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Abstract 

Cancel culture remains a phenomenon that cannot be bound to one explanation 

or definition. The general definition of this concept is constrained to the 

condemnation and ostracization of individuals, or “influencers” on social 

media. In order to delve into this discourse, it becomes important to engage in 

a nuanced discussion about what cancel culture means across different domains, 

and how a digital movement has the power to bring consequential change in real 

life. In this paper, by providing a comprehensive understanding of the concept, 

our primary goal is to understand the extent to which cancel culture proves to 

be helpful and beyond which it acts as a tool for bullies on the internet. We aim 

to do this by first tracing its history, followed by the role it has played and 

continues to play in the new digital culture of social media, then considering its 

effects in the political scenario of the world, and finally, analyzing its effects on 

media conglomerates and multinational brands. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Studies in the field of mass media have often considered, apart from the study of forms 

of media, concepts, and techniques from the disciplines of psychology, politics, 

philosophy, and anthropology. In today’s world, content creators, curators, and 

strategists, all refer to such theories to best understand the necessities of their 

consumers. These theories can also be used to understand the disapproval of certain 

content by consumers on the internet. This online disapproval, popularly known as 

‘cancel culture’ has proved to be a social weapon, aiding marginalized voices and 
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discouraging the potent evil, enjoying impunity from offensive actions owing to their 

influence.  

Merriam Webster defines it as “the practice or tendency of engaging in mass canceling 

as a way of expressing disapproval and exerting social pressure”1. Provided that this 

culture serves those in need, it nevertheless refers to a mass informal system of vigilante 

justice in the sense that even the juvenile and inadequately informed are able to assume 

positions of “judges” on the internet, punishing opinions they cannot tolerate. We, by 

no means, are belittling the online revolutions against racism and sexism but are 

referring to the incorrect usage of concepts like intolerance that seem to justify cancel 

culture while acting as a sheath for bullying and intimidating those whose belief 

systems differ from others. The question of the efficacy of cancel culture arises in this 

context. To fully grasp its utility, we will aim at understanding it holistically. Concepts, 

theories, cultures, etc., always have a history of evolution. To understand anything 

contemporaneously, we must first look at it historically. 

 

THE TALE OF CANCEL CULTURE AND ITS PROBABLE DESCENT  

The idea that cancel culture is a product of social media, is a generally accepted one 

and not necessarily untrue. But, less-known is the fact that cancel culture as a concept 

has preceded its rise in social media. Beginning with appearances in movies and songs 

around 1991, the word ‘cancel’ being used in reference to a person, has been a more 

common term in African-American Vernacular English. Eventually, the term became 

viral on social media via Black Twitter. In an interview with Vox, American linguist, 

Anne Charity Hudley, chair at the University of California Santa Barbara says, “the 

concept of being canceled is not new to Black culture.”2 The same piece clarifies the 

unfamiliar difference between call-out culture and cancel culture (or outrage culture). 

Where cancel culture evolved from the Civil Rights Movements of the 1950's-60's to 

an online resistance, call-out culture arose with angry fans combating online 

harassment. Nevertheless, the concept of call-out culture has preceded cancel culture 

online. “And while call-out culture goes back quite some time (the term going back as 

far as 2016), cancel culture is its modern derivative, and both stem from doxing.”  

Cancel culture is largely based on doxing, or “the internet-based practice of researching 

and broadcasting information about an individual or organization for personal gain”3 

Now, even though doxing is defined as being done with a malicious intent, the moment 

it is used for calling-out or canceling politically problematic behaviors, it becomes more 

or less ethical. The idea here is that when an individual is proved to be problematic or 

offensive, it automatically puts those who expose such individuals, on a higher pedestal, 

essentially raising the ‘doxxer’s’ moral standards. This brings us to an argument in 

philosophy, more commonly in bioethics, known as the Slippery Slope argument 

defined as “one in which the agent, initially has control over its actions and can still 

stop the descent towards the ultimate catastrophic outcome, but at some point loses 

control, so that after that point the catastrophic outcome has become inevitable.”4 With 

the ever-expanding prevalence of cancel culture, the prevalence of doxing expands as 

well. Human fallacy works in a way that it makes even the most effective or 
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revolutionary idea, a bane. Humanity is walking on a slippery slope where unauthorized 

surveillance becomes a reality and privacy, fiction. Thus, the subject of our study 

becomes more and more relevant each day.   

 

SOCIAL MEDIA AND PERSECUTION BEHIND THE SCREEN  

The omnipresence of social media is not unknown to us. But this omnipresence has 

brought with it invisibility. Most of us, as we engage with the internet, remain ignorant 

of this engagement due to which it is difficult to say where the online world ends and 

the real one begins. “Sometimes the media and reality become intertwined in odd 

ways”5. This can have grave repercussions, first for the aforementioned fundamental 

right of privacy and second, for the mental health of individuals affected by it. The 

internet rewards people with malicious intents with the “gift” of facelessness and 

anonymity. Unaware, juvenile, or even misinformed individuals have the agency to dox 

and cancel people on the internet. These individuals can essentially create documents 

of personal information of the victims of outrage. Given that all this data is publicly 

available on the internet, it was never posted with the intent of letting anonymous 

strangers create biodatas. But this very real threat to privacy is not the only bane of 

cancel culture. Whether or not the claims made against these victims are proven false, 

they suffer an immense amount of hate on the internet, essentially making them victims 

of bullying.  Shakuntala Banaji fittingly says, “Discovering that we have harmed 

someone because of an unexamined group prejudice or a tendency to speak for others 

rather than to listen can be profoundly discomfiting.”6 There have been several cases of 

suicide and deteriorating mental health proving that the internet engages in coercing 

and tormenting those deemed to be politically incorrect.  

Cancel culture is based on the ideology where there is no room to learn, make mistakes 

or educate oneself by engaging in constructive discourse. Once your opinion is 

considered offensive, you remain ‘canceled’ on the internet for as long or as little as the 

internet pleases.  

There are several reasons for the online population’s promptness in canceling 

individuals. Cancel culture is innately based on ostracising those whose remarks are 

offensive or are deemed to be offensive. It is also understood that there is a sense of 

intolerance for said remarks. Realistically, not everyone who gets involved in the 

process of canceling individuals has complete knowledge of either the topic of debate 

or the situation of the individual. This is because usually, public condemnation acts as 

a catalyst for the bandwagon effect - informally known as the mob mentality - and 

therefore when a large group of people cancel someone online, other people are most 

likely to join in. It is only because of the aforementioned “gift” of anonymity which the 

internet rewards its faceless users that they are able to mindlessly curtail the rights of 

individuals. These stereotypes of exaggerated generalizations made about the canceled 

individuals stem from the ‘Kernel of Truth’ concept. This shows us how there is no 

moderation with the use of the internet. People will either attack others relentlessly or 

not bother to get involved in online fights and observe as bystanders. Inaction is also 

an action. After all, it has consequences.   
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POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES OF CANCEL CULTURE AND TOTALITARIANISM  

Our moral commitments and values tend to help us align with political ideologies. In 

digital spaces, when we possess a certain moral code or beliefs, it becomes quite easy 

to curate our feeds with content that speaks to us. In the process, we become assimilated 

into a larger group of people who share a similar moral and political identity. It is 

important here to acknowledge the changes in the political environment and how new 

forms of media and the internet have influenced it. In the past, the radio and television 

were primary sources of information, and, in some cases - mostly historical - these 

singular outlets of information from news houses were manipulated and usually had a 

political affiliation, making their news one-sided and biased. These were the only forms 

of information the general public had access to. Georgiou (2012) states how the rapid 

rise of social media has given a new perspective on what participation means, especially 

in social and political contexts. She further explains:  

The struggles around the control of media, technologies, and systems of representations 

have become more intense with the emergence of different players in the terrain of 

mediated communication, especially with the wide diffusion of new technologies. 

(Georgiou, 2012, p.4)7  

While she argues that “old” forms of media like television and national media still hold 

power to regulate public opinion, this is contested in recent times due to the advanced 

integrated engagement social media offers and allows everyone to influence the 

narrative in a way that never has been possible before.  

The Internet’s immense disseminating capacity of ideas and thoughts to millions in 

mere seconds allows for collective identity construction, and therefore understanding 

the collective political sentiment of social media users is vital in navigating through 

how these affiliations are potent in driving cancel culture. In a 2020 study, Norris 

investigates how generational gaps are relative to political alignment8. People born 

between 1946-1980, or Baby Boomers and Generation X, tend to belong to a 

conservative and right-wing school of thought and lean towards the idea that cancel 

culture has gone too far and thus, has a negative impact on society. In stark contrast, 

people born between 1980-2012, or Millennials and Generation Z who are more 

progressive and liberal in terms of ideology, are in favor of cancel culture. They are 

more often the active participants and also take on the role of prosecutor in this online 

system of punishment.  

Former US President Donald Trump has time and again spoken in opposition to the 

left-wing, labeling them at the 2020 4th of July speech as the “very definition of 

totalitarianism.”9 Twitter, especially, has been an open battleground between the left 

and right wings, and famously, Trump himself has unrestrainedly used the platform to 

voice his thoughts. He is infamously known to be widely criticized by netizens for his 

opinionated views and actions. Underneath all of his tweets from his now permanently 

suspended account, the clash between Republicans and Democrats was always a 

constant feature. In this political context, an instance where cancel culture used the 

power of social media to mobilize and take online politics to real-life was notably the 

sabotaging of Trump’s Tulsa rally in June 202010. K-Pop fans and Tik-Tok users, using 
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their expansive online presence, were able to collaborate and take advantage of the free 

registration system to sign up with Tulsa zip codes and reserve hundreds of seats - only 

to not show up. They were able to successfully disrupt the rally, leaving Trump with 

only a sparse audience to address. What this shows is that social media users know the 

technical functioning of the platforms they use - they have knowledge of the best 

possible ways to maximize the potential of algorithms on these apps. This is also crucial 

in understanding why cancel culture blows out of proportion - there is a large number 

of younger people who support this notion, who also have an in-depth understanding 

of how technology works.   

Shifting the focus to a more locally relevant context, what is happening currently 

between the Indian government and networking giant Twitter offers an alternative 

perspective.  

It is acknowledged that cancel culture does not usually permit the one on the receiving 

end to justify themselves or their actions which raises concerns around free speech, and 

in the case of public figures, the motive is usually to attempt to deplatform them for any 

offense caused. But what happens when a democracy attempts to impose on the freedom 

of speech of its citizens? [ We would like to preface here that when we use the term 

‘cancel culture’, it does not necessarily always connote to the negative, exaggerated 

aspect of it. Cancel culture in its definition, involves holding a figure (whether that be 

an individual, group, corporation, etc.) accountable for their words and/or actions, often 

in return for an acknowledgment - an apology or a rectification.] The Intermediary 

Guidelines released by the Indian government seek to regulate content online, 

ultimately wanting to “make [social media firms] more accountable to legal requests 

for the swift removal of posts and sharing details about the originators of messages.”11 

This demonstrates a clear infringement on both privacy and free speech of users, which 

are two characteristics that are core aspects of social media networks, especially 

Twitter. Not treading too much on the politically analytical consequences of this action, 

one can say that this leaves free speech in a very liminal space, especially regarding 

cancel culture. However, it can be argued that what the Indian government is doing with 

attempting to limit freer discourse to take place on a platform that encourages and 

invites different ideas, and furthermore wanting to breach individual user’s privacy to 

delete content is, in a way, an extreme form of cancel culture.  

“The younger generation of scholars may be expected to prove both most liberal in their 

identities and also least concerned about public shaming for socially offensive speech 

and acts.”8 It can be argued that as a generation that has intrinsic ties to the Internet, the 

anonymity mentioned earlier develops a greater sense of nonchalance with shaming and 

canceling what they deem is offensive and wrong, and even with the Trump rally 

incident, where online engagement translated into actual, real-life action, there is no 

responsibility or guilt to own up to because the young group of people managed to do 

precisely what they were hoping to achieve. Were the Kpop fans and Tik-Tok users 

wrong in disrupting a political rally of a politician that actively disenfranchised millions 

of citizens? No. Had they never gone through with this act, hence allowing hundreds to 

attend the Tulsa rally, would that have been so wrong? Again, the answer is no. On an 

alternate note, having authoritative bodies take action to silence opposing views is 
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morally wrong. Therefore, in light of these political instances, what we are left with is 

a very grey area of discourse regarding censorship and regulation. Who is to decide 

how much free speech is too much? And, if the decision on restraints is ever made, then 

would that not infringe one’s freedom of speech?  

 

CANCEL CULTURE CAPSIZING CONGLOMERATES 

Similar to how we gravitate towards like-minded people who share the same identity 

expression to us, we also subconsciously apply the same psychological pattern with 

brands and companies. We look for products and companies that align with our identity 

which then eventually establishes a brand-consumer allegiance. Brands and companies 

will typically study their target consumer pool, researching the market and trends, and 

hop on it to garner an audience and therefore, create profit. Because we live in an age 

where the global community is closely networked, thanks to the internet, everyone is 

under scrutiny online. This is amplified tenfold if you are a company or brand because 

there are people actually relying on you to deliver products to them and cater to their 

preferences, and hence, there is an expectation of performing consistently well. 

Sometimes a brand may not change their image at all, and this could either be 

successful, as they have a unique identity that makes them stand out in the market, or 

detrimental because as times and trends evolve and develop, so do collective social 

values, and there comes an unsaid expectation from individuals and groups to respond 

to it with understanding and in varying levels, adaptation. When this adaptation does 

not happen, there is a misalignment between brand image and consumer values, and in 

psychological terms, this would be coined as cognitive dissonance. This dissonance can 

be solved in two ways - either the customer changes their values and stays loyal to the 

brand, or they stop buying from the brand, hence sticking to their own values. 

Generally, people choose the latter. Simply stopping to purchase from the brand is not 

where it ends, because, in this digital age, there is the inherent need for public 

condemnation and declaration. This public show of disapproval is what ultimately acts 

as the gateway to canceling brands online.   

In 2018, the incident surrounding Victoria’s Secret is a prime example of how cancel 

culture drove a business into the ground. When former CMO Ed Razek made a 

comment in an interview about how they would not consider casting transgender and 

plus-sized models in their annual fashion show12, it caused a significant uproar on social 

media. This company sells a luxurious vision of lacy, sensual lingerie for women. Their 

products are not inexpensive, meaning they cater almost exclusively to women 

belonging to the elite, upper echelon of social circles. Hence, the image that they present 

is that of a fit, usually skinny, “angel”. The comment by Razek only reinforced this 

image, and it was evident that this brand was not about inclusivity and diversity despite 

their claims. People took to Twitter to shun Victoria’s Secret and express their 

disappointment, with some even going to the extent of burning their products and 

sharing pictures with the hashtag #CancelVS, accusing the brand of being transphobic 

and fatphobic. This gained momentum online, especially because Twitter acts as a 

driver for cancel culture and works in a way where simplified, concise tweets are 
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exchanged in a fast manner, not allowing for careful and comprehensive discussion to 

take place. This incident inevitably made the news because Victoria’s Secret, apart from 

the products themselves, is known for its lavish fashion shows which effectively was 

brought to an end the same year Razek made those comments. Because the spotlight 

was now on the canceling of Victoria’s Secret, it allowed for the brand’s executive 

problems to come to light, with the unearthing of their ties to a sex offender, their 

unethical means of production, and non-eco-friendly practices.14 Victoria’s Secret did 

suffer majorly, with losses of about $42.3 million, and soon after in early 2019, over 53 

stores closed across America due to poor sales.13  

What is interesting, however, is that after issuing an apology online, eventually hiring 

transgender models, and also releasing a line of products for plus-sized women, some 

staunch customers expressed dissent, with comments about how the brand needed to go 

back to its “original image”, and how they have lost their sex appeal. This is the other 

side of the dissonance, and it should be acknowledged that these people who continue 

to support brands like Victoria’s Secret will also have to accept the fact that they will 

be continuing to fund exploitative and unethical practices. For these individuals, the 

action of supporting these brands could potentially result in some form of social 

ostracization from the very people who care about ethical practices and condemn the 

brand.  

In this scenario, one could say that Victoria’s Secret being subjected to cancel culture 

was deserved, or even justified, but in a way, these examples are important in 

demonstrating that when dissonance happens and consequently the pursuit of dispelling 

it, it applies pressure and sends a clear message to other brands to become more reliable 

and incorporate inclusivity in their image lest they next fall victim to this internet 

judiciary.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Cancel culture has time and again proved to help counter sexism, racism, abuse, and 

other such wicked practices. No study on the subject of cancel culture can be concluded 

without acknowledging its assistance in global revolutions. In many ways, it has helped 

marginalized voices come to light, allowed them to share their opinions and participate 

in spaces where they were historically excluded. Nonetheless, we cannot remain 

ignorant to the damage it does to the canceled individual’s mental health, their image, 

and even their self-esteem, and going so far to the extent of putting their professional, 

school, and personal lives in danger. We do not propose to ‘go easy’ on offenders. 

Those who do wrong deserve the abusive treatment that the internet serves them. But 

for those who are misjudged, prematurely canceled, unheard and more importantly, 

innocent, cancel culture can have lifelong effects. The internet and media can have 

unfathomable influences. All we propose is that we as responsible netizens learn to use 

the internet responsibly. Lastly, we don’t encourage using cancel culture as a scapegoat 

- blaming the culture for not letting individuals learn from their mistakes. Our words 

can be extremely consequential and to live in a peaceful society we must be conscious 

and respectful of what we say. Making mistakes is innate to human nature, calling out 
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someone for mistakes they have made and holding them accountable is fine - in fact, 

encouraged - as long as you educate them and give them the space to learn from their 

mistake and move on. If people are never called out, they will never learn. We should 

strive to aim for a balance between freedom of speech and public shaming of 

wrongdoers.       
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