl has an amazing facility to deflect responsibility for his own 
actions to other people, including unnamed “theys” and order-
givers.  

Several of these cover-ups appear “truthy.” He gave his 
version of the truth, but he knew what the facts really were. He 
wanted to cast himself in the role of puppet, and unnamed per-
sons as puppet masters. In actuality, Carl was in charge, the 
model for others who aspire to be puppet masters.  

 
Karl as the Master of Unkind Deeds and Cover-Ups  

 
Karl may be the master of all times of unkind deeds 

and cover-ups. With that said, some questions are unanswered. 
First, does anyone buy into his cover-ups? Huge numbers of 
people do. In many cases, then, Karl has succeeded in being a 
sh*t. For those who do not have buy-in, Karl only attained the 
status of b*stard, hurting others and the U.S. Constitution with 
callous disregard. 

The second question is, Does Karl think about these re-
sponses or do they arise spontaneously in his mind? Only he 
and maybe a few confidants know. There could be a manual 
somewhere that he consults. Perhaps he is writing one, an up-
date of Machiavelli’s work. Karl is a master, a genius. There is 
no question that he is a Clever Fox. Sit at his feet and you too 
will attain the Mount Olympus of being a sh*t. 
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PART THREE: 
 

APPLICATIONS OF THE THEORY 
TO STORIES OF COMING CLEAN  

 
 
 

On Accountability 
 

lla and Cara longed for reconnection with the men they 
loved. Neither man reconnected, but others who commit 

unkind deeds sometimes do. Part Three contains stories where 
enactors appear to realize the error of their ways, make amends, 
and reconnect with people they hurt. Some did so on their 
own. Others required pressure from many quarters. Sometimes 
the amends are a bit hollow, leaving the possibility that enactors 
are only going through the motions. They may not believe they 
did anything wrong and as a result take no responsibility, or 
they may know they did wrong but refuse to take responsibility. 
Whatever the case, they see no need for true amends.  

 

E 
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TWENTY  

◊ 
 
 
 

A Daughter Steals Dad’s Painting  
but Sees the Error of her Ways 

 
�������������		

��at being sh*ts find the satisfaction 
they had expected. Perhaps their consciences pr*ck 
them into accountability. This was the case in a story 

of family life that Frank Gannon wrote for a column entitled 
The Funny Pages in the New York Times�Magazine ������ ��
�
dispute in which his two adult daughters engaged over a paint-
ing he had done thirty years before and that had been in the 
attic of his home since then.  

After a day of wrangling that included copious use of 
the “f-word,” Frank spied one of his daughters sneaking out of 
the house late at night and placing the painting in the trunk of 
her car. He made the decision to stay out of it and observe how 
things would fall out. The next day, the sisterly fight resumed 
with more utterances of “f-words” and confusion over the 
whereabouts of the painting that ended when the daughter who 
had stashed the painting took the high road and told her sister 
that if the painting were ever to be found, her sister could have 
it. The sibling accepted her sister’s generous offer.  

 
Confession 

�


 few hours later, the duplicitous sister, perhaps over-
whelmed with the smarminess that sometimes accompanies 
lying, or filled with detection apprehension, or realization that 
she had done something wrong and wanted to redeem herself, 
confessed, repented, and brought the painting back into the 
house. The duped sister forgave her sibling’s duplicity. Gannon 
took the painting back. Once again, it keeps company with 
broken furniture and grandma’s wedding dress in the attic. 

N 



����������� 
_______________________________________________________________ 

 

 
102 

 

APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 
This instance of being a sh*t is composed of 1) an un-

kind deed that consisted of sneaking the painting out of the 
house and hiding it, 2) a motivation to possess the painting 
while wanting to appear virtuous, 3) a cover-up which was the 
generous offer, and 4) the compliance of the sister who was 
hoodwinked into believing that her sibling would not be sneaky 
and fabricate a façade of virtue in a style that Machiavelli him-
self would approve.  

The unsuspecting sister’s trust of her duplicitous sibling 
is consistent with research on lying that has demonstrated how 
easy it is to lie to persons who trust you. Trust leads to the as-
sumption that others would be fair. To this point, in her 
ingenuity and façade of altruism, the duplicitous sister has 
shown mastery of the high art and craft of enacting a Clever 
Fox style of being a sh*t in the mold of Machiavelli. Even so, 
her attainment of the status of sh*t was temporary. Without 
prompting from others, she gave herself up. With an admission 
of fault, the duplicitous sister became the prodigal sister. 

 
The Rewards of Coming Clean 

�

The prodigal sister provided a model of the rewards of 
coming clean. The reward is being welcomed back into the 
arms of loved ones. This is repair of relationships. To do this, 
the prodigal sister undoubtedly had to endure her own feelings 
of guilt and sadness, as well as anxiety about the responses of 
her family. She could have had concerns about losing face. 
These are typical responses of liars at the prospect of having 
their lies unmasked and of liars who are about to expose them-
selves. 

The prodigal sister also had to listen to words of disap-
pointment, hurt, and even anger from her sibling and perhaps 
other family members before there was reconciliation. Such re-
proach is a natural response to duplicity as the research on 
lying, discussed earlier, showed. Recipients often require time 
to absorb the fact of a loved one’s deceit.  
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DISCUSSION 
 

Gannon’s family saga shows a happy outcome for the 
sister who renounced being a sh*t and for those who love her. 
Their story provides a model for enactors who want to repair 
relationships when they commit unkind deeds and successfully 
cover them up.  

This story shows that the value the criminal justice sys-
tem places on accountability is mirrored in the value that 
families and friends place on accountability. By confessing, tak-
ing responsibility for their actions, and making amends 
individuals who commit unkind deeds and cover-ups have a 
good chance of being welcomed back into the fold. 

 
 



 

 
104 

TWENTY-ONE 

◊ 
 
 
 

Commentary on Accountability: 
Billy Pittman’s Near Perfect Apology 

 
pologies have several characteristics: the wrong-doer 
makes a full account of the unkind deeds, takes respon-
sibility for the unkind deeds, listens to the thoughts 

and feelings of persons they hurt, acknowledges the hurt the 
unkind deeds have caused, and seeks to make amends. If the 
person who is wronged does not want to make amends, the 
now repentant wrong-doer accepts this and goes on with life.  

Billy Pittman, a football player for the Longhorns at the 
University of Texas, provided an almost perfect example of an 
apology. Pittman had violated NCAA rules about personal fa-
vors when he borrowed a friend’s car during the summer of 
2007. He said, “I’m really sorry. It was an honest mistake, and 
I’ll do everything I can to make up for it.” What would have 
made the apology perfect would have been “I made a mistake. 
I’m really sorry. I’d do everything I can to make up for it.” 
Then, of course, he has to mend his ways and make up for it. 
Saying it was an honest mistake was just a little bit of self-
justification, or waffling about his accountability.  

 
The University’s Response 

�

 Borrowing the car threatened Billy’s status as an ama-
teur athlete. The athletic department and the University of 
Texas held him accountable. The coach suspended him for 
three games. The University voluntarily reported the rule viola-
tion to the college athletic association, the NCAA. Billy was on 
the spot. If he had not taken responsibility and apologized, he 
would have lost his place on the football team, his reputation 
would have been damaged, and he might have lost his chance 
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for a professional football career. In some ways, he had few 
choices. Billy was a quick learner. He knew what he had to do.  

The University was exemplary in its response to Billy‘s 
wrongdoing. The University and NCAA provided clear guide-
lines to Billy so he could be accountable and also salvage his 
reputation and keep on playing football.  

 
Some Enactors Refuse to be Accountable 

�

Unlike Billy, some enactors ignore pressure and refuse 
to acknowledge their unkind deeds. They choose instead to fab-
ricate a string of cover-ups. Don is an example. Even being 
arrested and hauled away by Dublin guards did not prompt 
him to acknowledge his unkind deeds and cover-ups.  

When there is no pressure to reform and no apparent 
reward to do so, some enactors never admit they have acted like 
sh*ts. Heather’s boyfriend, for instance, had no other pressure 
than that which Heather exerted. He may even have had en-
couragement for his unkind deeds and cover-ups with his bar 
buddies. Heather gave in, but he did not. Nick only had pres-
sure from Cara to contend with and apparently no conscience 
to pr*ck him into accountability. Cara cut off contact with him 
and said she would be available to hear his full story. He re-
fused.  
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TWENTY-TWO 

◊ 
 
 
 

Harry Dent Sees the Light 
 

arry Dent was a hate-mongering racist. No question. 
He helped construct the “Southern strategy” where 
politicians use code words like “states rights” and 

“law and order” to signal to white voters that they will not en-
force laws granting voting rights and equal opportunities to 
African-Americans. They suggest they might even roll back the 
laws that are on the books. This strategy won Southern states 
for successful presidential candidates such as Nixon, Reagan, 
and Bush father and son, got Strom Thurmond elected to the 
U.S. Senate for decades, and has helped many other politicians, 
local and national, get into office.  

Harry worked for Strom for several years and then 
worked in the Nixon White House helping to solidify the ad-
vantages won by race-based politics. He showed mastery of the 
cover-up when he said the Southern strategy redresses the 
wrongs done to white people who are left out because of af-
firmative action and governmental aid programs.  

 
Harry Had Regrets 

 
Later in life, Harry became a church deacon and helped 

build orphanages in Romania. He had remorse. He said, 
“When I look back, my biggest regret now is anything I did 
that stood in the way of the rights of black people, or any peo-
ple.” Hooray for Harry Dent. He did wrong. He committed 
unkind deeds and cover-ups. He realized what he had done. He 
acknowledged what he had done. He felt remorse. He changed 
his ways. He did good works. In his accountability, Harry Dent 
is a model for us all. His unkind deed was egregiously harmful 
to millions. In that, he is no model. 
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������������	� 
�

Harry’s cover-up was of the Clever Fox variety. His ex-
planation that white people were being left out appealed to a 
superficial kind of fair-mindedness that in reality threatened 
gains that African-Americans had made toward full participa-
tion in the American dream. Both his unkind deeds and cover-
ups earned him the status of b*stard in the eyes of many. Those 
who bought into his constructions of reality enabled him to be 
a sh*t and bought into deeply-held prejudices about the worth 
and worthiness of African-Americans. They must have believed 
that they would benefit from doing so. Unkind deeds and 
cover-ups are rampant in political life today. The world would 
change if enactors mended their ways as Harry did.  

 



 

 
��� 

TWENTY-THREE 

◊ 
 
 
 

Drug Makers Admit Guilt, 
but are They Sincere? 

�

n the face of mounting evidence, three executives of Pur-
due Pharma LP drug company pled guilty in May 2007 
to misleading doctors and patients about the addictive 

qualities of a powerful painkiller called OxyContin that had 
earned their business about $1 billion a year for almost six 
years. The company pledged to pay $470 million in fines and 
payments to federal and state agencies and another $130 mil-
lion to settle claims made by pain patients who stated they had 
become addicted to the drug. The executives themselves agreed 
to pay more than $34.5 million in fines. The charge was a mis-
demeanor count of mislabeling drugs. 

 
False Representations  

�

For more than six years, the company had advertised 
that OxyContin, with its time-release properties, was less addic-
tive than fast-acting painkillers. In fact, when chewed, snorted, 
or injected, OxyContin produced a high as powerful as that of 
heroin. What’s more, the company marketed the drug heavily 
to general practitioners who had little training or experience in 
managing pain and recognizing the signs of addiction. By the 
year 2000, addiction and crime rates associated with the nar-
cotic soared. A spokesperson for the U.S. Justice Department’s 
Office of Consumer Litigation said that profit was the motive 
for breaking the law on misleading marketing practices.  
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APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 
 

The marketing of a painkiller as less addictive than 
competing products caused harm, including through crimes 
committed to obtain the drug and deaths through overdose. 
What’s more, addiction to the drug had a bad effect on the lives 
of addicts, their families, and others who cared about them. 
Thus, the marketing and sale of a falsely labeled drug can be 
considered an unkind deed.  

 
����������	�
���	-Up 

�

 The executives who covered up had advanced capacities 
for overlooking the consequences of the addictive qualities of 
the drug. They showed a moral blindness fueled by the enor-
mous amounts of money the drug earned and by the accolades 
lavished on them for making so much money for share holders 
and other executives. Simply put, they wanted to keep the gains 
earned by lies about the drug. Face-saving, too, could be a mo-
tive. They did not want to be seen as the kinds of people who 
would profit from a drug that causes so much damage.  
 
Ongoing Denials 
  

�fter more than eight years of wrongdoing, including 
at least five years of litigation, the company finally admitted its 
misdeeds. The fines they paid were restitution, meant perhaps 
to show good faith that the company executives were truly re-
pentant. Ironically, what they paid was a fraction of the money 
the drug earned for the company.  

Yet, a drug company spokesperson put out a press re-
lease after the verdict stating that the plea agreement did not 
mean there is a connection with the plea and the wide-spread 
addiction to the drug. He said in his written statement, “We 
promoted the medicine only to health-care professionals, not to 
consumers.” 
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Half-Hearted Accountability 
  
A reasonable person can question whether the drug 

company executives took full responsibility for their actions. 
From the company’s point of view, their marketing had noth-
ing to do with addiction to the drug and its consequences. 
Perhaps the company is blaming the doctors who prescribed the 
drug or the users who became addicted.  

Once again, we see a situation where it is unclear 
whether the enactors are being accountable for their actions. 
They appear to be, but they also appear to be trying to save face 
and to absolve themselves of fault. Therefore, even though the 
company gave the appearance of accountability for its part in 
the negative consequences of its actions, its statements were 
half-hearted.  

 
The Status the Executives Earned 

�

As a result, the executives have not earned the whole 
hearted forgiveness of a betrayed public. Instead, they appear to 
have earned the status of b*stards and perhaps weasels. Clearly, 
they have not attained the status of sh*ts because their cover-
ups were unconvincing. They were not very clever either and 
have not earned the status of Clever Fox, although perhaps they 
talked themselves into believing that the drug was not addictive. 
If so, they were True Believers.  
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TWENTY-FOUR 

◊ 
 
 
 

Oprah Winfrey  
Demands Accountability 

�

edia mogul Oprah Winfrey provided a model for 
how to respond when someone commits unkind 
deeds and then covers up. She used the direct ap-

proach of telling an enactor exactly what he had done and how 
what he had done had affected her and millions of others. In 
addition, Oprah’s story shows that recipients of unkind deeds 
and cover-ups have a much better chance of getting enactors to 
admit fault when others back them up.  
 
Oprah Lavishes Praise on James Frey’s Memoir 

�

In the fall of 2005, Oprah selected A Million Little 
Pieces, James Frey’s memoir of crime, drug addiction, and re-
covery, for her book club, which is so popular that selected 
books have made millionaires of many authors. In a show called 
“The Man Who Kept Oprah Awake at Night,” Oprah pro-
claimed A Million Little Pieces to be “like nothing you’ve ever 
read before. Everybody at Harpo4 is reading it. When we were 
staying up late at night reading it, we’d come in the next morn-
ing saying, ‘What page are you on?’”  

The camera swung to employees who testified to the 
profound, life-changing revelations contained in the book. 
Some were in tears. Back on camera, Oprah was wiping her 
own eyes. She said, “I’m crying because these are all my Harpo 
family, and we all loved the book so much.”  

                                                 
4 This is the name of Oprah Winfrey’s company. “Harpo” is “Oprah” 
spelled backwards. 

M 
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Sitting on the white couch with Oprah, James Frey 
glowed with joy. Frey told Oprah. “If I was going to write a 
book that was true, and I was going to write a book that was 
honest, then I was going to have to write about myself in very, 
very negative ways.” He said in his book, “I am an Alcoholic 
and I am a drug Addict and I am a Criminal.” Within weeks, 
the book was at the top of the Net York Times best-seller list 
and stayed there for more than four months. Frey became a 
multi-millionaire.  

 
Smoking Gun Uncovers Falsehoods  

 
Three months later, The Smoking Gun, an internet in-

vestigative news service, published a report called “The Man 
Who Conned Oprah.” Through interviews with police officers 
and reviews of court and police reports, the report provided 
conclusive evidence that Frey had made up or “widely embel-
lished” key incidents in his book. Despite the wild tales he told 
about his criminal career, there were no records of his alleged 
crimes and prison time. He was not an outlaw “wanted in three 
states” as he said he was. The record showed that he had spent 
only a few hours in jail. 

 
The Reckoning 

 
Immediately after the report appeared, Oprah invited 

James back to her show. She told James that it was hard for her 
to talk to him because she felt duped. She said he had betrayed 
millions of readers. She then asked him if the report called “The 
Man Who Conned Oprah” was right. James responded that 
most of what was in the report was “pretty accurate.” Later in 
the interview, Oprah told James that on the earlier show, he 
had presented a “false person.” At the end of the interview he 
said he had been honest with Oprah this time. “I essentially 
admitted to lying” were some of his final words. 

His admission, however, was tainted in similar ways to 
the statements that Dick Cheney made about his responsibility 
in shooting Harry Whittington and the drug company’s state-
ment about their responsibility for the addiction of many 
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people to OxyContin. James explained that in order for him to 
cope with his addiction, he thought of himself as being tougher 
than he actually was and as being “badder.” He admitted that 
he might have clung to that image in writing the book rather 
than being “introspective.”  

When Oprah prompted him, he admitted he preferred 
to see himself that way because it would sell the book, which it 
certainly did. He also said that he had not conned everyone 
because the story he wrote was “about drug addiction and alco-
holism, and nobody’s disputing that I was a drug addict and an 
alcoholic. And it’s about the battle to overcome that.” Oprah 
was sympathetic at the end of this interview, observing how 
hard it must have been for James to admit that he had lied. She 
did not comment on the reasons he gave for lying.  

 
ater in the show, Oprah interviewed several journalists and 
commentators. Most said James had not told the truth in 

the interview that Oprah had just conducted. One said the es-
sential message of addiction and redemption is what counts, an 
argument that James had made. Someone else thought the pub-
lic accountability on Oprah’s show was part of James’ recovery 
from addiction. Yet another disagreed and called James a wea-
sel. He explained, “It’s wrong and immoral to pass off a piece of 
fiction as a memoir.” 

 
APPLICATION OF THE THEORY 

 
In applying the theory of being a sh*t to this scenario, 

James’ unkind deed was to make up or embellish key incidents 
in the book and to pass off as factual what essentially was a fic-
tionalized account. His motives for embellishing key events, he 
said, were to sell books and to help him cope with his addiction  

When Oprah confronted him, he admitted he had lied. 
Before then, others had questioned him, and he repeatedly said 
he had told the truth. His motive for this cover-up, perhaps, 
was to save face and to keep selling books. Even in the interview 
with Oprah, he minimized the seriousness of the lies and justi-
fied them. James was a bit short of full accountability.  
 

L 
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Oprah Refused Buy-In 
�

Oprah, however, had no buy-in to James’ justifications. 
She believed the Smoking Gun Report. She waffled when she 
said that it must have been hard for him to admit that he had 
lied. She also did not attempt to force him to admit that any 
excuse or minimization spoiled his statement of accountability. 
In some respects, it does not matter whether enactors of unkind 
deeds and cover-ups admit the full extent of their wrongdoing. 
What does matter is that recipients figure out what’s going on 
and refuse buy-in.  

In the end, James failed at being a sh*t. Those who 
thought James was not justified in making things up were not 
duped. Those who thought it was okay to make things up ob-
viously did not care that he had. The journalist who called 
James a weasel used the same term I would to describe James’ 
actions. He partially redeemed himself when he admitted before 
millions that the book was largely made up.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
This story, like several others, shows how slippery ac-

countability can be. True accountability does not involve 
excuses or rationalizations. Those who are accountable say, “I 
was wrong. I’m sorry. I want to make up for what I did. I hope 
you can forgive me.” These are simple words, but difficult for 
many people. Some mistake accountability for weakness or be-
lieve they will be treated unfairly if they admit fault. Others 
know that they will have to face consequences and do not want 
to do this. Some want to save face and manage impressions. 
Still others want to keep their gains, a portion of whom have no 
shame about what they did to get what they have. Finally, there 
are those who truly believe they did nothing wrong. 

 Whatever motivates enactors, the high road is the will-
ingness to entertain the notion that you could do something 
wrong and even harmful, to listen to others who may be telling 
you something important about your actions, accountability, 
accepting consequences, making things right, and reconnection 
whenever possible.  
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TWENTY-FIVE 

◊ 
 
 
 

Commentary on the Differences  
Between True and Fake Accountability 

 
ow to tell true accountability from fake requires the 
wit of a Clever Fox. Duplicitous enactors give the 
appearance of accountability, and they often declare 

their sincere sorrow. Such actions instill hope that they are ac-
countable and will change their ways.  

Some enactors learn to fake accountability while young. 
An example is an older sibling who torments younger siblings 
when the parents are not present. The younger children com-
plain to parents who insist that the older child apologize. The 
apology is duly offered, but as soon as the parents are absent, 
the older child once again mocks, teases, and harasses the 
younger children. The apology meant nothing.  

Nick displayed fake accountability on at least two occa-
sions. The first was when he declared himself a b*stard who had 
hurt Cara and the second was when he said he would be glad to 
answer questions about Moira. He neither stopped being a 
b*stard nor did he answer any questions. He did not follow 
through on his words. Therefore, a principle that separates fake 
accountability from true is whether enactors desist from unkind 
deeds and cover-ups in the future.  

 
������������	�
	����
�������  

�

A second principle useful in the test of whether ac-
countability is fake or sincere is the completeness of enactors’ 
descriptions of their unkind deeds and cover-ups. For example, 
Dick Cheney gave the appearance of contrition in his shooting 
of Harry Whittington, but he did not state that he and not 
Harry broke the rules of hunting. He did nothing to erase the 

H 
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initial statements of his spokespeople that Harry had broken the 
rules of hunting and he, Dick, had done nothing wrong. Set-
ting the record straight would have been a more complete 
account of the incident and its aftermaths. Harry cooperated by 
commiserating with Dick’s ordeal and overlooking his own.  

 
�����-Person Statements  

�

A third principle that separate true accountability from 
fake is whether enactors state that they are responsible and not 
some vague group of unnamed individuals. Vagueness gives the 
appearance of honesty, but is in fact a deflection of responsibil-
ity. The phrase “mistakes were made” accomplishes this. U.S. 
Attorney General Alberto Gonzales uttered this phrase when he 
attempted to convince the press, the nation, and maybe even 
other parts of the world that he took responsibility for the firing 
of eight U.S. attorneys in the fall of 2006. 

Had he said, “I made mistakes,” then he might have 
convinced others that he was being accountable. He then ex-
plained that he has more than one hundred thousand people 
under his command and that he delegates many tasks, includ-
ing the task of firing the attorneys. Someone among the one 
hundred thousand apparently made a mistake, but not Mr. 
Gonzales. 

“Mistakes were made” is like a mantra among persons 
who want to save face by faking their way out of having their 
cover-ups exposed. Paul Wolfowitz insisted that the phrase 
“mistakes were made all around” be inserted into the docu-
ments that described why he left as president of the World 
Bank in May 2007. His mistake was to approve a huge raise for 
his life partner who worked for the bank. What appeared in the 
document was “a number of mistakes were made by a number 
of individuals.” Who made the mistakes, when, and for what 
purpose are unstated.  

Paul further whitewashed his mistakes by making sure 
that the World Bank statement listed his accomplishments as 
president. By so doing and by being vague about who was at 
fault, Paul provided a model of what enactors of unkind deeds 
and cover-ups can do to save face when they are found out. As 
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John Broder noted in a New York Times article, the phrase 
“mistakes were made” is a “familiar fallback” among politicians. 
Broder listed several politicians who used that phrase to weasel 
out of taking personal responsibility for their behaviors. They 
included Richard M. Nixon through his press secretary, Ronald 
Reagan, and Bill Clinton. 

 
Acceptance of Recrimination 

 
Accountable persons listen to and hear what the per-

sons they hurt have to say. This is the fourth principle of 
accountability. As research on lying shows, backed up by com-
mon sense, when liars are found out, recipients are hurt, sad, 
and full of recrimination. The only way for enactors of unkind 
deeds and cover-ups to know how their behaviors affected oth-
ers would be to listen carefully and really hear what others say. 
It is not easy to face up to hurt and anger that one has caused. 
The reward is a clear conscience, even if recipients are not ready 
to carry on with a relationship. In many cases, listening and 
hearing leads to relationship repair.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
Four principles guide enactors who want to be account-

able for their unkind deeds and cover-ups: sincerity, 
completeness, clarity, and acceptances of recrimination. Doing 
so is not easy. For many enactors, becoming accountable re-
quires them to examine and transform their deeply-held beliefs 
about strength and cowardice. Some may believe admitting 
fault is a sign of weakness. In actuality, accountable persons 
recognize that it takes courage to admit wrongdoing. They 
know they are risking a great deal when they do so. Those who 
do not see accountability as an act of courage instead resort to 
cover-up. They miss out on the relief and joy of coming clean 
and having a clear conscience. For the sake of these beliefs, they 
are stuck with the smudges and smarminess that go along with 
misrepresentations.  
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TWENTY-SIX 

◊ 
 
 
 

What Not to Do: Jimmy Carter Waffles 
 

ormer President Jimmy Carter provided a model of 
what not to do when enactors blow back. Blowback is 
kind of “super” cover-up that arises when enactors real-

ize their unkind deeds are about to be exposed. Blowback is a 
reaction to detection apprehension meant to intimidate resisters 
into backing down.  

In the summer of 2007, Carter was unprepared for the 
responses directed at him after he famously criticized the ad-
ministration of George W. Bush as the “worst in history” in 
terms of its “adverse impact around the world.” A Bush White 
House spokesperson had an immediate blowback: Tony Fratto 
said Carter’s words are “sad and reckless evidence” that Carter 
is “increasingly irrelevant.” Fox News joined in the blowback. 
They stated that Carter’s “administration was plagued by sky-
high inflation and a 444-day American hostage crisis in Iran.” 
They failed to note Carter’s accomplishments.  

 
�������� 

�

The next day in a nationally televised interview, Carter 
tried to take back some of what he had said. He characterized 
his remarks as “maybe careless or misinterpreted.” He wanted 
to be sure that other people understood that he was only com-
paring Bush’s policies to those of Nixon. Several commentators 
said that in this electronic age there was no way he could take 
back his earlier words.  

The day after Carter’s attempt to roll back his words, 
President Bush delivered a soft blowback when he said his 
(Bush’s) “actions are based on what’s best for this country.” 
Tony Fratto said of Carter’s rollback on his criticism of Bush, 
this “just highlights the importance of being careful in choosing 

F
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your words.” Tony chose his own words so carefully that Ma-
chiavelli would be proud.  

 
ANALYSIS 

 
In actuality, Carter had a point. At the time of Carter’s 

criticism, the foreign policy of the United States was held in 
grave disfavor throughout the world, especially for the invasion 
of Iraq. Had Bush and members of his administration chosen to 
be accountable, they would have said that they take the words 
of an esteemed elder statesman seriously. They would have 
promised to look into the truth of what Carter said and report 
back to a national and international audience.  

Instead, a spokesperson attacked Carter and Bush took 
the “high road” of virtue that Machiavelli recommended. Fox 
News responded with innuendo and the omission of informa-
tion, tactics that betray journalistic principles of balanced and 
fair reporting. This is truthiness in full flower. Such responses 
were hardball that must have been direct hits at the hot buttons 
of the elder statesman. They were a cover-up that diverted at-
tention from Carter’s criticism. 

 
�����������Backup, but Too Late  

�

Carter had the backup of many after he voiced his criti-
cism. For example, Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton refused to 
condemn Carter’s views and said the Iraq policy has failed, 
President Bush is stubborn, the Iraqi government is unwilling 
to make “tough decisions” and as a result “our young women 
and men are in harm’s way.” 

In a story that appeared in the Nation, the commenta-
tor John Nichols praised Carter for his astute interpretation of 
the Bush policies and noted that the presidential spin machine 
roared into overdrive when the enormously popular Jimmy 
Carter pointed out the obvious. Calling the present administra-
tion “very touchy,” Nichols said that Jimmy Carter’s “approval 
ratings dwarf those of George Bush these days.” 
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Waffling vs. Staying the Course  
�

Carter waffled and Oprah Winfrey stayed the course. 
Perhaps the differences between the two, both of whom pub-
licly criticized other people for their actions, are the degree of 
support they had before they spoke up. Oprah had a multitude 
behind her. Jimmy Carter acted alone. By the time support 
arose, he had already tried to take back his words. Had Carter 
known how strong his support was, he might have stood firm 
when the president’s spokespeople hit back. Oprah had little if 
any blowback. James’ contrition and embarrassment could have 
been a soft kind of blowback that might have influenced Oprah 
to sympathize with James over how difficult the interview must 
have been. Yet, she did not roll back her stand that he had lied.  
 
Resisters in Harm’s Way 
  

Resistance to cover-ups can put resisters in harm’s way. 
Those who blow back can be Clever Foxes who intentionally 
strike resisters’ vulnerabilities and then enjoy what happens 
next. Even Reactors and True Believers may hammer at vulner-
abilities, whether by accident or intuition. Preparation for 
blowback may be a wise course of action when recipients want 
to call someone to account for unkind deeds and cover-ups.  
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PART FOUR 
 

CONCLUSIONS, 
OR WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?  

 
 

ith Jimmy Carter’s story, the testing of the preliminary 
theory is complete. I now present the reformulation of 

the theory in light of the analysis, report on new findings, and 
discuss the implications of this research.  

 
 

W 



 

 
��� 

 

TWENTY-SEVEN 

◊ 
 
 
 

The Final Version of the Theory  
 

��������������	
�	����
��	���	������	��� ���
�
�
���e-
ing a sh*t. Its four components held up well, especially 
the idea that enactors cannot achieve the status of sh*t 

without the cooperation of recipients. Therefore, I have no evi-
dence that necessitates changing the core of the theory.  

The final version is as follows. Being a sh*t is composed 
of four parts:  

 
1. an unkind deed  
2. a desire to evade responsibility for the unkind deed  
3. a cover-up, and  
4. recipient buy-in. 
 
While the core of the theory remains the same, the 

analysis revealed unanticipated aspects of being a sh*t that add 
notable dimensions. These aspects include the discovery of new 
types of cover-up, the significance of the lesser statuses, the re-
sistance that some enactors mount, and the joys of being a sh*t. 
In addition, testing of the theory shows that the same enactor 
can be a Reactor at some points, a True Believer at others, and 
a Clever Fox at still other times.  

  

T 
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TWENTY-EIGHT 

◊ 
 
 
 

New Types of Cover-Up 
 

his study began with the identification of such cover-
ups as humor, duplicity, withholding information, 
minimization, prevarication, facial expressions, sham-

ing, blaming, and name-calling. While conducting the analysis, 
I identified additional cover-ups including indignation, silence, 
mockery, gaslighting, cut-offs, threats to abandon, “I can’t re-
call,” “Mistakes were made,” and “What do you expect?” Table 
1 lists these cover-ups and those who used them.  

 

Some Noteworthy Cover-Ups  
�

Heather’s boyfriend was a master gaslighter. His slights 
of hand, mockery, and minimization led to questions she could 
not withstand. How important is a coffee grinder? What really 
matters? These questions minimized his unkind deeds, and by 
asking them, the boyfriend activated Heather’s hot buttons. She 
was undone. She could not match wits with this Clever Fox. 

Acting hurt and innocent and then walking out in in-
dignation are other tactics the preliminary theory did not 
anticipate. The boyfriend did this after watching Heather “tear 
the apartment apart” for two days looking for the grinder. Don 
used this tactic as well he chastised Ella for asking him if he still 
slept with his wife. He delivered the knockout blow when he 
stomped out. Ella ran after him, begging forgiveness. False hurt, 
indignation, attacking others, threats of abandonment, cover-
ups indeed. They work. The crowning achievement of being is 
sh*t is to convince other people that they are at fault.  

Karl Rove and Alberto Gonzales used variations of 
these tactics, which helped them to succeed at getting what they 
wanted for a long time, but in the end, they both resigned from 
office after pressure from many quarters to do so.  

� 
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�����-Ups as Protean  
�

Cover-ups, like unkind deeds, are protean, meaning 
they continually change shape. Just when you think you have 
heard them all, creative enactors come up with new ones. For 
example, days before this book was going to press, I discovered 
a variation called “I want it both ways.” Allen Raymond, a con-
sultant for the Republican Party, served three months in a 
federal prison for jamming the phone lines of the Democratic 
get-out-the vote effort in the 2002 New Hampshire elections. 
On contract with the New Hampshire Republican party, Allen 
claimed that an executive of the Republican National Commit-
tee (RNC) asked him to jam the phone lines and someone from 
the New Hampshire Republican party gave him the phone 
numbers.  

The executive was convicted in a lower court and ac-
quitted on appeal. The RNC paid for his defense, but not for 
Allen’s. Allen said the Committee defended the other man be-
cause they “wanted him to keep his yap shut” about who was 
responsible for the dirty trick.  

Allen pled guilty. He told the judge, “Your Honor, I 
did a bad thing. While what I did was outside my character, I 
take full responsibility for my actions.” At the hearing, Allen’s 
lawyer tried to absolve Allen. He said, “This was not Allen 
Raymond’s idea.” It was the RNC executive’s idea. The judge 
asked, “What about a personal moral compass?”  

 

itter about the RNC’s failure to defend him, Allen com-
plained that the Committee “not only threw me under the 

bus but then blamed me for getting run over.” With this state-
ment and the statement of his attorney, Allen undermined his 
own declaration of full responsibility. These words also describe 
the actions of a sh*t, although he avoided the use of that word, 
at least in public. Allen did not keep his “yap” shut. In 2008, he 
published a book called How to Rig an Election� Like Bill in re-
gard to Sophie, Allen may be motivated by revenge. On the 
other hand, if he contributes to electoral reform, he is doing a 
great service.  

B 
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TWENTY-NINE 

◊ 
 
 
 

The Resistance 
that Some Recipients Mount 

 
nother unanticipated finding was the resistance that 
some recipients mount. In some instances, resistance 
was successful for a time but eventually recipients caved 

in. Others enabled cover-ups until they finally saw the behav-
iors of enactors for what they were. A few recipients had no 
buy-in and resisted throughout the course of the enactments of 
unkind deeds and cover-ups.  

 
Resistance and Then Giving In 

�

Heather showed admirable resistance to her boyfriend’s 
constructions of reality, but she eventually saw things as her 
boyfriend intended. Being cozy in bed with him may have 
meant more than insisting that he stop playing her. She never 
let on whether the boyfriend was accountable in the coffee 
grinder caper.  

 
Giving In and Then Resistance 

 
Ella and Cara successfully enabled their lovers’ unkind 

deeds and cover-ups many times, but by the end, they realized 
that the men they had loved were not who they thought they 
were. They walked away.  

 
Rational and Balanced Responses to Harsh Cover-Ups 
�

���������	�������
�������	�
������������
��������	�����
MacBeth’s rational and balanced responses to Jamie’s accusa-
tions and expostulations. Instead of undoing Hamish, Jamie 
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found himself unmasked and undone. The cool elegance of 
Hamish’s dealings with Jamie suggested the finesse of a Clever 
Fox. This case led to the speculation that successful resisters 
must possess skills that exceed those of enactors. Hamish had 
the skills of a Clever Fox put to pro-social ends. These skills 
exceeded Jamie’s self-serving True Believer actions.  

Oprah Winfrey provided yet another case of exemplary 
behavior. James Frey duped her. She felt betrayed. She told him 
so clearly and in detail on national television. She was widely 
praised for admitting that she had made a mistake in promoting 
James’ book and in confronting him about his lies.  

 
LESSONS FOR RESISTERS 

 
The stories examined in this research have lessons for 

people who want to unmask unkind deeds and cover-ups.  
 

Have Credible Evidence 
 

First, make sure you have evidence. Oprah had evi-
dence in the form of the Smoking Gun report. Few of us in our 
personal or professional lives will have this much evidence of 
the wrongdoings of others. Sometimes we are unsure whether 
our evidence is credible. In such cases, it is important to talk to 
impartial people to see what they think. The evidence we have 
could be distorted. It could be incomplete. Evidence must with-
stand the scrutiny of unbiased persons. The Smoking Gun 
report was credible because of the thoroughness of the investi-
gation the news group mounted.  

 
Have Backup  

�

Second, have backup. It is difficult to stand up to 
cover-up alone, especially if enactors’ cover-ups are harsh and 
accusatory but also if the cover-ups play on our sympathy, de-
sires to please others, or our longing for peace. Oprah had a 
national and even international audience who agreed that she 
had credible evidence and that she was right to confront the 
man who had duped her. With that many people as backup, it 
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was unlikely she would fail. In her strategies, Oprah exemplified 
a Clever Fox style of resistance that, in combination with evi-
dence, wore James Frey down. Few of us will have such 
extensive backup when we have credible evidence that unmasks 
unkind deeds and cover-ups. However, it is wise to have at least 
a few people to back us up.  

Those who have succeeded at being sh*ts, whether Re-
actors, True Believers, or Clever Foxes, can be powerful in their 
efforts to discredit their critics. Jimmy Carter found that Fox 
News and White House aides declared him to be at fault. Indi-
rectly, President Bush did, too. Few people can stand up to 
blowback as lone rangers. 

In some cases, enactors who blow back have wide-
spread support in social customs and traditions. Heather found 
that the research she consulted about relationship conflict put 
the blame on her. Jamie the failed scriptwriter and Clarence 
Thomas invoked woman-hating stereotypes of “bitch” and 
“sensitive to slights.” Brad called Marvin a sissy, and Sophie 
told Bill he was too sensitive. These words struck at vulnerabili-
ties related to beliefs about proper male conduct. Given the 
power of customs and beliefs, backup can mean the difference 
��������������	�
��	���
	���ulation. 
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hird, prepare for many possible responses. Resisters 
are in strong positions if they are ready for anything. Sometimes 
enactors take immediate responsibility, apologize, and seek to 
reconnect. Sometimes enactors break off the relationship. That 
is what Nick did when Cara pressed him for details on what 
Moira meant to him. Some enactors go on the offense and at-
tack in emotionally abusive ways, as Jamie did to Angus and 
Fiona and the White House spokespersons and some of the 
media did to Jimmy Carter. A few enactors degenerate into piti-
ful creatures, such as Don when the Dublin guards hauled him 
off. In some cases, blowback could take the form of physical 
violence. Once again, here is a reason for individuals to have the 
support of others when they want to unmask cover-ups of un-
kind deeds. 
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Preparation for any of these outcomes will enable re-
cipients to stay the course and not cave as Heather eventually 
did to her boyfriend’s constructions of reality. Jimmy Carter, 
too, appeared to give in at least to some degree to the blowback 
he received.  

 
Accept Consequences 
�

Fourth, accept negative consequences. Resistance in-
volves risk. Cara, for example, lost Nick, and Ella lost Don. 
Both thought themselves better off, but the loss was painful. 
On the other hand, pride in staying the course can offset nega-
tive consequences, as was the case for Cara and Ella, and I hope 
for Anita Hill. Whether responses are soft or harsh, enactors 
can be formidable in their blowback. Resistance that stays the 
course is something to celebrate. Sometimes other people cele-
brate as well. Oprah received wide recognition for her resistance 
to James Frey’s misrepresentations. 

 
WISDOM IS KNOWING WHAT TO OVERLOOK 

 
In some instances, recipients may refuse buy-in, but 

they chose to overlook enactors’ unkind deeds and cover-ups. 
When this happens, my hope is that they do so with the wit 
and mindfulness of a Clever Fox. By this I mean that they real-
ize that they have overlooked something but it is worth it. In 
some cases, the behaviors are minor and of little importance. 
The benefits of keeping the relationship outweigh small irri-
tants. This may have been the case for Heather. The question of 
“How important is it?” is worth asking. In other instances, en-
actors must change their behaviors to restore trust. Finally, 
there are those who refuse accountability, and their actions are 
serious enough for recipients to end relationships.  
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THIRTY 

◊ 
 
 
 

Significance of the Lesser Statuses 
 

������������	�����
����
�������������
����������idence 
that terms considered and then discarded in favor of 
sh*t actually have a place in the theory. The terms 

pr*ck, schmuck, ����weasel� 	��� ���� ��������� �	� ����� who fail at 
being sh*ts and, as a result, earned their way into the theory. 
The status enactors attain depends upon the nature of their 
cover-ups and upon the nature of their unkind deeds. In addi-
tion, partway into the analysis, I realized that the actions of the 
coal mine owners and their governmental confederates fit the 
word �������,������ ��� �������� ���
��������������������������e-
ment. The mean-spiritedness of their cover-ups and the nature 
of their unkind deeds entitled them to this status.  

Beside those involved in the coal mining cover-ups, 
many other enactors succeeded at being b*stards, the lawyer 
Laura and her confederates, Jamie the scriptwriter, Don who 
was Ella’s lover, and Nick who was Cara’s lover. Each was cal-
lous. They believed themselves to be entitled to act as they did 
and to reap the benefits of their actions. They did whatever it 
took to cover-up. With such strong evidence, I included this 
term in the theory. 

 
Alternate Statuses Depends Upon Enactors  

�
���� �������� �	� ����
������ ������ ���ut failures at being 

sh*ts, but the actions of enactors determine which alternative 
statuses they achieve. Many stories show this, such as Don’s and 
Ella’s. When Ella refused to buy into Don’s cover-ups, Don’s 
behaviors at first entitled him to the status of b*stard, with his 
final achievement that of the lowly weasel, a satisfying ending 

T 
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for readers who saw through Don the whole time and who 
rooted for Ella to do the same.  

Cara, stunned by Nick’s refusal to answer any more 
questions, realized Nick was not who she thought he was. As 
she worked toward a new understanding of Nick’s character, 
the harshness of his actions convinced her that she had come to 
the end of the road with him. Without Cara’s buy-in, Nick’s 
status became that of b*stard—callous, unrepentant, and unac-
countable. The flowery birthday card was an indicator that he 
also could be clueless about the effects of his actions. Nick in 
this instance was a True Believer of the b*stard type.  

 
� Hierarchy of Enactors  
 

��������� �� 	�
� ���
�����
� �	��� the statuses of sh*t, 
b*stard, pr*ck, schmuck, and weasel form a hierarchy, where 
being a sh*t is the highest status that enactors can achieve and 
weasel the lowest. When I first proposed this status hierarchy, I 
was in the midst of testing the preliminary theory, which did 
not account for what to call persons who fail at being sh*ts.  

I now have evidence that supports this speculation. I 
found many instances where enactors succeeded when recipi-
ents had buy-in, and other instances where recipients resisted 
buy-in and enactors achieved other statuses. The status of 
b*stard might be the most common, followed by pr*ck, 
schmuck, and weasel. I also found that the statuses enactors 
achieved depended upon their own actions. 

Although I identified few schmucks, I believe this is a 
matter of perspective. James Frey, in many ways, fits the defini-
tion of schmuck, as I believe many other enactors do as well, 
including Nick and Jamie. Karl Rove could well fit the category 
of schmuck, especially when he claimed that other people made 
him do it. Figure 1, which is on page 59 and also in the Ap-
pendix, arranges these statuses in a hierarchy with the highest 
achievement at the top and the lowest at the bottom. Sh*t is at 
the pinnacle, symbolizing what an accomplishment that status 
is. Following sh*t in order are b*stard, pr*ck, and schmuck. 
Weasel is at the bottom of the hierarchy, signifying the lowly 
status the term designates.  
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Further research may refine this status hierarchy or even 
refute it. All research findings, no matter how derived, are sub-
ject to modification when scientists identify new evidence. That 
in fact is how science proceeds—from conjecture or theory, to 
theory testing, to modification or refutation of theory, and re-
formulation, as previously discussed.  

 
Variety in the Lesser Statuses 
 

��������� ��	�
� �����hypothesized that the lesser statuses 
could come in the same varieties as those of sh*t. I now have 
evidence that supports this speculation. For example, at the end 
of Quentins, Don was a weasel of the Reactor type. Jamie was a 
schmuck and weasel who also may have been a True Believer as 
well as Reactor. Sophie and Bill achieved the status of b*stard of 
the Reactor type. Karl Rove was a Clever Fox to the end, but he 
also may be a weasel, schmuck, and pr*ck. Karl once again hit 
the jackpot. 

Finally, the application of the preliminary theory to 
stories shows that enactors can shift between being Reactors, 
True Believers, and Clever Foxes. They can also succeed at be-
ing sh*ts at some points, but then also find that when recipients 
refuse buy-in, their own actions relegate them to the ranks of 
b*stard, pr*ck, schmuck, and weasel. These ranks can change 
depending upon their own actions. Recipients have the power 
to dethrone them from being sh*ts, but their own actions de-
termine the statuses they achieve. No one can succeed at being 
a sh*t without the consent of recipients. 
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THIRTY-ONE 

◊ 
 
 
 

������������	�
���
�Sh*t 
 

n unanticipated finding was that some people enact 
being sh*ts for the joy of it. The preliminary theory 
foreshadowed a degree of delight in regard to Clever 

Foxes, who enjoy putting one over on other people. Impression 
management, face-saving, and evasion of consequences, how-
ever, were the main motivations I identified in the preliminary 
theory. Unexpectedly, the joys of being a sh*t emerged as a key 
motivation in many of the stories. In fact, five patterns of joy 
earned their way into the revised theory.  

 
������������	
 

�

The first pattern is enjoyment that is similar to Ek-
man’s notion of duping delight. In this pattern, enactors are 
obvious about their delight. Representing this pattern are 
Heather’s boyfriend and Brad, who made fun of Marvin and 
his mother Margaret. Both appeared to have enjoyed them-
selves enormously, Heather’s boyfriend in quite subtle ways by 
facial expressions, body language and soft, mocking tones. Brad, 
being younger, was more overt in his delight. He giggled as he 
mocked others, egged on undoubtedly by his appreciative audi-
ence.  

Heather’s boyfriend may have played to an imaginary 
audience who applauded his cleverness in fooling Heather so 
completely. It is possible that he had a real audience of cronies 
at a bar somewhere in New York City. He plucked Heather’s 
strings and pushed her buttons. He played her, and she moved 
in rhythm to his whims. 

A 
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�������Joy 
�

The second pattern involves covert joy in enacting and 
getting away with unkind deeds and cover-ups, covert because 
enactors do not show their joy in any way. Examples of this 
second pattern are 1) Laura the attorney’s triumph over Sabrina 
who had brought an unlawful discharge lawsuit against her 
former employers, 2) the strip coal mine owners who absolved 
themselves of responsibility for property damage and gross dis-
respect for residents and their land, and 3) Sophie who fooled 
Bill into thinking that he was too sensitive when, from some 
points of view, she was inconsiderate and a bit of a b*stard and 
perhaps a weasel for not taking responsibility for the mouth 
debris she had spit onto the bathroom sink. Karl Rove, too, and 
the drug company executives may be of this variety.  

Clarence Thomas could have taken enormous satisfac-
tion in his appointment as justice of the U. S. Supreme Court 
after characterizing the Senate hearings as “a high tech lynching 
of uppity blacks.” This ploy distracted attention away from his 
lack of qualifications and the doubts that Anita Hill’s testimony 
raised about his character. These words also activated the hot 
buttons of some senators that led them to fear that other people 
would perceive them as racists.  

Laura, the strip mine owners, the governmental offi-
cials, Sophie, and Clarence, did not show explicit joy in their 
accomplishments, but it makes sense that they gained satisfac-
tion from getting what they wanted. Furthermore, Laura, her 
law firm, and the coal mine owners also benefited materially, 
earning a great deal of money as a result of their unkind deeds 
and cover-ups. Possessing material wealth is a source of joy and 
satisfaction for many, if for no other reason than they can 
flaunt their wealth to real and imaginary audiences.  

 
Fun and Then a Crash  
�

��� third pattern is when enactors appear to have fun 
for a time, perhaps even experience duping delight, only to 
crash and burn eventually. For example, Jamie appeared to have 
enjoyed his fame and acclaim, but he ended up murdered in the 
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Scottish Highlands. The men who wanted two women may 
have had a wonderful time, first, enjoying the company of two 
women and, next, getting away with something they knew 
would be met with disapproval if their deeds came to light. In 
Don’s case, he flew high for a while, but fell apart in his last 
scenes with Ella and exhibited the actions of a weasel. Nick may 
have enjoyed his little harem for many years. How long, he 
never said. Karl Rove, too, may have had years of joy at getting 
away with being a sh*t. During the final months of being 
Bush’s advisor, however, so many journalists and politicians 
demanded accountability that it is unlikely that Karl enjoyed 
himself as much as he once had.  

 
Enjoyment and then Repentance 

 
The fourth pattern involves enactors who enjoyed 

themselves temporarily, but repent. They not only tell on them-
selves, but they also take responsibility for their deeds, accept 
consequences, and then seek reconnection with those whom 
they had successfully duped. Harry Dent is an example of 
someone who committed serious unkind deeds that were not 
illegal, who gained enormously not only for himself but for the 
politicians for whom he worked, and who in later life saw the 
error of his ways. He admitted that he had done wrong, re-
pented, and attempted to live an exemplary life afterward.  

Another enactor who repented was the duplicitous sis-
ter who hid her father’s painting in her car and faked the moral 
high ground by telling her sister that if the painting ever turned 
up her sister could have it, an unkind, sneaky cover-up if there 
ever was one. She may have experienced temporary delight and 
joy over the theft and duplicity as well as the anticipation of 
having the prized painting in her possession. The duplicitous 
sister unmasked herself, possibly in response to the pr*cking of 
her conscience, or the smudge and smarmy feeling that De-
Paulo and colleagues identified in their research on lying. Her 
loving family received her like the prodigal she was.  

The duplicitous sister’s behaviors led to the best out-
come possible when one has succeeded at being a sh*t. How 
difficult the path of coming clean can be, however. To follow 
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it, enactors must relinquish the much-sought prize whatever it 
may have been, admit to the people they have hurt that they 
have committed unkind deeds, and endure the recrimination of 
recipients before reconciliation is possible. In some cases, re-
cipients may not want reconciliation, although some may grant 
it eventually.  

 
 �����������������	�
��������
���������������sh*t in favor 
of repentance is found in James Frey’s story. In response 

to great pressure, James came clean in a most public way, which 
must have been hard, but in the long run, he appears to have 
lost nothing and may have gained a great deal. Not only did 
James have a great time getting wealthy and famous based on a 
book that was a fictionalized account and not a memoir, but 
after his public repentance, his book continued to sell, he is still 
famous and wealthy, and he continues to do work that interests 
him. Within months after his comeuppance from Oprah, he 
received a contract worth millions for his next book. Finally, his 
public admission of lying could have been a boost in James’ 
recovery from addiction, since recovery from addictions re-
quires accountability.  

The stories about James, Harry Dent, and the duplici-
tous sister show good things happen when enactors take 
responsibility for their behaviors. For the sister, reconnection 
with her family may have been worth giving up any benefits 
gained by success at being a sh*t. The same could be said of 
James and Harry. 

 
�������������	��
����
��� 

 
���� ����h pattern is when enactors experience an ab-

sence of joy in getting away with something. The cover-up 
following Dick Cheney’s shooting of Harry Whittington is an 
example. Dick’s spokespeople may not have enjoyed themselves 
as they covered up why Dick had not contacted the news media 
immediately after the shooting. Of course, they themselves had 
not shot Harry, so they actually did not enact being sh*ts in a 
full sense. Willing or not, they were part of the cover-up and 
facilitated someone else’s success. Dick himself did not appear 

A 
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to experience joy at getting away with his cover-ups. His state-
ment that no one was at fault but himself was joyless. He did 
not even seem to enjoy leaving uncorrected the earlier impres-
sion that Harry had broken the rules of hunting and he, Dick, 
was blameless. Like Dick, Alberto Gonzales did not appear to 
have enjoyed himself or to have experienced duping delight, 
even when he got away with his unkind deeds and cover-ups.  
 

SUMMARY 
 
� Many enactors enjoy themselves as they get away with 
their unkind deeds. I have identified five patterns with some 
variations within patterns. There may be even more types of joy 
related to being a sh*t. As mentioned, being a sh*t appears to be 
protean. There is little reason to doubt that the benefits of be-
ing a sh*t are protean as well. Future research will contribute 
further knowledge about the joys of being a sh*t. 
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THIRTY-TWO 

◊ 
 
 
 

Final Thoughts 
 

���� ���������	� of unkind deeds refuse buy-in to 
cover-ups, enactors fail at being sh*ts, but succeed 
as b*stards, pr*cks, schmuck, and weasels. What 

lesser statuses enactors attain depends upon their own words 
and actions. Recipients are in powerful positions because no 
one can succeed at being a sh*t without their consent.  
 Enactors are on their way to success when recipients 
wonder what THEY did wrong. In reality, recipients may have 
done nothing wrong. If they feel guilty, they can ask trusted 
others, “Is it me?” If they find they are in the wrong, they can 
be accountable. If their guilt and shame are misplaced, they will 
see the unkind deeds and cover-ups for what they are.  

It can be hard for recipients to believe that people they 
love and trust commit unkind deeds and then cover-up. Many 
recipients prefer to blame themselves rather than think ill of 
someone else. What’s more, it is not unusual for other people to 
blame recipients and let enactors off the hook.  

At times, standing up to unkind deeds and cover-ups 
sets off hot buttons that raise fears of blowback. Recipients re-
main silent to avoid these consequences. Sometimes recipients 
have solid grounds for their fears because some blowback is se-
riously harmful. At other times, their fears are connected to 
earlier painful and confusing experiences and have nothing to 
do with present circumstances. These responses may lead re-
cipients to appease rather than hold enactors accountable. 

 

�������� 
�

Through my research on the meanings of violence to 
perpetrators, I have listened to thousands of stories that show 
how selfish and self-centered some people can be. Many do not 

W
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think about the effects of their behaviors on others. Recipients 
are collateral damage. Some minimize the gravity of what they 
have done. Some do not care. Some even enjoy hurting others. 
They laugh. They get a rush. Some enactors cherish resistance 
because it gives them reason to roar back. Blowback is fun for 
them. Finally, some enactors are genuinely confused human 
beings who, with some help, can learn to be accountable. 

 

����������Sh*tty Behaviors 
�

Recipients can use the present theory to test whether or 
not someone else is being a sh*t. Did the other person commit 
an unkind deed? Do they have reason to hide what they did? 
What did they do to cover-up? How did their actions affect 
recipients? These questions can help detect sh*tty behaviors. 
Individuals can use the theory of being a sh*t on their own ac-
tions. Many believe they have a lot to lose if they become 
accountable, but when they stop dumping on others, they will 
find that life lightens up. Repentance and reconnection are 
their own rewards.  

 

Revenge 
 

Recipients who become enactors are part of a chain of 
unkind deeds and cover-ups where recipients and enactors 
switch roles. As good as revenge may feel, it is a temporary solu-
tion and becomes part of the problem. Accountability stops the 
cycle of sh*tty behaviors.  

 

MORE TO BE LEARNED 
 

There is more to be learned. Being a sh*t appears in 
many forms and truly is a shape-shifter. To outwit them, re-
cipients must have the skills of Clever Foxes and be willing to 
face facts. Some people, including people they know and love, 
may enact unkind deeds and cover-ups and let recipients feel as 
if they have done something wrong. The present research is an 
important move toward understanding a pervasive human con-
dition. Further research will test the results of this investigation 
and undoubtedly will come up with new evidence that will lead 
to revisions of the theory.  
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Table 1: A List of Enactors and their Cover-Ups  
 

Actions 
Nick    hanging up the phone  
Heather’s boyfriend   walking away 
Don    walking away 
�

Blaming 
����    “What do you expect?” 
Sophie    “You’re too sensitive.” 
Bill    “You asked for it.” 
Thérèse    “You won. You have what you 

 wanted.” 
Heather’s boyfriend   “You have no idea what really 

 matters 
Mine owners   property previously damaged. 
Jamie    “Get the police.” 
Don    “Someone must have hurt you.” 
Don    “Shame on you for your lack of  
     faith in me” 
Karl Rove   “just following orders” 
Karl Rove   “Every Republican ought to feel  
     responsible” 
Karl Rove   “Someone else made me do it” 
 

���wback 
Tony Fratto   irrelevance of Carter’s opinion 
Fox News   Carter’s sorry record as president 
George W. Bush   protecting the country for the  
     American people 
 

Criticizing other people 
for what enactors do 
�����	
��   The press is after me 
Nick    cyberstalking  
Jamie    Angus as B*stard 
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���������A List of Enactors and their Cover-Ups (Continued) �
�
Facial Expressions 
����������	
���
���  “stare of infinite Buddhist 

compassion” 
Nick    impish look 
 
Fake Accountability 
�
��    “I’m a b*stard. I hurt you.” 
 
Gaslighting 
����������	
���
���� � �
��
������
���������
�����ything - 
Nick    “I’m not answering any more  
     questions.” 
Nick    birthday card meant nothing 
 

Humor 
Nick    two women as not much of a 

harem 
Click or Clack   car ran funny when it did not  
George W. Bush   rolled eyes and laughed 
 
“I cannot recall.”  
�
������M. Nixon 
Nick 
Attorney General Gonzales  
�

Indignation 
�
��� � � � ���
��
����
��� 
Jamie    “How dare you!” 
Clarence Thomas  “high tech lynching of uppity  
     blacks” 
Karl Rove   The press is after me 
�

Minimization  
Heather’s boyfriend  “You have no idea what really 

 matters” 
Nick    “Life is a mystery” 
Katherine Armstrong  “little-bitty pellets” 
Katherine Armstrong  Harry sitting up in bed, yakking 
Harry Whittington  empathy for Dick Cheney 
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���������A List of Enactors and their Cover-Ups �Continued)  
�

�Mistakes were made.” 
��������������	
�Gonzales 
Paul Wolfowitz 
�

Mockery 
Heather’s boyfriend   Who moved my cheese?” 
Heather’s boyfriend   body language, tone of voice 
Brad     “Stick your head in, you 

clam.” 
Name-Calling 
��
�     “cyber stalker” 
Sophie     “You’re too sensitive” 
Brad     “fem” and “clam” 
Jamie     “useless wee faggot”, “b*stard,”  
      and “bitch” 
Heather’s boyfriend   “nutty” 
Clarence Thomas   “touchy” & “sensitive to slights” 
Karl Rove    “agents of Congress” 
 

Prevarication 
�
�
�	� � � � � ��������������	���������� 
Nick      “She is not permanent.” 
Nick “I’m with you now. Where is  
  she?” 
Heather’s boyfriend    had not seen the cover grinder 
Duplicitous sister   “If the painting turns up, you  
      can have it.” 
Truthiness 
Dick Cheney    No one else is responsible. 
Fox News    Carter’s sorry record as president 
�

Swiftboating 
Thérèse     You’ve got what you wanted  
 

Threats of abandonment  
Nick     cut off communication 
Don      “We don’t have anything to  
      talk about, do we?”  
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���������A List of Enactors and their Cover-Ups �Continued)  
 
Withholding Information  
�������    no mention of bad fuel in tank 
Laura    why Sabrina was late 
Jamie    authorship of the script 
Dick Cheney and  not correcting earlier state- 
Dick’s spokespeople  ments that Harry had not fol- 

lowed the rules of hunting and 
Dick had  

Heather’s boyfriend  whereabouts of coffee grinder 
Heather’s boyfriend  the replacement of the grinder 
Nick    place of Moira in his life 
Duplicitous sister  the location of the painting 
 
 

�����������	�
����� 
������	
����
   “They threw me under the bus.”  

“I take full responsibility.” 
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Figure 1: A Status Hierarchy of Types of Enactors 
 
�

 
 
 

   Sh*t 
 

   B*stard 
 

 Pr*ck 
 

   Schmuck 
 
 

   Weasel 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Note:�The size of the space allocated to each status suggests the pro-
portions of persons who commit unkind deeds and covers and who 
achieve the various statuses. At the pinnacle is being a sh*t, which has 
the most status in this hierarchy and is the least common. 
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Further Detail on Method 
 

n this section are further details on deductive qualitative analysis 
(DQA), the method I used to develop and test a theory of being a 
sh*t. In DQA, researchers begin with a preliminary theory that 

can be composed of loosely formulated hunches based on personal or 
professional experience, formal hypotheses, or a set of ideas that form 
a model of how things work (Gilgun, 2005c).  

In the present study, the preliminary theory was based on re-
search I had conducted previously, my professional experience as a 
social worker, my personal observations over many years, a review of 
the uses and meanings of the term sh*t� and a review of research on 
related phenomena. Insights from cognitive neuroscience added to the 
preliminary theory.  

Researchers test the preliminary theory through surveys, ex-
periments, or case studies. In the present research, I tested the theory 
on cases, which were stories of everyday life that I took from many 
different sources. When the theory does not fit findings, the theory is 
changed. 

DQA is an updating of analytic induction, a form of qualita-
tive inquiry that researchers at the University of Chicago, USA, 
developed in the early part of the twentieth century (Gilgun, 1999, 
2007). The ideas of conjectures, refutations, and reformulations that 
are part of DQA are based upon the work of Karl Popper (1969). 

  
DQA and the Scientific Method  

�

Deductive qualitative analysis follows the scientific method, 
which involves proposing a theory, testing it, and then revising it 
based on results of the test (Popper, 1969). Another way to think 
about the scientific method is the following. Science is based upon 
procedures of conjectures in the form of hypotheses, refutation 
through the process of testing hypotheses for their fit with phenom-
ena, and reformulation when the hypotheses that are tested do not fit 
phenomena (Gilgun, 2005a; Popper, 1969).  

I 
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In DQA as in the scientific method in general, researchers 
consider the initial theory to be preliminary. The purpose of DQA is 
to come up with a better theory than researchers had constructed at 
the outset (Gilgun, 2005c). Indeed, the production of new, more use-
ful hypotheses is the goal of science.  

 
The Terminology of DQA 

�

The terminology of DQA can be confusing. Researchers refer 
to the initial theoretical framework in various ways, such as a prelimi-
nary theory, an analytic framework, a theoretical model, a preliminary 
model, and the initial or preliminary hypothesis or hypotheses.  

The final product of DQA also has more than one name, in-
cluding tested and refined theory or model, the improved model, and 
the final model. Whatever terms researchers use, DQA is based on the 
idea that “final” theory is not final at all, but tentative and subject to 
revision when there is evidence to do so (Gilgun, 2005c).  

The term hypothesis can also be a confusing term in DQA. In 
the present context, hypotheses are statements of relationships among 
concepts. Any hypothesis is composed of at least two concepts and a 
statement of the relationship between them, such as the hypothesis 
that Clever Foxes (a concept) know exactly what they are doing (a 
concept). Concepts in DQA serve sensitizing purposes, meaning they 
help researchers see aspects of phenomena that might not otherwise 
have noticed.  

This is both their strength and weakness, strength precisely 
because they enlighten and thus serve as lenses with which to view the 
world. The sensitizing purposes of concepts also represent weakness 
because they may blind researchers to other significant aspects of phe-
nomena (Blumer, 1954/1969). Thus researchers may only pay 
attention to data that support their assumptions and ignore other im-
portant data. It is easy enough to find material that upholds one’s 
assumptions, but this is not science.  
�

Negative Case Analysis 
�

������������ ��	
�� �

�

������� ����� 

��
�� �	� �

�� ���	����
the conscious search for evidence that contradicts their emerging find-
ings. This requires a form of sampling called negative case analysis, 



ON BEING A SH*T 
_____________________________________________________________________  

 

 
147 

 

which involves the search for data that adds additional dimensions or 
even contradicts researchers’ emerging understandings. Negative case 
analysis fits well with the ideas of conjectures, refutations, and refor-
mulations (Gilgun, 2005c).  

Another way to think of sampling in deductive qualitative 
analysis is the idea of maximum variability, where researchers attempt 
to sample a wide variety of cases in order to arrive at a comprehensive 
theory. The sampling is purposeful in that researchers intentionally 
select cases that represent a wide variety of types. The result is a set of 
exemplars that are representative of the many variations.  

In the present study, I sought maximum variability in the se-
lection of cases, and the sample thus achieved heterogeneity. However, 
given the likelihood of the protean nature of being a sh*t, it is likely 
that other variations not accounted for in the sample actually do exist. 
Thus, any theory based on DQA is flexible, intended to be modifiable 
if a new situation or case calls for flexibility. Such are the challenges 
and pleasures of scientific endeavors. 
�

DQA AND ANALYTIC INDUCTION 
 

Deductive qualitative analysis (DQA) is an updating of ana-
lytic induction (AI) which is a research method associated with the 
Chicago School of Sociology (Bulmer, 1984; Gilgun 2005c, 2007). 
Like DQA, AI starts with a preliminary theory, tests the theory on 
cases, selects samples based on negative case analysis, and continually 
revises the theory according to what researchers find through their 
analysis of cases.  

Some researchers who used AI stated that their findings were 
universal, meaning that they fit every case they investigated, not that 
they fit every specific instance of an entire class of phenomena. Those 
who originated AI recognized that their “final” theories are in fact ten-
tative, subject to revision when new evidence comes to light (Cressey, 
1953).Analytic induction went through a long period of disrepute 
because some methodologists misunderstood its premises. For in-
stance, these methodologists thought that by “universal” researchers 
using AI meant that their findings were general laws, applicable across 
time, place, and persons (Gilgun, 2005c). In fact, as stated, those who 
used AI saw findings as subject to revision.  
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The Ecological Fallacy 
�

Methodologists also misunderstood how to use the findings of 
AI. They correctly noted that findings are not applicable to an entire 
population. Researchers who developed AI recognized this and instead 
expected findings to be tested for their fit with new situations. They 
knew that the next case could force modification of any theory they 
were in the process of testing and developing. 

Any findings from research, including findings based on true 
random samples cannot be assumed to fit any one individual, even 
someone who was part of the sample on which the findings were de-
veloped. What is true for a group may not be true of individuals who 
compose that group. Assuming that group findings fit individual 
situations has a name: the ecological fallacy. Any finding, whether re-
sulting from case studies, an experiment, or a survey, must be tested 
for fit in applied settings (Cronbach, 1975)  

Analytic induction, like DQA, has as its purpose theory-
building and cannot answer questions about distribution of qualities 
within a population, such as how many people will vote Democratic, 
Republican, Green, Independent, otherwise, or not at all.  

 
any of the ideas connected to AI are also part of DQA, but 
DQA elaborates upon many of these ideas and adds new ones. 

For instance, those who have created AI gave scant attention to the 
various types of initial hypotheses with which researchers begin their 
studies, nor do they define such terms as theory, model, and hypothe-
ses. They provided little guidance as to how to incorporate previous 
research and theory into the development of the initial hypotheses and 
into emerging findings.  

These researchers appear not to have considered ideas related 
to the sensitizing nature of concepts that is so important in testing and 
revising hypotheses. They did not connect negative case analysis with 
Popper’s ideas of conjectures and refutations nor with ideas of maxi-
mum variability. These are some of the elaborations that the present 
author developed to create DQA and that are accounted for in the 
present investigation and in articles previously cited.  

Deductive qualitative analysis (DQA) also states clearly how 
important it is for researchers to begin qualitative, case-based research 
with a preliminary theory that also serves as a conceptual framework. 

M 
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If they do not, they have scant chance of having proposals funded by 
sponsoring agencies or accepted by dissertation committees.  

Some researchers fear that they will find what they expect to 
find if they begin their research with hypotheses (Glaser, 1973; Glaser 
& Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). These fears are well 
founded. In response, DQA offers the principles of conjectures, refu-
tations, and reformulations to counteract these tendencies and, 
furthermore, shows how negative case analysis represents a means of 
refuting previous conjectures. 

 
Induction and Deduction 
 

����������������	���
�	������
�������
�	�������������������	�m-
bination of induction and deduction. For example, if a horse owner 
sees a gooey yellow substance in the corner of her horse’s eye, she uses 
both induction and deduction to conclude that her horse has an eye 
infection. She has prior understanding of pus as an indicator of infec-
tion. Prior knowledge is a source of deductive reasoning. She sees the 
yellow substance in her horse’s eye and concludes the horse has an eye 
infection based on prior knowledge (induction).  

The horse owner did not have a prior framework in mind 
when she looked at the horse’s eye, but when she saw the yellow sub-
stance, she immediately thought of eye infection. In this instance, she 
began with no prior framework but immediately called one up when 
she saw the substance in the corner of the eye.  

Had someone told her that her horse appeared to have an eye 
infection, she would have looked at the eye with that hypothesis in 
mind. If she had seen the yellow, soft substance, she would have tenta-
tively concluded that the hypothesis fit the situation. Whether she 
looked at the eye with a hypothesis in mind (deductive) or with no 
hypothesis (which would lead to inductive reasoning), she would have 
sought further confirmation of her hypothesis, no matter the starting 
point, by contacting a veterinarian and having the vet inspect the eye. 
If the hypothesis were to be confirmed, then action would follow.  

The vet would sell the horse owner medication and the horse 
owner would apply it to the horse’s eye as directed. If the vet were 
correct in her conclusion, and if she prescribed the correct medication, 
and if the owner applied the medication as directed and in the correct 
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dose, then the horse’s eye would clear up. Results would confirm or 
disconfirm the hypothesis. 

 
Preliminary Theory as a Deductive Approach  

 
Deductive qualitative analysis (DQA) begins with the con-

struction of a preliminary theory that is tested and refined as a result 
of an analysis. The theory also serves a sensitizing function, as dis-
cussed. When researchers seek evidence to disconfirm or to discover 
new dimensions of their emerging hypotheses, they often take induc-
tive approaches as described above.  

This means they may set aside their prior theory as much as 
they can and attempt to be open to new aspects of phenomena under 
investigation. They do not know exactly what they are looking for 
other than they want to find something different from what they al-
ready think they know.  
 

SUMMARY 
 
Deductive qualitative analysis typically is used to test and re-

fine hypotheses. Data are transcripts of interviews, fieldnotes from 
observations, and other texts, such as case records, photographs, and 
videos that others have constructed. The present investigation shows 
that a serious scientific endeavor can treat a difficult subject with hu-
mor and also can make scientific knowledge available to a wide 
audience and not simply to other academics. Finally, I spoofed social 
science research in my development and testing of a theory of being a 
sh*t. I did this out of affection for social scientists and their endeavors. 
May this book help us all to lighten up while at the same time stimu-
late researchers to undertake serious investigations of difficult topics.  
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ENDNOTES 
 

Part One: 
 

Developing a Theory of Being a Sh*t 
 

Introduction 
 

When someone dumps on us and then tries to cover up,  
a typical response is “You sh*t!” 

 
An example of unkind deeds and cover-ups (being a sh*t) in regard 

to criminal matters is a father who commits incest on his daughter. When 
the daughter tells her mother who in turn calls the police, the father covers 
up by saying that the mother refuses to have sex with him and the daughter 
made passes at him. He succeeds at being a sh*t when others believe him and 
blame the mother and daughter. In some cases, mothers and daughters ac-
cept the blame because they have have internalized blame-the-victim beliefs 
that divert attention away from the father’s behaviors and allow the father to 
get off the hook. Blame-the-victim is a long-establshed cover-up.  

See the following works for evidence that this can be the case: Karl 
Abraham, The Experiencing of Sexual Trauma as a Form of Sexual Activity.�In 
Karl Abraham, Selected Papers on Psycho-Analysis (London: Hogarth, 1942) 
first published in 1907; see also, L. Bender and A. Blau, The reaction of 
children to sexual relations with adults. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 
�����11, pp. 730-743, 1941; I. Kaufman, A. L. Peck, & C. K. Tagiuri, the 
family constellation and overt incestuous relations between father and 
daughter, �������	�
���	�
�������������������, 1954, vol. 24, pp. 266-277; F. 
Revitch & R. Weiss. The pedophiliac offender, Diseases of the Nervous Sys-
tem��vol. 23, pp. 73-78, 1962.  

Victims of sexual abuse and rape are silent out of fear that they will 
be held responsible. They can suffer enormously and take years to recover 
from shock and shame. See Patricia Francisco, Telling: A Memoir of Rape�and 
Recovery (New York: Harper Collins, 1999) and Surinder Jaswal. Child and 
Adolescent Sexual Abuse in Health Facilities, Indian Journal of Social Work,�
�����66 , no. 4, pp. 395-413, 2005. 

Other sources of my understandings of what it means to be a sh*t 
come from my job as a social worker. I have had direct experience with many 
children who have experienced abuse and neglect and perpetrators have re-
fused to take responsibility for their behaviors. They prefer to let the children 
think they did something wrong and they deserved or caused their own 
abuse and neglect.  
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My work with survivors of sexual and physical assault provides addi-
tional background to the present investigation. Society assigns blame to 
survivors for their own assaults. What did she do to provoke it? Why didn’t 
she kick him out? Why didn’t she just leave? These examples hardly do jus-
tice to victim-blaming statements that shift attention from those who truly 
are responsible. Such a diversion of attention lets perpetrators off the hook. 
Then they are free to abuse someone else, or to re- abuse victims who are 
now silenced.  
 I wrote On Being a Sh*t while writing two other books. One is 
called Child Sexual Abuse: Survivors and Perpetrators Tell Their Stories��������
at http://www.lulu.com/content/1823038 and the other is �����������	���ators 
Tell����	
������	���
	��������	�	

��
������������	
��
�����������
��
�	��
perpetrators. 

Harry Frankfurt, a retired Princeton University professor of phi-
losophy, scored a hit when he re-published as a book an essay he had written 
years earlier. See Harry G. Frankfurt, 
���
��sh*t��������
	�������������eton 
University Press, 2005). http://press.princeton.edu/titles/7929.html  Re-
trieved March 3, 2008. The book sold more than four hundred thousand 
copies by October 2006 and had been translated into twenty-five languages, 
according to an interview in the New York Times Magazine ������

�����
����������	ober 22, 2006.  

The use of the vernacular in serious writing has a long history in the 
English language. For example, more than six hundred years ago, Geoffrey 
Chaucer used several such terms in ����Canterbury Tales��	����
�	�
��������

��
�	����	
���
�

�������	���
�	

�	
���sh*t �����������	

���esent book. 
Maeve Binchy, a best-selling contemporary Irish novelist, followed in Chau-
cer’s footsteps and also used vernacular at key points in her book Quentins 
��
 �!��"����gnet, 2003) Furthermore, she used the word ���� as I do: to 
designate a person (Don) who had committed unkind deeds and then suc-
cessfully covered them up, at least for a time. She also used the word b*stard 
to designate Don when he failed at being a sh*t. Quentins is available at 
http://www.amazon.com/Quentins-Maeve-Binchy/dp/0451209907 Re-
trieved March 3, 2008. 

Besides using the vernacular to describe everyday behaviors, 
�����
ing a Sh*t�������	�������	

��	�
����#���
���	������
�������������
������
numbers are writing books for the general public instead of writing to other 
researchers. An example is ���������	������������������
�	$seller written by 
Harvard psychologist Martha Stout, who shows how sociopaths come across 
in everyday life so that readers can recognize them. Stout’s book The 
Sociopath Next Door is available at 
http://www.randomhouse.com/broadway/catalog/display.pperl?isbn=978076
7915823. Retrieved March 3, 2008. 
����������Sh*t���
��	

�
�
������ ����
sh*t�	���
�����
��
������ 
���
��������"�����

����������
�$������
������
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sh*t fits many different personality disorders, such as narcissistic, antisocial, 
and borderline, but fits people without such disorders, too, being an equal 
opportunity set of behaviors. The meanings of these words are mysterious, 
but everyone knows what being a sh*t means.  

Good sources of information about cognitive neuroscience include 
Michael S. Gazzaniga, Richard B. Ivry, and George R. Mangun, ����������
Neuroscience: The Biology of the Mind����������	���rton, 2002); Joseph 
LeDoux	�The Synaptic Self: How Our Brains Become Who We Are
 (New 
York: Penguin, 2002); and Joseph LeDoux, 
���Emotional Brain.������
����	���
�������������������� 

For further information on Popper, see Popper, Conjectures and 
Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge��������	��������������� e-
gan Paul, 1969).  
 For details on deductive qualitative analysis (DQA), which is the 
name of the kind of theory-testing that I did, see Jane F. Gilgun, Qualitative 
research and family psychology,. ��
���������������������������!��
�19, no. 1, 
pp4 0-50, 2005 and Jane F. Gilgun, Deductive qualitative analysis and family 
theory-building. In Vern Bengston, Peggye Dillworth Anderson, Katherine 
Allen, Alan Acock, & David Klein (Eds.). Sourcebook of Family Theory and 
Methods, pp. 83-84. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2004). Available at 
http://www.sagepub.com/refbooksProdDesc.nav?prodId=Book226285 
Retrieved March 3, 2008. 
 
 

Chapter Two 
 

Shedding Light in Dark Places 
 

Getting others to believe it is their fault 
is the crowning achievement of being a sh*t 

 
 Chapters one and two of this book are based upon my professional 
experience, personal observations, and general knowledge of related research 
and theory. In addition, my personal and professional values of fair play are 
infused through this book. Building theory that has such a foundation is 
equivalent to two of the four cornerstones of evidence-based practice. It is 
important to build researchers’ entire fund of knowledge into their work.  
 In conducting research, whether theory-testing or not, it is 
important for researchers to have an understanding of how their personal 
and professional perspectives influence their findings. See Jane F. Gilgun, 
The four cornerstones of evidence-based practice in social work. Research on 
Social Work Practice, vol. 15, no. 1, pp. 52-61, 2005 and Jane F. Gilgun, Lived 
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experience, reflexivity, and research on perpetrators of interpersonal violence. 
������������	
������

���vol. 7. no. 2 to be published June 2008. 

In the story of the mastodon hunting party, readers may recognize 
the allusion to Dick Cheney’s shooting of Harry Whittington on quail hunt 
at a Texas ranch in February 2006. I tell this story in more detail in chapter 
fourteen. 
 
 
 

Chapter Three 
 

Scholarly Inquiry into Origins, 
Cognates, and Meanings of Being a Sh*t 

 
Being a sh*t differs 

from related human conditions 
 

This information on word origins and meanings of sh*t comes from 
many sources. See The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language.�
���������	�
������
��������������������������tymological Dictionary, 
http://www.etymonline.com. Retrieved February 8, 2006; ����	�

��
��x-
ford English Dictionary Based on Historical Principles���rd ed.). (Oxford, UK: 
Clarendon Press, 1966); �����������������ee encyclopedia, 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sh*t. Retrieved February 8, 2006; Wiktionary, a 
wiki-based open content dictionary, http://en.wiktionary.org wiki/sh*t. Re-
trieved February 8, 2006.  

Scat, which means animal droppings, especially those of wild 
animals, is likely a cognate as well. The origins of scat are unclear, but a 
related word, scatology, which is the scientific study of excrement, is linked to 
the Greek skat- . Another meaning of scatology is interest in obscene 
material. Information on the origins of scat is from the Mirriam-Webster On-
Line Dictionary at http://www.m-w.com/dictionary/scatology 

The article on Pádraig Clancy is by Dermot Crowe, Tower of 
strength, 	�������
������������������
���������� ������� 

Karau, John (n.d.). Who is Jack Schitt? Used by permission granted 
on April 1, 2007. 

Bush’s use of the word ���� was reported nationally and internation-
ally. A good source is Jim Rutenberg. Bush’s Policy Chit-Chat: 
Undiplomatic Prose. New York Times Tuesday, July 18, 2006. p. A6. 
 The New York Times columnist referred to in the text is Thomas L. 
Friedman, Order vs. Disorder, New York Times, July 19, 2006, p. A23. The 
Newsday cartoon was reprinted in the Minneapolis Star Tribune on July 23, 
2006, on page AA5.  
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 For more detail on the responses to Harry Frankfurt’s use of the 
term bullsh*t, see Kenneth Baker, That’s a ton of bull -- and that’s no lie. San 
Francisco Chronicle, April 17, 2005. http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-
bin/article.cgi?file=/chronicle/archive/2005/04/17/RVGBTC5FK31.DTL. 
August 9, Retrieved August 9 2006; Fritz Lanham, On BS by Harry G. 
Frankfurt. Houston Chronicle, February 6, 2005.  
http://www.chron.com/disp/story.mpl/ae/books/reviews/3023401.html.Retr
ieved August 9, 2006; Peter Edin, Between truth and lies: An unprintable 
ubiquity, New York Times, February 14, 2005. 
http://select.nytimes.com/search/restricted/article?res=F20717F83E5E0C77
8DDDAB0894DD404482 Retrieved August 9, 2006; Dwight Garner, In-
side the list. New York Times, March 12, 2006. http://www. 
nytimes.com/2006/03/12/books/review/12tbr.html?ex=1155268800 
&en=91015d514401fd97&ei=5070. Retrieved August 9, 2006. 

For an interview with Harry Frankfurt on his sequel to On Bullsh*t, 
see Deborah Solomon, Fighting Bull: The Princeton philosopher talks about 
his latest book, which Ivy League school is the world capital of bull— and 
why short books are better than long ones. ����������	
���Magazine, Octo-
ber 21, 2006, p. 29. 

See Eric Partridge for the notation that sh*t at one time was part of 
standard English. Eric Partridge, A Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional 
English: Slang—Including the Language of the Underworld, Colloquialisms and 
Catch-Phrases, Solecisms and Catahreses, Nicknames, Vulgarisms and Such 
Americanisms as Have Been Naturalized�������ork: Macmillan, 1970).  

For definitions of putz and schmuck see 
http://www.thefreedictionary.com and 
http://www.schmucku.com/definitition.html, both retrieved December 12, 
2007.  

Sources for the discussion of the word ��
�� ���	
����
����-line 
���
����	�����	��	�������http://www.etymonline.com/index.php? 
search=pr*ck&searchmode=none. Retrieved May 20, 2006, and the Sex 
Lexis, http://www.sex-lexis.com/Sex-Dictionary/pr*cksmith. Retrieved May 
20, 2006.  

 
Chapter Four 

 
Humbug, Bullsh*t, Lying, and Truthiness: 

Conditions Related to Being a Sh*t 
 

Being a Sh*t Differs From Related Human Conditions 
 

Note that Frankfurt also discussed hot air, fakery, and bluffing, 
which are beyond the scope of the present investigation but could be of in-
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terest to scholars who wish to investigate other possible variations of how 
human beings deceive themselves and others. One could say that sociopaths 
are an extreme form of being a sh*t. The direct quotes are from Frankfurt, 
op. cit., p. 16, p. 34, and p. 23, respectively. 

Paul Ekman, Telling Lies: Clues to Deceit in the Marketplace, Politics, 
and Marriage (New York: Norton, 2001).  

Eliot Spitzer, who resigned as governor of New York in March 2008 
after a scandal involving a female escort, prevaricated to his wife and the U.S. 
Congress. According to New York Times columnist Gail Collins, Spitzer 
“bullied Congress” into allowing him to testify about bond insurance before 
the House financial services subcommittee. Collins said Spitzer used his sub-
committee testimony as a “beard” to cover up his real purpose for being in 
Washington, D.C., which was to have sex with a prostitute. See Gail Collins, 
Unwelomce Surprises, ����������	
��������������	

����
��	�
� 

For further detail on the work of DePaulo see Bella M. DePaulo 
and Deborah A. Kashy, Everyday Lies in Close and Casual Relationships, 
��
����������������	����������	�����ychology�����
��������
������������
���-79; 
Bella M. DePaulo, Chris Wetzel, R. Weylin Sternglantz, and Molly J. 
Walker Wilson, Verbal and NonVerbal Dynamics of Privacy, Secrecy and 
Deceit, ��
�����������	������
��, vol. 59,No. 2, 2003, pp. 391-410; Bella M. 
DePaulo, Matthew E. Ansfield, Susan E. Kirkendol, and Joseph M. Boden, 
Serious Lies, Basic and Applied Social Psychology, Vol. 26, Nos. 2 & 3, pp. 
147-167; Robin Marantz Henig, Lying, New York Times Magazine, Sunday, 
February 5, 2006, pp. 47-53, 76, 80, 83. The direct quotes are from De-
Paulo et al, op., cit. p. 159 and Henig, op. cit., p.83. 
 A good review of executive function is in Peter Anderson. 
Assessment and Development of Executive Function (EF) During Childhood. 
Child Neuropsychology, vol. 8, no. 2, pp. 71-82, 2002.  

For information about the role of the cingulate gyrus in empathy 
see T. F. Farrow, Y. Zheng, I.D. Wilkinson, S.A. Spence, J.F. Deakin, N. 
Tarrier, P.D. Griffiths, & P.W. Woodruff. Investigating the functional anat-
omy of empathy and forgiveness. ��
�������������
��	����
�������
�	���-
2438, 2001. 

For information on self-regulation, see Elizabeth LeCuyer & Gail 
M. Houck, Maternal limit-setting in toddlerhood: Socialization strategies for 
the development of self-regulation, �����������������������
���������
�	�����
�
�����
�����370, 2006.  

An extended discussion of the automatic activation of schemas is in 
John A. Bargh and Tanya L. Chartrand, The unbearable automaticity of 
being. American Psychologist, . 54 no. 7, 1999, pp. 462-479. For more about 
schemas, see Timothy D. Wilson, Strangers to Ourselves: Discovering The 
Adaptive Unconscious (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). 
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Malcolm Gladwell in Blink, (New York: Little Brown and Com-
pany, 2005) gives examples of how our expectations and predispositions can 
blind us even in the face of clear evidence that contradicts our views.  
 

Chapter Five 
 

A Preliminary Theory of Being a Sh*t 
 

Being a sh*t is impossible 
without the consent of recipients 

 
Erving Goffman coined the term impression management in his book 

The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Doubleday, 1959).  
See Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince (Robert M. Adams, trans. and 

ed.) (New York, Norton, 1977, first published 1513).  
For the story on John Prin’s views on what’s at stake for Floyd 

Landis, see Gail Rosenblum, Relationships: To Tell the Truth or Not?�
�����������	
���	
������, ������������� http://www.startribune. 
com/relationships/story/1219737-p2.html Retrieved June 2, 2007.  

For more on the moral imagination, see Alexander McCall Smith 
The Sunday Philosophy Club (New York: Pantheon, 2004), p. 110.  

In many ways, we human beings are strangers to ourselves. Much of 
what motivates us and gets us through the day happens automatically and 
outside of our awareness. This is fortunate. If we had to think about the wis-
dom of getting out of the way of a speeding car, we would lose valuable time 
and be hurt or killed. If we had to think about every step involved in waking 
up, getting out of bed, and brushing our teeth, we would be stuck in slow 
motion. Therefore, many of the automatically activated mental maps or 
schemas that are encoded in brain circuits are essential. See Bargh and Char-
trand, cited earlier, and Wilson, cited earlier. 
 For information about truthiness, see the website of the American 
Dialect Society at http://www.americandialect.org/ Words_of_the_Year_ 
2005.pdf. Retrieved November 21, 2007. An informative article is Colbert 
Fights for Truthiness, ��������	������	��	
���������
��
http://www.itre.cis.upenn.edu/~my/1anguagelog/archives/02752.html. 
Retrieved November 21, 2007. 
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Part Two: 
Testing a Theory of Being a Sh*t on Stories 

from Everyday Life 
�

Will the theory hold? 
 

The story about the son and his father’s car was broadcast on Car 
Talk, National Public Radio, broadcast on July 21, 2006 on Minnesota Pub-
lic Radio.  

Anthony’s story is from Lynn Johnston, For Better or for Worse, 
Minneapolis Star Tribune, Tuesday, April 25, 2006, p. E4 and April 26, 
2006, p. E6.  

The citation for the book on coal mine cover-ups is Erik Reece, Lost 
Mountain (New York: Penguin, 2006). 

It is possible that some behaviors are so callous that enactors have 
earned the status of sh*t of the b*stard variety, meaning their cover-ups 
work, but their behaviors are so terrible that no way can the word sh*t fit. 
The term sh*t of the b*stard variety may well fit the behaviors of perpetrators 
of child sexual abuse and other kinds of felony-level violence, including 
white collar crime. Definitions are important in social science. As is true in 
social science in general, I am sharing my definitions of terms so that readers 
know what I mean by them. Readers may have their own definitions, but it 
is important to know how I am using these terms in developing a theory of 
being a sh*t so that readers can follow the logic of my thought.  

For the story of Laura and Sabrina, see Richard Zitrin and Carol M. 
Langford, The Moral Compass of the American Lawyer (New York, Ballantine, 
1999).  

For the story and Jamie and Hamish, see M.C. Beaton, Death of a 
Scriptwriter (New York: Mysterious, 1998). 
 For the story of Heather and her boyfriend, See Heather Fenby, 
Mélange á Trois: Me, Him…and the Stuff. The ����������	
��������uary 
5, 2006. 

For responses to Heather’s story, see V.K. Moss, Send Him to a 
Mountain, ����������	
��, February12, 2006. and Jennifer V. Hughes, She 
Thinks She’s Abusive? ����������	
��, February 12, 2006.  

The story of Ella and Don is in Maeve Binchy’s novel �
���	���
�����	
����
������������� 

Another instance of a man who wanted two women is in Grace 
Glueck’s review of Michael Winter’s biography of Rockwell Kent, an artist. 
Grace Glueck, Books of The Times: The Great Why, Calamitous Year in the 
Life of a Philandering Artist, ����������	
�� Book Review, February 8, 
2006. Retrieved September 17, 2006. 
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http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/08/books/08glue.html?ex=1158638400&
en=4944dc3e2bcc510d &ei=5070 

The quotes from Binchy, cited earlier, are on pages 87, 88, and 418. 
I used many sources for the scenario of the Dick Cheney shooting 

of Harry Whittington. See Anne E. Kornblut, Cheney Shoots Fellow Hunter 
in Mishap on a Texas Ranch. ����������	
�������������	
� 2006. The arti-
cle was written on Sunday, February 12, the day after Dick shot Harry and 
published the following day, on Monday, February 13. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/02/13/politics/13cheney.html?_r=1&sq=Dic
k%20Shoots%20Fellow%20Hunter&st=nyt&adxnnl=1&oref=slogin&scp=
1&adxnnlx=1203272077-0vOevwisAvglJDZIUVFe/Q. Retrieved February 
17, 2008. 

To read an interview the vice president gave to Brit Hume of Fox 
News about his role in the shooting and the aftermath, see 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2006/ 02/20060215-3.html 

For reports on the hunting accident, see Ralph Blumenthal. Time-
line of Dick’s Mishap, �
���
��	�
������������	��
���
��	��������������	���
2006. http://www.iht.com/articles/2006/02/16/ amer-
ica/web.0216timeline.php. Retrieved May 25, 2006; Robert Paul Reyes, 
Harry Whittington Apologizes To Vice President Dick Cheney. American 
Chronicle. February 19, 2006 http://americanchronicle.com. Retrieved 
March 31, 2006.; David Usborne. Man Shot by Cheney Says “Accidents 
Will Happen.” Independent Online, February 18, 2006. 
http://news.independent.co.uk/world/americas/article346138.ece Retrieved 
April 15, 2006. See also, Robert Paul Reyes, Harry Whittington Apologizes 
�
������������������������������
��	��
�����
	���� 
����������������������
�������
����������� ���!����������"�������#�$�%&'. 
Retrieved March 31, 2006. 

For discussions of the rules of hunting, see Timothy J. Burger, How 
Did Dick Cheney Break the No. 1 Rule of Hunting? For Veteran Sportsmen 
Like the Vice President, Safety is a Core Value. �	
���agazine Online, April 
17, 2006. 
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1159061,00.html. Re-
trieved April 17, 2006; Texas Park and Wildlife Department, Shooting 
Safety Rules: Rules Hunters Can Live By…Ten Commandments of Shoot-
ing Safety http://www.tpwd.state.tx.us/ learning/ huntereducation/ 
hotsafe.html; American Gun Safety Foundation, Gun Safety Program. 
http://www.agsfoundation.com/ safety/ hunting.html#identify. Retrieved 
April 17, 2006. For a joke months later, See Maureen Dowd, Fetch, Heel, 
Stall, ����������	
��, Sunday, July 30, 2006. 
http://select.nytimes.com/2006/07/29/opinion/29dowd.html?_r=1&oref=lo
gin. Retrieved July 31, 2006. 
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For the September 2007 interview of Clarence Thomas with Steve 
Kroft on 60 Minutes, see Clarence Thomas: The Justice Nobody Knows. 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2007/09/27/60minutes/main3305443.sht
ml. Retrieved December 5, 2007. For the 1991 Hill-Thomas controversy, 
see Anita Hill-Clarence Thomas Hearings. The Museum of Broadcast 
Communications.  
http://www.museum.tv/archives/etv/H/htmlH/hill-thomas/hill-thomas.htm 
and An Outline of the Anita Hill and Clarence Thomas Controversy. 
http://chnm.gmu.edu/courses/122/hill/hilloutline2.htm. Retrieved Decem-
ber 5, 1007. Thomas’s book is ����������	
���
�������������	
�����
��	�����
2007. 
 For a story on Alberto Gonzales, see “Nothing to Hide,” Gonzales 
Insists Before Hearing, �������������
���������6, 2007. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/16/Washington/16attorneys.html?pagew
anted=2&r=1. Retrieved December 27, 2007.  

For a report on Karl Rove’s TV appearance after the announcement 
of his resignation see Alessandra Stanley, THE TV WATCH; Rove Talks: If 
Mistakes Were Made, They Weren’t His. �������������
, August 20, 2007.  
http://select.nytimes.com/search/restricted/article?res=FB0E16FE3. Re-
trieved August 28, 2007.  
 Valerie Plame Wilson wrote a book called Fair ������My Life as a 
Spy, my Betrayal by the White House� New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007. 
Available at 
http://www.simonsays.com/content/book.cfm?tab=1&pid=591369. Re-
trieved March 3, 2008. 
 

Part Three 
 

Applications of the Theory to Stories 
of Coming Clean 

 
For the story of the two sisters and the painting, see Frank Gannon. 

The Funny Pages: A Family Heirloom. �������������
 �����������
����
26, 2006, p. 28.  

For the story of Billy Pittman, see Joseph Duarte, Texas Suspends 
Receiver Pittman for Three Games, �
�����
	�� Chronicle���	��	��	�����
2007. http://www.chron.com/CDA/archives/archive.mpl?id=2007_441. 
Retrieved January 4, 2008.  

For a story about Harry Dent, see David Stout, Harry Dent, an Ar-
chitect of Nixon ‘Southern Strategy’, Dies at 77, �������������
, October 
2, 2007, p. C13.. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/10/02/us/02dent.html?scp=2&sq=Harry+De
nt&st=nyt. Retrieved December 27, 2007.  
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For the story of the drug company, see OxyContin Maker and Ex-
ecutives Plead Guilty to Misleading Public, ��ston Herald,���������������	��
the Associated Press. 
http://business.bostonherald.com/businessNews/view.bg?articleid=1000697
&format=&page=2. Retrieved May 13, 2007. See also, Barry Meier. Nar-
cotic Maker Guilty of Deceit Over Marketing ���������	
�������������
����
�
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/05/11/business/11drug.html?pagewanted=2
&_r=1. Retrieved May 13, 2007.  

For an account of Paul Wolfowitz’s resignation see Statements of 
Executive Directors and President Wolfowitz, May 17, 2007 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0.cotentMDK:21
339650~menuPK:34463~pagePK:34370~piPK:34424~theSitePK:4607,00.h
tml . Retrieved June 3, 2007. 

For an article that shows how often politicians use the phrase “mis-
takes were made,” see John M. Broder. Familiar Fallback for Officials:” 
Mistakes Were Made,” ���������	
���, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/14/washington/14mistakes.html?_r=1&a
mp;oref=slogin.  

For stories about Oprah Winfrey and James Frey see, The Man 
Who Conned Oprah, The Smoking Gun,  
http://www.thesmokinggun.com/archive/0104061jamesfrey1.html. Re-
trieved May 15, 2007. Also, Editorial:�On Oprah's Couch, ���������	
���, 
January 27, 2006. http://select.nytimes.com/search/restricted/ arti-
cle?res=F30F11FC3A5B0C748EDDA80894DE404482. Retrieved June 2, 
2007 Other stories are by Michael Conlon. Author Frey Admits Fiction, 
Oprah Apologizes. by Reuters. January 26, 2007. Retrieved May 15, 2007. 
http://www.redorbit.com/news/entertainment/371034/ author_frey_ ad-
mits_fictions_oprah_apologizes/index.html#. 
Oprah Interviews Author Frey. Oprah Winfrey Show. Air Date: January 26, 
2006 http://www2.oprah.com/tows/slide/200601/20060126/ 
slide_20060126_350_204.html. Retrieved May 13, 2007.  

For stories about Jimmy Carter’s criticism of the George W. Bush 
administration, see Steve Holland, Bush Plays Down Jimmy Carter Criti-
cism. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2007/ 
05/21/AR2007052100767.html. Retrieved May 28, 2007; John Nichols, 
Who’s Afraid of Jimmy Carter? George Bush. 	
�����
�n
�
���
������������
����	��������	����
���������. Retrieved November 11, 
2007; Jimmy Carter Backtracks on Calling Bush Administration Worst in 
U.S. History. 
http://www.foxnews.com/printer_printer_friendly_story/0,3566,2741,00.ht
ml. Retrieved November 11, 2007.  
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Part Four 

 
Discussion and Conclusions, 

or Where Do We Go From Here? 
 
 For stories on Allen Raymond, see Adam Cohen, A Tale of Political 
Dirty Tricks Makes the Case for Election Reform, ����������	
������������

1, 2008. 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/01/opinion/01tue3.html?em&ex=11003
36400&en=d72c4, Retrieved January 2, 2008; Jonathan Finer, Former GOP 
Consultant Sentenced to Prison. Washingtonpost.com. February 9, 2005. 
www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A9149-2005Feb8.html. Re-
trieved January 2, 2008; Michael Kranish, Fallen star blames self, GOP. ����
Boston Globe, 
http://www.boston.com/news/nation/Washington/articles/2006/06/10/falle
n_star_blames_self…. Retrieved January 2, 2008.  

Raymond Allen’s book, written with Ian Spiegelman, How to Rig an 
Election: Confessions of a Republican Operative was published in January 2008 
by Simon and Schuster and available at 
http://www.simonsays.com/content/book.cfm?tab=1&pid=592156&er=978
1416552222. Retrieved March 3, 2008. 
 In research I have conducted on violence, perpetrators of child sex-
ual abuse often express relief when their abuse comes to light. George (not 
his real name) said about turning himself in to the police, “It was a relief. 
Even as crappy as it was and as much as it hurt and it’s scary and painful and 
everything, to finally have that weight lifted off of my shoulders, to let go of 
that horrible secret, was incredible.” 
 For those who are afraid to entertain the notion that they could do 
something wrong and even harmful, remember the Hmong saying, “The 
spirt will catch you if you fall”  
 Readers familiar with Twelve Step programs may recognize the 
phrase “Wisdom is knowing what to overlook.” 
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Excerpt from Child Sexual Abuse: Perpetrators 
and Child Survivors Tell Their Stories, co-
authored with Alankaar Sharma  
 

 
Sexually Abused Children  

Think Abuse is Their Fault 
 

Many child survivors blame themselves for being sexually abused, 
even when they recognize that perpetrators are in charge. Lisa, 
nine, said 
 

My grandfather forced me. He unzipped his pants. He 
put his hand on mine and put my hand on his penis. He 
held my hand there until he was done. I took my hand 
off when he let go of me. 

 
The abuse took place on a boat. Lisa said, “I felt like jumping off 
the boat and swimming to shore, but I can’t swim.” Despite Lisa’s 
recognition of being forced and her desire to get away, she said, 
“It was my fault. I didn’t tell him not to do it.”  

Randy, ten, who was assaulted after the teenage perpe-
trator told her to go into the bathroom, said the abuse was “sort 
of” her fault “because I went into the bathroom and was sitting 
on the toilet.”  

Randy could not put the pieces of her experience to-
gether. She went into the bathroom because the older boy who 
abused her told her to, but she could not see that the assault 
and the directive to go into the bathroom made the abuse his 
responsibility and not hers. She could not explain the power 
differences between her as a child and him as a teenage boy.  

Donna, fifteen, assaulted by her brother, sexually 
abused by her grandfather, and the victim of an attempted rape 
by her best friend’s father, thought she must be at fault. She 
said, “My judgment must be impaired.” She was confused, 
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hurt, and ashamed that she was abused by three different males. 
Donna linked her sexual abuse to the “blind obedience” that 
her father expected of her. She was afraid to resist because she 
was afraid of being punished if she did.  

Children blame themselves because so many adults 
blame them. For example, in the case of Donna, a county at-
torney who prosecuted the case against her best friend’s father, 
said to her in her mother’s presence, “Why didn’t you get out 
of the car when that guy went after you? I think you really 
wanted it.” 

Carla ran away from home because she felt blamed for 
the incest her father committed. She said 
 

My father was bitching. I asked my mother what he 
was bitching about. She said, ‘He said it was all your 
fault.’ I’m breaking up the family. I couldn’t take it. I 
took off.  

 
Carla was thirteen and lived on the streets for six months. 
 
 Not all children think sexual abuse is their fault, but it is 
a common reaction. Caring adults can gently ask the children, 
“Do you think you did something wrong?” or “Sometimes kids 
think the abuse is their fault. Do you?” It is surprising how eagerly 
some children answer questions like these. Their answers also can 
be surprising, such as Lisa’s when she said it was her fault because 
she never told her grandfather not to do it.  
 It is important for adults to give children opportunities to 
talk about whether they were at fault. It is also important for 
children to be able to express themselves in their own ways.  
 Adults, maybe because of their own anxieties, want to 
reassure children by saying, “It’s not your fault.” Of course it is 
not children’s fault, but if they believe it is, such a statement can 
invalidate their experience. The timing of “It’s not your fault” can 
make a difference in children’s recovery from child sexual abuse. 
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Why Children Don’t Tell 
�

Child sexual abuse is surrounded by silence. Fueled by societal 
myths and stereotypes, such as “Only strangers abuse children,” “Par-
ents do not abuse their own children,” “Boys do not get abused,” 
“Women never abuse,” “Children don’t abuse other children,” etc., 
child sexual abuse is an unfortunate reality that affects the lives of un-
counted numbers of children and families throughout the world.  
 Children may not tell anyone about their abusive experiences. 
They are afraid of being punished, stigmatized, and ostracized, and 
they fear what will happen to their families and perpetrators if they 
tell.  

Children may fear that they will not be believed, or worse, 
blamed for their own abuse. Questions such as “Why didn’t you tell?” 
“What did you do to provoke the abuse?” “How could you let it go on 
for so long?” are automatic for many people when children say they 
have been sexually abused.  
 

wo little girls, Honora and Grace, lived with their grandmother 
and uncle. The grandmother used punitive discipline, such as 

making the children sleep in the basement because one of them had 
eaten cookies after the grandmother told her not to. “We were cold,” 
Grace said. Their uncle sexually abused them for several months. 
They said they did not tell their grandmother because they were afraid 
they would get in trouble. They were right. The grandmother yelled at 
them on and off for months for not telling her right away.  

Children often learn to be ashamed of sexual body parts and 
sexual activities. Over time, they learn that talk about sexuality is ta-
boo and they are subject to shame and punishment if they show 
interest in sexual matters.  

In addition, children receive little if any instruction about 
sexuality and sexual development. They therefore do not have the vo-
cabulary or permission of adults to describe sexual acts. The words 
they know are often not be used in “polite” company. Children’s lack 
of “proper” language and the taboos about using the words they know 
are other factors in children’s silence.  

Tony, fourteen, who had the lead in the school play, was 
sexually assaulted by an older boy she knew from school. She found it 

T 
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impossible to use sexual terms, but she was so upset at being abused 
that she found other ways to express herself. This is how she described 
the assault 

 
He took out his ‘oomph’ and said, ‘You fat oomph.’ You 
‘oomph’ my ‘oomph.’ 
 

When Children Tell and Don’t Tell  
 
 Young children who are molested by strangers are the most 
likely to tell about being sexually abused. They are too young to be wor-
ried about being blamed and stigmatized, and they may not have 
developed shame about sexual body parts and using words that describe 
sexual functions. Furthermore, they have no reason to protect a stranger 
from getting into trouble.  
 As children grow older, they become more aware of taboos 
about sexuality and the stigmatization and shame associated with being 
sexually abused. For that reason alone, many do not tell.  

When the abusers are family member or other people they love 
or care about, their concern for consequences for abusers becomes an-
other reason not to tell. A good example of children fearing 
consequences for abusers is Tony, ten, a client in a social worker’s 
caseload. This is how Tim, the social worker, described a conversation 
right after the first time Tim sexually abused Tony. 
 

He wouldn’t talk. I kept persisting. Finally he says, ‘I’m just 
worried.’ ‘Worried about what?’ ‘Worried about what could 
happen to you,’ or what can happen to you, something like that. 
In other words, he was concerned about me getting in trouble.  
 In this very matter of fact, calm way, I said, ‘No one has 
to know.’ And more or less let him know that he wasn’t to tell.  
 

Many abusers say little to keep the children from telling. They do not 
have to. Myths and beliefs about sexual abuse and sexuality are enough 
to silence children. 
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 Children know intuitively that if they tell on family members, 
something bad might happen, such as Daddy going to jail and the 
family not having enough money, or the family being disgraced. Rosie, 
when she was sixteen and whose stepfather had abused her for ten years, 
told her mother that she never told because she once heard her mother 
tell her stepfather, “If I ever found you were touching the girls, I’ll kill 
you.” Rosie did not want her mother to kill her father so she stayed 
silent. 
 Sometimes perpetrators threaten victims with statements such as 
“You’ll get in trouble and so will I.” Others tell children the children will 
go to jail or a mental hospital if anyone finds out.  
 Such statements show how adults take advantage of children’s 
lack of knowledge to silence them. Andy, an adult male survivor, said 
 

I was very scared. I can remember he told me that if I’d ever told 
anyone that we’d both go to jail. So I mean I was very scared 
about that. 
 

He realized that he did not know much about sexuality and the 
consequences of having a more powerful person perform sex acts on 
him. Andy said 
 

You didn’t really know much about sexual relationships 
altogether. If you told me, I may go to jail and you may go to 
the mental home or crazy house or something that I assumed is 
correct. I didn’t doubt it. 

 
 Olivia, eleven, abused for years by a neighbor who was father 
figure to her mother and grandfather figure to her, reported that he told 
her 
 

If you tell, I’ll go to jail. That will make my wife unhappy. You 
don’t want to make my wife unhappy, do you? 

 
She did not. She told her mother about the abuse on the day her mother 
told her the man had died. She knew if she told then, he could not go to 
jail and his wife would not be unhappy. The grandfather figure played 
on her desire not to hurt others.  
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 Sometimes children are afraid their families will not love them if 
the find out about the sexual abuse. One young teenager said after she 
told her family about her stepfather’s sexual abuse, “My family still loves 
me.” She cried and hugged all of them, overwhelmed with joy and relief. 

 
What Child Sexual Abuse Is 
�

 Child sexual abuse is an abuse of power, where older, stronger, 
and more knowledgeable persons take advantage of children for their 
own emotional and sexual gratification. This definition includes children 
who abuse other children. For instance, a ten year-old said to two boys 
who were three or for years old, “If you let me touch your penis, you will 
turn into Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. The little boys believed him. 
When children abuse other same-age children, the children who 
perpetrate still abuse their power because they may be stronger, more 
aggressive and determined, and manipulative. Perpetrators are focused 
on themselves and are unconcerned about the welfare of children.  
 For some perpetrators, child sexual abuse is an intense, highly 
erotic, highly gratifying sexual pleasure One man, in his early thirties 
and who had sexually abused his toddler sons and daughters, said about 
sexual contact with his two year-old daughter, 
 

I remember that high, and, boy, I wanted it. I wanted it. The 
high came after I ejaculated. That's the high I was after. I didn't 
get a high out of fondling her or that. 

 
 Another man in his thirties who had sexually abused more than 
two hundred children said about fellatio by a child 
 

It would feel like being on top of the world. Up until now 
there’s no greater feeling that I can experience than having 
somebody perform oral sex on me. That is my ultimate feeling. 
 

A father in his thirties confused sexual abuse with play. He said 
 

To me it was like slipping right back into childhood. I didn’t  
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masturbate until later, when she wasn’t around. 
 

 Some perpetrators believe that the children feel the intense 
sexual pleasure they do. Some even believe they are in a mutual love 
relationship. In these cases, it is as if perpetrators see themselves as age 
peers with the children. For them, generational differences disappear.  
 For instance, a stepfather described the sexual abuse of his 
stepson as “a pleasing relationship, trying to please each other on both 
sides.” They engaged in mutual masturbation, and the boy said, "I want 
to make you feel good, Dad." The boy also asked the stepfather to do 
the kinds of sexual touching that the boy enjoyed.  
 The stepfather said “it was like a love affair” and “I was making 
love to my son.” The stepfather was crushed when his stepson testified 
against him in court. This man was clueless about what child sexual 
abuse means to children.  
 Other statements that show perpetrators view child sexual abuse 
as mutual pleasure and mutual love. A father said what he and his 
daughter shared was “real, real special.” He abused her from the age of 
eight until age thirteen, when she told her mother. Many times she told 
her father she did not want to do it, but he would pick her up and carry 
her to his bed. His wife worked nights and he was in charge of the care 
of their daughter.  
 

nother father viewed his relationship with his thirteen year-old 
daughter as that of a girlfriend and boyfriend, and stated, “It was 

almost like I was falling in love with her.” He dressed her up in makeup 
and women's clothes and took her to dinner as if they were dating. He 
proudly told me he had given her a vibrator so she could take care of 
herself in case any boys at school had ideas about her.  
 A teenager who abused his sister said 
 

It wasn't really abuse. I didn’t look at it as that way because it 
was both ways. It was like neither of us felt secure or, important, 
I guess, except to each other. I remember saying, ‘Boy, if we 
weren't brother and sister I’d marry you.’  
 

 A youth minister, who was a 30 year-old married woman, said it 

A 
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would be unethical not to engage in sex with a sixteen year-old girl who 
was a member of her youth group. What they had between them, she 
said, was God’s love.  
 A man who molested the same boy for several years said, “I felt 
so much in love with him that I didn’t think that I was doing anything 
wrong, illegal or otherwise.” He blackmailed the boy into having a sexual 
relationship with him. As the owner of a video game store, he caught the 
boy shoplifting. He told the boy he would not turn him into the police 
if he engaged in sex with him.  
 
 Finally, some perpetrators get very angry when they hear about 
other instances of child sexual abuse. One man said 
 

I used to sit there and watch TV or I’d read something in the 
paper. I’d say, ‘Look at this son of a bitch. He ought to get 
twenty years,’ but I was doing the same thing. Mine wasn’t that 
way. See, mine was love. There’s a difference, you know. 

 
Exceptions 
�

 There are exceptions to perpetrators’ views of child sexual abuse 
as love. Some distance themselves from the children and depersonalize 
them. One man first professed his love for his stepdaughter, but love 
evaporated when he abused her. Instead, he depersonalized her and 
turned her into body parts. 
 

When it was going on, she certainly wasn’t a stepdaughter. I 
didn’t have that at all. It was, oh, let me see, a thing. I could 
never look at her while she was doing it, not at her face. I could 
look at her breasts because when I was looking at those, that’s 
something that turns me on. I can remember some times when 
she was masturbating me. Somehow I’d make eye contact with 
her, and I’d lose my erection.  

 
 Other men were looking for a quick sexual thrill, as for example, 
a man who molested thousands of children in a twenty-five mile radius 
from his home beginning at about age eight and continuing until he was 
caught in his mid-fifties. He did not know the children and sought them 
in neighborhoods where no one knew him.  



���������	
��
�	���������� 

____________________________________________________ 
 

 
 

 

 
179 

 
 

What Sexual Abuse is Not 
 
 Sexual play between age peers is not sexual abuse. Curiosity 
about sexual body parts is developmentally appropriate, especially in 
young and school-age children. Sexual acts are play when spontaneous 
and brief, not pre-planned, and the children are about the same size 
and similar in physical strength. Sexual acts also are play when the 
children have similar understandings of the meanings of their 
behaviors and no exploitation takes place.  
 Activities that involve sexual body parts may not be sexual at 
all for children. They may experience a simple curiosity that arouses 
no other feelings but surprise and the satisfaction of curiosity or mild 
tingles that are pleasurable but do not go beyond that. Some children 
are at first shocked and a bit disgusted when they see the body parts of 
other children or learn about sexual intercourse. They may think that 
there own genitals are not that attractive, either. Some say, “My 
mother and father would never do THAT!”  
 Children’s sexual development begins in the uterus and 
continues across the life course, in adolescence, adulthood, and old 
age. Boy fetuses have erections and girl fetuses have genital swelling. 
Infants enjoy touching their genitals. Children ask questions about 
body parts and where babies come from at early ages. Little boys may 
be fascinated when they get erections. 
 

hildren learn which behaviors are appropriate and inappropriate 
from the adults in their lives. When children masturbate in 

public, for example, parents teach children to masturbate in private 
and tell them that such behaviors are private. If children grab other 
children’s sexual body parts, parents teach them not to do this under 
any circumstances. If such behaviors persist after parents and/or other 
adults give children guidelines about these behaviors, consultation 
with knowledgeable professionals is called for.  
 Sexuality is a natural part of being alive. Children’s 
understanding of sexuality depends upon their developmental levels 
and on how other people communicate about sex. When guided by 
adults who provide age-appropriate information and direction and 
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 who behave in sexually appropriate ways themselves, children develop 
healthy and responsible behaviors and attitudes.  
 Adults promote healthy sexual development in children 
through behaving appropriately themselves through providing age-
appropriate information about the various aspects of human sexuality, 
such as the names of sexual body parts starting when children are 
infants. They talk to children about the various feelings and emotions 
connected with sexuality and the many reasons people eventually want 
to engage in sexual touching and sexual intimacy. 
 Children whose parents have fostered healthy sexual 
development may be better prepared to deal with attempts others may 
make to sexually abuse them. What’s more, if someone abuses them, 
they are much more likely to tell right away than children who do not 
understand the difference between healthy and unhealthy sexual 
behaviors.  
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