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Foreword

Anyone reading this book might inadvertently find themselves in the eye of a cancel culture-related storm, facing great risk to their reputation and livelihood.

Evan Nierman and Mark Sachs are strategic communications professionals who operate in the eye of that storm every day, so nobody is better positioned to write the definitive account of how to avoid and mitigate the scourge of cancel culture.

The “post-first, think-later” nature of social media has fundamentally changed the tempo of our lives—of your life—and this is nowhere more evident than in the way information, true and untrue, spreads virally. Too often, innocent people and organizations have their lives disrupted and sometimes ruined.

To once again be perfectly blunt: it could happen to you. You need a guide to help you prevent yourself from becoming the victim of a cancel culture attack, and you need to know what to do if the worst happens. The Cancel Culture Curse is that guide.

This book weaves insights drawn from academia, politics, business, and culture, to discuss how the profoundly illiberal phenomenon of cancel culture was able to spring from America’s classically liberal tradition. It also breaks new ground by amending and enhancing previous academic research by introducing an actionable new definition of cancel culture that will help individuals, companies, and professionals from all industries maneuver with confidence through the minefield.

On that note: the title of this book is not subtle, but its value lies in the fact that it is not a tunnel-visioned polemic. It is a handbook for smart and sober decision making, drawing on many case studies and solid research and data to back up its assertions. Importantly, The Cancel Culture Curse does not dismiss the fact that while social media has amplified the voices of those who would “cancel” others over real or imagined missteps, it has also amplified—particularly on loosely moderated platforms—the voices of hate. The more time we spend online, the more racism, homophobia, transphobia, antisemitism, Islamophobia, misogyny, and other forms of bigotry are unfortunately present in our lives. Actions can, and often should, have consequences. In today’s environment, however, it becomes diﬃcult to match the punishment to the crime, and this book can help.

Evan and Mark’s trailblazing six-part framework for identifying true examples of cancel culture will help readers parse the previously fine line between unfair cancellation and the rightful, even the righteous, opprobrium sometimes owed to the worst actors in society—which, sometimes, can itself help to save a reputation or a business.

While this book is aimed at anyone who faces potential reputational risk, which is to say, nearly everyone, it will be an indispensable tool for communications professionals. This is precisely the kind of accessible, practical text that I like to assign to my undergraduate and graduate students at the University of Southern California’s Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism, because it provides concrete advice and specific recommendations from practitioners who are deeply immersed in their fields of expertise.

I have advised corporations, nonprofits, and individuals on high-stakes strategic communications matters for nearly three decades, and I have had a front-row seat to some of the most consequential corporate and political crises during that time period—from the Whitewater Investigation to the BP oil spill to countless small businesses and entrepreneurs who had to weather potentially disastrous, but ultimately manageable, situations.

Bringing almost any of these assignments to a successful conclusion would have been exponentially more diﬃcult in today’s environment. The Cancel Culture Curse is the handbook we all need for the crises of today and the future. The pages that follow will arm you with the tools to protect yourself, both on- and oﬄine.

Dave Quast
Adjunct Faculty University of Southern California
Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism


How to Read This Book

The Cancel Culture Curse was written to expose the harmful practice of cancel culture, and to help put an end to it as soon as possible.

While the chapters are assembled here in a logical order, you do not have to read this book sequentially. So please feel free to jump around, spending more time on the sections of particular interest to you.

To make navigating easier, and to highlight the most fundamental points, we have included a summary of key points at the end of each chapter.

For those who prefer to read this book in the traditional manner, from cover to cover, we certainly will not object. As in every aspect of life, we each need to find our own path. At the end of the day, all we really ask for is your open-minded consideration of our perspectives and the ideas we share.

In addition to defining cancel culture for the first time, we also have endeavored to provide a playbook for survival, while also sharing ways to help you avoid getting canceled in the first place.

Moving forward, we will continue to make the case against cancel culture until the practice has been eliminated and the term relegated to an outdated reminder of a regrettable bygone era that arose quickly but faded fast.

We look forward to continuing the conversation in the American spirit of intellectual debate. We want to recognize how grateful we feel to live in a country that guarantees its citizens the greatest measures of freedom, and to be alive at such an exciting time of rapid technological advancement that can be wielded in wonderful ways. Our nation is like each of us: imperfect works in progress, but with limitless potential.

This book is neither intended to settle all arguments nor to be the final word on this topic. We remain hopeful that it will spark more discussions and, ideally, contribute in some small measure to making the world a more positive and forgiving place.

Sincerely,

Evan Nierman and Mark Sachs


Why This Book Matters

The only thing we have to cancel is cancel culture itself.

—Evan Nierman (with appreciation to
Franklin Delano Roosevelt)

Put simply, this is a book that matters. Because if you think that cancel culture affects only large corporations or A-list celebrities, then think again. In fact, it is the average person who is most at risk. Every single human being who walks the planet makes mistakes and is therefore in danger of being struck down by cancel culture. This is true for individuals from every background imaginable, and for organizations across all industries.

We in the United States used to love nothing more than a good comeback story, but in twenty-first-century America, it is increasingly diﬃcult to rebound once you take a fall. To date, cancel culture has been heavily concentrated in the United States, but should cancel culture leave our shores, the reputations and livelihoods of people all over the world could be in jeopardy.

To be clear, this is not a political book, nor is it a thinly disguised attempt to advance a partisan agenda. Our principal aim is to expose the ugly face of cancel culture, and to make the case that this hateful and harmful practice needs to stop.

For those looking for a comprehensive accounting of canceled people—living and dead—you will need to look elsewhere. Unfortunately, that list is long and growing by the day, and it would have been grossly out of date by the time this book hits the shelves. We thought it more useful to define for the first time the elements of cancel culture, based upon research, and share a playbook born from our experiences counseling cancel culture victims through traumatic times.

We intend to illustrate how cancel culture is fundamentally un-American, running counter to the values upon which the United States was created and that were forever enshrined by the Founders in the documents that form the basis of our government and culture.

While all persons found guilty of offenses and crimes should face consequences, we also believe that every accused American should continue to enjoy the right to due process and a presumption of innocence. Mob justice must never become a preferred, let alone acceptable, method for silencing or punishing fellow citizens with whom we disagree.

In these pages we will examine the trends that have led to making cancel culture possible, looking at how cancel culture campaigns have been employed, and by whom. We will also share best practices and offer guidance for what to do if you or those you know find yourselves the target of a cancel culture mob. We call these people “cancel vultures” because they thrive upon picking apart others, shutting down debate, making all mistakes permanent, and removing the opportunity for people to atone for their sins and seek salvation.

The cancel culture curse is presently aﬄicting our society. But for the good of our nation, our culture, our world, and our future, we must band together to break the spell.


Introduction to Cancel Culture

“We are watching you. Racist bitch. We will make sure your business will always suffer. Accuse us and will [sic] accuse you. Burn in hell and will [sic] piss on your grave.”

The email arrived from a sender using the name Black Lives Matter. Similar emails followed, as well as posts submitted via the general feedback form on the website.

“Lisa, you are one UGLY fucking whore !!!!!! Eeewww. Have you looked in the mirror? You are a seriously ugly cunt. How on EARTH did you ever become the CEO of a skincare company????? You filthy, ugly old cunt. Do you have any kids, bitch? I bet you don’t. I bet your husband has to hold his nose while fucking you, cause you are one disgusting piece of dogshit. Fuck you, you fucking old ugly CUNT.”

“Hello RACIST. I hope you never earn another dollar. You are the scum of the earth. You think you’re better than the HOMEOWNER you were harassing. You’re NOTHING ma’am. Absolutely NOTHING!! There’s a special place in hell for bigots like you!!!”

“Fuck you, Karen. You’re a bad person.”

“I hope you trash get what you deserve. Cancel culture got your bitch asses quick. Can’t wait to see what’s next!!”

Years after a video lasting less than two minutes went viral, attracting global attention and media coverage, skincare CEO and entrepreneur Lisa Alexander is continuing to receive similar hate mail messages.

Out for a walk in her San Francisco neighborhood on a pleasant summer day, she came upon a man drawing on the wall adjacent to a historic home owned by a neighbor she knew. At the time, she was unaware that her neighbor rented rooms to boarders. She did not recognize the person, whose back was to her and who was wearing a mask, since this was during the coronavirus pandemic in June of 2020. As she addressed the stranger, asking him, “Sir, do you live here? Pardon me sir, do you live here?” he spun around with his mobile phone at the ready, recording the encounter.

A testy exchange ensued in which the man asserted that Alexander was “accusing me of a crime,” suggesting to her that she call the police. She said she did not want to do that and in fact never actually did. The man then demanded to know her name, while refusing to tell her his, saying, “I’m asking you the questions.” Narrating his video once the conversation ended, the man said, “And that, people, is why Black Lives Matter.” He then aimed the camera at the stencil on the wall before turning the camera back to the woman, following her down the street. “That’s Karen, and she’s calling the cops. And this is gonna be really funny. Because she knows the people who live here . . . personally.” The details of the encounter are addressed later in the book alongside an interview with Lisa Alexander, who is stepping forward for the first time to tell her side of the story.

Several days after that chance encounter on the street, the man who filmed the incident posted the video online with the assistance of a public relations firm. Within days, Alexander’s cosmetics company LAFACE was utterly destroyed, and the stress from the ongoing ordeal nearly ended her life. The Better Business Bureau and various reviews sites were bombarded with negative posts and complaints that completely erased years of positive reviews and a stellar reputation.

A furor erupted on Twitter, where Alexander was “doxed,” meaning her name, address, and phone number were posted online. Death threats began barraging her via text, phone calls, and voicemails. A group of people arrived at the building where she lived—she saw them as she peeked out from the windows in her home. According to Alexander, some members of the assembled mob were armed with baseball bats, and even firearms.

One person was able to secure entry to her building and began banging on her door, threatening her and demanding that she come out. Strangers began calling her family members, promising they would make the harassment go away in return for money.

An avalanche of stories aired in the media, making headlines across the globe. Her business associates broke off all ties, essentially ruining the company. Under duress, Alexander issued an apology, but the threats kept coming. Ultimately, the stress forced her body’s nervous system to shut down, and she was rushed to the hospital for emergency surgery from which she has never fully recovered.

Years after this experience, she and countless others like her who have endured similar assaults are left to wonder: Is there life after cancellation? Is there a way to survive the cancel culture curse?


 

CHAPTER 1

Cancel Vultures

 

The Trolls Who Justify Their Cancel Culture Antics

There are too many people in the world today who think nothing of canceling someone else. Many of them, in fact, wear it as a badge of honor, proud to have taken part in a cancel culture campaign that claimed a victim. A term that we use to describe those who participate in cancel culture assaults is cancel vulture.

Other than the word “vulture” rhyming with “culture,” making it particularly convenient as a phrase for bullies who target and attack a weaker victim, it is a term that accurately depicts what takes place when a mob descends on its target. After all, vultures are large, ugly birds who thrive by picking apart others who have perished. Drive along any highway and you will eventually come across a piece of roadkill. And where you find roadkill, you will find vultures congregating nearby.

Vultures like to travel in groups. A group of flying vultures is called a “kettle,” which is an odd term but fittingly suggests that they may be cooking up trouble. A group of vultures feeding on carrion is termed a “wake,” reminiscent of the identically named gathering that comes in the wake [pun intended] of a person passing away. Meanwhile, vultures at rest are called a “committee,” which parallels nicely with groups of people sitting behind computer screens who then come together to target, tar, and tear apart other people. In essence, a cancel culture attack is trial and summary execution by committee—an unelected group bringing their collective efforts to bear to achieve their destructive desired outcome. Cancel vultures are like nature’s vultures in many ways, and not just because of the just-discussed nomenclature. Both types of vultures do not care too much about what prey they find, so long as they can feast on the remains.

Cancel Vultures and the Roadkill That Sustains Them

If you think about the people who engage in cancel culture as vultures, then their victims are a lot like the mangled animals left for dead somewhere alongside the highway. Roadkill victims—like cancel culture victims—usually suffer severe blows and must fend for themselves in a state of incapacitation or severe injury. People who have become embroiled in reputational crises often refer to the experience as being “run over by a truck” or “hit by a bus.” The sentiment is meant to convey that, with shocking speed and perhaps unexpectedly, they have been stunned and harmed, with their entire world turned upside down.

Comparing life in the digital age to being on a highway is a simile that was previously explored in the book Crisis Averted: PR Strategies to Protect Your Reputation and the Bottom Line by Evan Nierman. In that instance, a person receiving unwanted media attention was described as a slow-moving turtle seeking to avoid being destroyed by fast-moving cars whizzing past, which represented the press and public opinion. The book cautioned that inaction and seizing up in “analysis paralysis,” where you do nothing out of fear and fail to defend your own reputation, place you at high risk of being crushed to death like a turtle on a highway.

To carry that same construction forward, once you have been hit by cancel culture, your reputation and future career prospects are in mortal jeopardy. Stunned and wounded, lying on your back, you nevertheless need to pull yourself together and seek to save yourself. The cancel vultures, like nature’s vultures, will in short order begin circling overhead, perceiving your death to be imminent and preparing to devour you.

Another Source of Sustenance

Cancel vultures come in all shapes and sizes. At present, no hard data exist to reveal the typical profile of a person who chooses to target others in activist assaults. After all, this is part of cancel culture’s potency. You never know who is behind that Twitter handle, posted comment, or Reddit thread. The Internet demands neither accountability nor transparency.

People are not obligated to reveal themselves online. Much of the time, people online are playing a role, donning masks, disguising themselves, and hiding behind obscured identities. People who participate in cancel culture attacks can include anyone who has access to the web. This could include children, teenagers, young adults, and adults. Essentially anyone from eight to eighty or beyond.

Participating in a cancel culture attack often results in no negative consequences for the cancel vultures who make them possible. After all, if you play a role in taking someone down, then most people are unlikely to be aware that you have done so unless you choose to brag about it online. Proxy servers, hidden ISP addresses, and made-up usernames enable people to go online and savage someone’s reputation or target them with heinous messages or threats and never get caught.

As Internet access continues to expand by leaps and bounds and the world grows increasingly digital, there is no limit to the number of people who can participate in cancel culture unless a shift occurs and the practice is dropped. Most people never peer behind the curtains to see the magnitude and lasting impact of cancel culture. They read about scandals in the media, watch videos of “Karens” or “Brads,” and consume information about the incidents that generated headlines without ever speaking to the actual human beings involved. But in our case, we have met and conversed with many of these people. We have listened to their stories and learned about the stress and trauma they experienced during, for many, the darkest hours of their lives.

We have also seen firsthand the horrifying messages that cancel vultures, spurred into action by their own motivations—self-righteous or not—have delivered to others. In many instances, the communications are shocking, intimidating, and designed to instill horror and fear. The words of the vultures are wielded as menacing weapons. During an attack, cancel culture victims typically receive an onslaught of these messages through a variety of media, including text messages, phone calls, voicemails at home or their places of business, and email messages to their individual and work email accounts, as well as the general inboxes of their employers. They take the form of horrifying statements posted in the comments sections of mainstream press and more fringe outlets. They occur in discussion boards, online social media threads, and virtual rooms and meetups where strangers congregate to share their perspectives in the public square.

Many cancel vultures never pause for a moment to consider the harm they are causing. If they took the time to learn the facts or had the opportunity to speak with the objects of their derision or to learn more about the context surrounding controversial events, then perhaps they would pause before participating.

Reality Check

For many of the vultures, there is a significant difference between what they are willing to do or say online anonymously, as opposed to what they are willing to do or say face-to-face, in real life. One example involves the husband of a woman who was the target of online abuse. Her crime was putting herself “out there” as a candidate for public oﬃce. By doing so, she instantly became a public figure, and a critical mass of people in her community suddenly had someone to target with strident but untrue accusations. She was labeled a criminal and cheater. She was accused of defrauding other companies, acts that she had certainly never committed; the charges were patently false.

In this case, the man attacking her on a Facebook page heavily followed within the local community was posting under his own name, so the identity of the cancel vulture was never in doubt. As luck would have it, the candidate’s husband ran into the online detractor at a community event and confronted the individual. He approached him in a calm manner but told him firmly: “Stop insulting my wife and spreading lies about her. You know they are not true, so cut it out.”

The cancel vulture was shocked. For him, being forced to confront real-life consequences for his online behavior was a scary thing. He immediately began to stammer, raising his voice and bringing his hands up defensively, palms outstretched toward the candidate’s husband as if to calm him and de-escalate the situation. In mere seconds, a group of others, including friends of the online gadfly, gathered to separate the two men and ensure that the encounter did not turn physical.

The event went on without incident; the vulture retreated and hours later emerged where he felt most at ease: seated safely behind his computer keyboard at home. He proceeded to recount the incident for the public from his perspective. He wrote that he simply could not believe that this person had been so rude as to confront him verbally in a public forum. After all, his statements were merely Internet banter. In other words, he freely admitted to the world that the things he would do and say online to attack someone else were things he would never even consider doing in real life.

The online detractor being forced to confront the humanity of the people he was attacking should be an eye-opening episode. It illustrates the mind-set of a critical mass of cancel vultures in our society today. The vast distance in the digital space between cancel vultures and their targets frees them to insult, abuse, and wound people in ways they never would in person.

Like nature’s vultures for whom they are named, cancel vultures sustain themselves by picking apart the remains of others. Is there any hope that they might channel their energies elsewhere and stop feasting upon women and men who have been hurt and could be facing their demise? Perhaps. And that is one of the core goals of this book.

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

• Cancel vulture is a term for describing someone who participates in cancel culture assaults.

• Groups of cancel vultures are called a “committee,” which is fitting because cancel culture is trial, conviction, and execution by an unelected committee.

• The anonymity of the Internet makes it possible for cancel vultures to strike with impunity.

• Those who cancel others do not consider the serious harm they are causing.

• There is a gap between the behaviors of people online and those in the real world.

• Like nature’s vultures for whom they are named, cancel vultures sustain themselves by picking apart the remains of others.


 

CHAPTER 2

Defining Cancel Culture

 

The topic of this book is cancel culture, but how exactly should we define this phenomenon? The Merriam-Webster online dictionary defines one form of the verb cancel as: “to withdraw one’s support for (someone, such as a celebrity, or something, such as a company) publicly and especially on social media.”1 It defines cancel culture as “the practice or tendency of engaging in mass canceling as a way of expressing disapproval and exerting social pressure.”

We live in a time of near continual controversy, but not every situation in which someone faced negative online attention is a cancel culture event. People and organizations are often criticized or suffer consequences from bad behaviors. They receive unflattering publicity or scrutiny. Do such actions always qualify as cancel culture events?

Cancel culture is talked about with increasing frequency in the media—the subject of discussions on the Left, the Right, the Center, and everywhere in between along the political spectrum. It is a topic that touches business, politics, music, entertainment, and each area of life. At the end of the day, cancel culture is coercive, illiberal, and destructive. It creates an environment of fear, of knowing that your behaviors, perspectives, actions, or ideas can be seized upon by a group of people whose only mission is to destroy you.

On the Left, there is a tendency to downplay the impact of cancel culture or deny that it is really a problem. In some quarters, cancel culture is praised. It is seen as a necessary tool for holding powerful people accountable and mobilizing the masses to ensure that those in positions of influence cannot get away with whatever they wish. The Right, on the other hand, uses cancel culture as a political weapon. It decries it as a creation of the “woke” movement on the Left, brushing off scandals involving a conservative as the result of a so-called cancel culture campaign. To the Right, cancel culture is a buzzword, a natural successor to political correctness run amok, put on steroids, and activated by the liberal media and leftist elites.

This book gives an overview of the underpinnings of American society: a commitment to free speech, a free marketplace of ideas, and individual liberty and expression. At its core, cancel culture is completely at odds with each of these values. We examine the crushing consequences that cancel culture is visiting upon everyday citizens. We provide recommendations for how people who find themselves under fire should conduct themselves if their hope is to emerge with the possibility of reclaiming their livelihoods and dignity.

Valuable Observations from Previous Explorations

To date, several instructive and valuable books have been written on this topic, adding to the understanding of its harmful effects. In Cancel This Book (also published by Skyhorse Publishing), Dan Kovalik provides a litany of shocking examples of cancel culture in action. He reveals that his own family was hesitant that he would become a target simply by taking on a topic that he correctly noted “involves public humiliation and job/career loss.” Kovalik expresses his concern “that the goal of canceling . . . is not to educate or to advance the cause of social justice, but to punish and ostracize; it is not a means to an end; it is the end.”2

Polarizing British media personality Piers Morgan has for years shone a bright light on “illiberal liberals” in his book Wake Up and various other opinion pieces and interviews in which he fearlessly criticizes the “woke” movement. “The origin of woke was well-intentioned,” Morgan told 60 Minutes in an interview with Karl Stefanovic. “It was to have an awareness, to be awake to racial and social justice. We can all sign up to that. But it’s been hijacked by a bunch of extremely illiberal people professing to be liberals, who have now become the modern-day fascists.”3,4

Morgan himself was temporarily, though not permanently, canceled when he lost his job on leading English television program Good Morning Britain. Reportedly, 41,000 complaints were filed with his employer, including by Meghan Markle herself, after Morgan reacted to Prince Harry and his wife’s blockbuster interview with Oprah Winfrey by saying, “I’m sorry, I don’t believe a word she said, Meghan Markle. I wouldn’t believe it if she read me a weather report.”5

After storming off the set of the show and with his job hanging in the balance, Morgan then stated publicly, “I said I didn’t believe Meghan Markle in her Oprah interview. I’ve had time to reflect on this opinion, and I still don’t. If you did, OK. Freedom of speech is a hill I’m happy to die on.”6 Given an ultimatum by his bosses to apologize on-air to Markle or give up his right to voice his opinion without fear of retribution, Morgan left the program he hosted.

Bill Maher is another media personality who regularly uses his show to express opposition to the practice of cancel culture. “We have to get past this endless, unforgiving, zero tolerance mind-set bent on punishing and disappearing anyone caught saying the wrong thing. The right response to speech you don’t like is more speech, not the lazy, cowardly response of canceling people,” Maher said on his show Real Time on Feb. 11, 2022.

Meanwhile, one of America’s most prolific writers and well-known First Amendment champions, Harvard Professor Alan Dershowitz, has written extensively on the topic of cancel culture. He has done so in a compelling book titled (aptly enough) Cancel Culture, as well as in Guilt by Accusation: The Challenge of Proving Innocence in the Age of #MeToo and a vast number of opinion pieces appearing throughout top-tier media.

In Cancel Culture, Dershowitz describes the phenomenon as “a cancer on American democracy,” deriding its fundamental denial of due process and lamenting that it not only harms the accused, but also deprives others of the opportunity to benefit from the teachings or perspectives of the people who have been canceled. He calls for the practice to be replaced by debates “contested in the marketplace of ideas” and warns of the “great dangers to liberty that lurk in the insidious encroachment by men and women of zeal, well-meaning, but without understanding.”

Dershowitz’s conclusion is as powerful as it is chilling:

Cancel culture causes more problems than it solves. It falsely accuses; it applies a double standard of selectivity. It fails to balance or calibrate vices and virtues. It has no statute of limitations; it provides no process to challenge cancellations. It is standardless, unaccountable, not transparent, and often anonymous. It hides personal, ideological, and political agendas. It can be abused for revenge, extortion, and other malign motives. It is un-American to the core. It must be stopped lest it destroy the heart, soul, and values of our nation.7

In a later chapter, we will dive into some of Dershowitz’s observations related to cancel culture and due process, exploring how legal trials are being impacted by PR warfare and reputation assassination. We will also share excerpts from an interview with us in which he spoke about the personal impact of being canceled.

This book seeks to build upon the work done before by these and other authors, academics, and journalists who have written about the topic and related areas of inquiry. While we interviewed numerous people who have been canceled, it would have been an impossible task to speak with, or even to enumerate, every example. There are simply too many cases and new incidents arising every day.

Through our readings of history and contemporary thinking, we have arrived at the conclusion that cancel culture sits in direct opposition to American values, and that cancel culture must itself be canceled. But to do so effectively, we believe it valuable to define—for the first time—the elements that comprise cancel culture.

It is important to recognize at this juncture that there are innumerable instances where people have lost their jobs, become the targets of lawsuits, or been subjected to public scrutiny, mockery, or worse. Many claimed to have been cancel culture victims, when in fact, they were not.

This country has always possessed effective mechanisms by which people could be held to account for their actions. Due process is a fundamental concept in the United States, and a critical aspect of our democracy. We have a judicial system that, while imperfect, has operated effectively for centuries. The American justice system is predicated upon the idea that all people are entitled to due process and should have fair opportunity under the law to be heard, present evidence, and make a case for themselves. In this country you are innocent until proven guilty.

Since the beginning of time, people have been making bad decisions and doing harmful things for which they have been punished. Societies have always enacted certain standards, mores, laws, and legal structures to hold people accountable. Those institutions have become more robust through the years owing to centuries of legal precedent and evolving scholarship. We do not need cancel culture to hold people accountable. And we certainly cannot allow justice to be farmed out to vindictive lynch mobs that subject people to threats, force them into financial ruin, and permanently destroy their ability to gain employment or function in society.

The Elements of Cancel Culture

Our review of preexisting literature on the topic and review of hundreds of specific instances in which people were targeted has led us to conclude that there are six fundamental elements to cancel culture.

Just as we have derived value from contemporary writers on the topic, we have arrived at this first-of-its-kind definition of cancel culture owing to the scholarship of others who came before. Albert J. Bergeson is a professor of sociology and member of the graduate faculty at the University of Arizona. He wrote a 1978 paper for the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion called “A Durkheimian Theory of ‘Witch-Hunts’ with the Chinese Cultural Revolution of 1966–1969 as an Example.”8

“Durkheimian” refers to Emile Durkheim, a French academic regarded as the father of sociology, who wrote extensively on the forces undergirding society and religious groups. In The Division of Labor in Society, written in 1893, Durkheim describes with uncanny prescience the same societal forces that Bergeson related to witch hunts, and which we see playing out today in the form of cancel culture. Durkheim cautioned that “we should not say that an act offends the common consciousness because it is criminal, but that it is criminal because it offends that consciousness.”9

In the following passage, Durkheim describes the nineteenth-century process of collective outrage, which in the twenty-first century proves to be even more potent owing to widely available technologies and the Internet, which accelerate and amplify scandals and facilitate cancel culture attacks:

We have only to observe what happens, particularly in a small town, when some scandal involving morality has just taken place. People stop each other in the street, call upon one another, meet in their customary places to talk about what has happened. A common indignation is expressed. From all the similar impressions exchanged and all the different expressions of wrath there rises up a single fount of anger, more or less clear-cut according to the particular case, anger which is that of everybody without being that of anybody in particular. It is public anger.10

In his work, Bergeson used the groundbreaking writings of Durkheim to draw conclusions about what constitutes a political witch hunt, identifying three aspects of political witch hunts that also apply to cancel culture.

The first is accusations of crimes against the collective. Writes Bergeson: “The various charges that appear during one of these witch hunts involve accusations of crimes committed against the nation as a corporate whole. It is the whole of collective existence that is at stake; it is The Nation, The People, The Revolution, or The State which is being undermined or subverted.”

The second is that political witch hunts arise quickly: “Witch hunts seem to appear in dramatic outbursts: they are not a regular feature of social life. A community seems to suddenly find itself infested with all sorts of subversive elements which pose a threat to the collective as a whole. Whether one thinks of the Reign of Terror during the French Revolution, the Stalinist Show Trials, or the McCarthy period in the United States, the phenomenon is the same: a community becomes intensely mobilized to rid itself of internal enemies.”

The third is that the charges are often trivial or fabricated: “These crimes and deviations seem to involve the most petty and insignificant behavioral acts which are somehow understood as crimes against the nation as a whole. In fact, one of the principal reasons we term these events ‘witch-hunts’ is that innocent people are so often involved and falsely accused.”

In their book, The Coddling of the American Mind, First Amendment expert Greg Lukianoff and social psychologist Jonathan Haidt write about the current state of American universities. The authors assert that three untruths have been taught to the generation studying at institutions of higher learning and preparing to enter the workforce. These three untruths are: their feelings are always right, they should avoid pain and discomfort, and they should look for faults in others and not themselves. Lukianoff and Haidt contend that these three untruths have led to rising rates of depression and anxiety and have produced intense divides that manifest themselves on American college campuses.

Writing in Chapter five, titled “Witch Hunts,” the authors reference Bergesen in the context of dramatic and strident controversies happening on American college campuses. Lukianoff and Haidt cite the three elements outlined above, while adding an additional witch hunt feature that constitutes the fourth defining element of cancel culture: fear of defending the accused: “When a public accusation is made, many friends and bystanders know that the victim is innocent, but they are afraid to say anything. Anyone who comes to the defense of the accused is obstructing the enactment of a collective ritual. Siding with the accused is truly an offense against the group, and it will be treated as such. If passions and fears are intense enough, people will testify against their friends and family members.”11 In the case of cancel culture, this could also be extended to totally abandoning them.

While we believe these elements of witch hunts identified by scholars should be applied to cancel culture, we wish to add two additional elements.

The first is disproportionate response. Without full consideration of facts or context, a coalition forms around the aggrieved. The reaction is often furious and far-reaching, involving efforts to shame, embarrass, punish, and cause lasting, sometimes permanent, harm.

The second element we suggest adding to the definition of cancel culture is moral absolutism. Those engaged in cancel culture do so with the conviction that their beliefs and actions are morally just, and therefore justified. To the cancel culture mob, people expressing or demonstrating heretical ideas are believed to have transgressed; therefore, they warrant whatever punishment the mob ultimately deems necessary.

CANDEM—The Cancel Culture Elements

For the first time, we are now able to put very clear markers around what is—and what is not—an instance of cancel culture. These six elements can be remembered easily through the acronym CANDEM (pronounced condemn). It is a fitting mnemonic device, considering cancel culture entails a mob engaging in the practice of condemning a target, condemning their behavior, condemning their perspectives, and ultimately condemning them to consequences with life-altering repercussions.

To reiterate and clarify, the core elements that define cancel culture as represented by CANDEM:

C Collective considered victim of the crime

A Arising and accelerating quickly

N Nature of the offense is trivial or fabricated

D Disproportionate response

E Everyone is afraid to defend the accused

M Moral absolutism by those doing the canceling

We think about these elements as constituting a checklist. If five or six of the elements are present, then it certainly qualifies. However, if only three or four of the elements are present, then questions exist as to whether the incident actually deserves to receive the cancel culture label. If only one or two of the elements are present, then the situation should not be described as cancel culture.

The C in CANDEM refers to the fact that a perceived objectionable statement or action is often viewed as an affront to some collective—a much larger group—rather than to a single individual. This plays out time and again, whether the collective relates to race, gender identity, religious aﬃliation, sexual orientation, or otherwise. When one person insults another, or has a disagreement, then it is a one-to-one incident. But cancel culture demands that a larger group of people is brought into the discussion, expanding the controversy to represent a person’s contempt or disrespect for a larger group of people. That collective group of “victims” then becomes the aggressors, mobilizing to exact justice against the alleged offender.

The A refers to the rapid rate at which the outrage around a person or incident arises and accelerates. This is largely due to the power of the Internet, which can transform an issue from a small, insignificant exchange into a global conversation in mere moments. The speed of the Internet, fed in part by the 24-hour news cycle and often with a critical role being played by the media, amplifies incidents and catalyzes action related to the controversy.

The N in the acronym is a reminder that the natures of the offenses at the root of cancel culture events are almost always insignificant, and sometimes even fabricated. A poorly worded tweet alone does not constitute racism. Too often, a video or social post that goes viral is taken out of context. The actual transgression, when viewed in context, is often far less damaging than the mob purports it to be.

The D in our cancel culture checklist is for disproportionate response. Few among us would say we are infallible, and those who would can more accurately be described as delusional. Errors in judgment happen. Mistakes happen, and quite regularly consequences result from those mistakes. As the saying goes, actions have consequences. What is critical, however, is that fair consequences be applied by the rule of law and through reasonable considerations. In the context of cancel culture events, the consequences far outweigh the alleged transgression, and in many if not most cases, the disproportionate consequence is in response to words or ideas, and not actions.

The E in CANDEM is included because everyone is afraid to get involved once a cancel culture campaign gets underway. In the days of the Salem Witch Trials, neighbors turned on one another. Once a person was falsely accused, their family members and friends were under pressure to disavow them lest they be charged with also being witches. The modern-day version means that anyone who sympathizes or expresses allyship with a cancel culture victim runs the risk of having the mob turn on them. This explains why many organizations are quick to dissociate from employees who come under fire. Even corporations are terrified of attracting the mob’s ire. “The main problem with ‘cancel culture’ as I see it is that it suppresses speech and coerces people into staying silent about things they believe and that others also believe too, but about which they are afraid to speak,” writes attorney, author, and peace activist Dan Kovalik in Cancel This Book.12 The result of all of this is that the accused is left isolated.

CANDEM’s M refers to the moral absolutism declared by the cancel vultures who dedicate themselves to attacking and picking apart the remains of those taken down. Cancel culture would not be possible if those engaged in the process were not certain of their own moral superiority. Those engaging in mob rule allow no doubt that they are right, and the accused is wrong. Facts are never in question. Cancel vultures believe themselves to be morally and absolutely right and are willing to go to great lengths to prove it.

A group’s perceived moral supremacy over others, combined with the conviction to enforce that view, presents a danger to society. The willingness to physically, emotionally, and financially destroy others for the good of a collective has been at the root of all significant, large-scale tragedies throughout human history. Kovalik correctly notes in his book that “now many seem to see it as a badge of honor to effectively get someone fired, so long as they are fired in the ostensible interest of social justice or anti-racism.”13 To a cancel vulture looking to shut down someone else, the ends justify any means.

Based on the CANDEM elements, a more precise and accurate definition of cancel culture is warranted: “The use of intimidation by a morally absolute coalition to isolate and disproportionately punish an alleged transgressor.”

Illiberal Punishment

When directed at people for their ideas, cancel culture presents itself as the latest incarnation of an age-old practice: silencing those perceived as pushing dangerous views. In the sixteenth century, Galileo proved Copernicus’s heliocentric theory. The Catholic Church declared him a heretic for contradicting Biblical teachings, and he was sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of his life. In the seventeenth century, more than 200 people were accused of practicing witchcraft during the Salem Witch Trials.

Is today’s cancel culture any worse than or different from historical efforts to cancel people? In some ways, there are similarities. Historically and now, publicly shaming, silencing, and discrediting is wielded against those espousing beliefs deemed harmful to the collective. While the means for punishing the accused may be less violent today, the underlying anger and overall approach are the same.

Contemporary writers, academics, artists, and countless others have faced campaigns waged to discredit them. The brutal stabbing of writer Salman Rushdie at Chautauqua Institution, described on its website as a “community of artists, educators, thinkers, faith leaders and friends dedicated to exploring the best in humanity,” is an example of how far some people will go to literally silence those with whom they disagree.14

The illiberalism that led to a religious decree authorizing Rushdie’s murder is not a consequence of cancel culture, but it does reflect the exact same illiberalism and hostility inherent in cancel culture. Two hundred years ago, a man accused of violating public norms could be faced with mob justice that included lynching, tarring and feathering, or death by firing squad. Today, however, that same man would face public shaming, the loss of his job, abandonment by friends, and social isolation.

Having arrived at the CANDEM framework for defining cancel culture, we can now use these elements to evaluate and help determine a more appropriate response. It also provides a useful lens through which to reflect on what took place, both in real time and after the fact. Our hope is that we, as a country, will eschew mob mentality and bring about the end of cancel culture, not just in our lifetimes, but ideally, as soon as possible. Hopefully, years from now we will look back on this era of cancel culture as a blemish—an age of rage in a world gone mad.

Who knows? Perhaps the 2020s will prove to be as shameful a chapter in the history of American society as the Salem Witch Trials of the 1600s. Witch trials are natural precursors to cancel culture attacks, since the same elements exist across both. Moving forward, when you hear stories of people or organizations being deplatformed, avoid a rush to judgment, apply the CANDEM criteria to their circumstances, and properly and reasonably consider what should be done.

SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

• Not every situation involving public shame or scorn is cancel culture.

• The political Left downplays or ignores cancel culture, while the Right uses it to its advantage.

• Some media personalities from across the political spectrum have led the charge against cancel culture.

• Cancel culture is antithetical to American values and must itself be canceled.

• Cancel culture is the modern-day incarnation of witch hunts, pogroms, or lynchings.

• Much has been written about the topic, but until now nobody has truly defined cancel culture.

• Our definition of cancel culture is “The use of intimidation by a morally absolute coalition to isolate and disproportionately punish an alleged transgressor.”

• The Cancel Culture Curse identifies six elements that are hallmarks of cancel culture, which can be remembered using the acronym CANDEM:
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