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Abstract

The guiding questions of this thesis aim to target particularities of ‘call out’ or ‘cancel’ culture
- an internet phenomenon primarily dominant through social media - and fill in gaps within the
literature pertaining to such online culture. Although adhering to the digital sphere, its
repercussions beyond the screen are observed through the ‘dramageddon’ of 2019, the
cancellation events of YouTuber influencer James Charles. This thesis seeks out to apply
participatory culture and symbolic interaction theories as well as accompanying concepts
through a qualitative approach. The data collected consists of a blend of media content analysis
of Twitter posts known as ‘receipts’ and interviews with three YouTubers as well as a Social
Media expert. The results depict cancel culture to be associated with expected themes of justice,
resentment, drama or entertainment value and group mentality as well as the offline
ramifications. Unexpected themes also surface during data collection and will be further
explored. Concluding remarks of this essay concern a summary of discussed implications of
cancel culture from the view of netizens as well as suggestions for future prevention of such

events.

Key words: cancel culture, callout, drama, scandal, social media, justice, group mentality,

identity, consequences, haste.

Word Count: 24213



1. Introduction
With great power comes responsibility and glory, as biographer Robert Caro commented on

the axiom that power always corrupts. However, in his opinion, power does not necessarily
corrupt, but it “always reveals” (Caro, 2012; p. xiv). By this it can be understood that those
who obtain power (e.g. authority, recognition etc.) will eventually reveal their true intentions —
in most cases this is portrayed in a negative light, as Caro suggests; concealment of traits that
might make one unfavourable are necessary to climb the ranks of power (p. xiv). Thus, those
who wield power could eventually show their sides of selfishness or superiority. The utmost

test of character for those in possession of power is how they treat people who lack it (Grant,

2019). The argument of power deems itself pivotal in the conversation of ‘call-out culture’ or
‘cancel culture’. ‘Calling out’ or ‘cancelling’ a target means to single out a person as a
consequence of their wrong doings, highlighting their mistakes and demanding better
judgement. The two terms are almost similar, yet not interchangeable as | will explain further
in this thesis. Given that such a key aspect in this competitive culture is reversing the tables, in
order for one to gain power or at least feel powerful, they must first take power from their
competitor. This volley of authority offers a pedestal for those ‘calling out’ or ‘cancelling’
someone, an edge in success in their contributing fields. This can be granted and shared
between a group of people, not necessarily just one person in particular. Cancel culture is
defined through many variants, the most common definition referring it as the act of holding a
figure (online) accountable for their frowned-upon actions. The act can be characterised
through the term “cancelling” someone where attempts are made by either a singular person or
a group of people in order to diminish their power and bring them to a form of justice. Although
this phenomenon often has a ‘leader’ or a main figure in the events of ‘calling out’, it is not

quintessential.

‘Cancel culture’ or ‘callout culture’ dons an air of “ideological conflict” (Dimitrakaki & Weeks,
2019; p. 277), its terminology being inherently negative. Although often blanketed by ‘good
intentions’, the concept of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ is but a philosophical discussion in nature, and a
sociological discussion of social norms and morals put into practice. A defining characteristic
of the online culture of callouts is the legal principle of presumption of innocence — with a
twist: ‘guilty until proven innocent’. The ‘proof” here comes in the forms of what online users

call ‘receipts’. Very much as a store receipt, a form of proof of purchase, online receipts depict
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supporting facts to arguments of cancelling. These are most often brought in after the
cancellation has begun, leading to the possibility of an initial wave of misinformation. These
can be seen as screenshots of tweets, snippets of videos, screenshots of private conversations,
voice messages and other media forms. Consequences of this haste to publish relevant media
to the cancelling are the ones very commonly tied to the after-effects of this phenomenon: mass
unfollows, rupture of career relations, online harassment, doxing (releasing private information
online without consent) and could potentially lead to people in the spotlight choosing what they

believe to be the only way out by taking their own life (YouTuber Charles, 2020).

Given its sparsity in academic literature and the gravity of this online culture — namely, the
presumption of innocence twisted to fit narratives of hate and generate clicks and its offline
repercussions — it is beneficial to research the topic at hand and divulge its effects on the
communities it surrounds as well as possible expansions beyond these digital spheres (e.g.
mainstream media, offline media). In this thesis, [ will be pertaining to the concept of ‘callout’
or ‘cancel’ culture, its origins, related theories, its presence online (particularly two platforms:
Twitter and YouTube) as well as its effects. Primarily, I will be addressing the “dramageddon”
of 2019, an event in online culture as an act of cancelling escalated to great proportions and the
spectacle that followed. By delving into this topic, I will be structuring my analysis around

these three research questions:

1. How could cancel culture be interpreted through the lens of participatory

culture?

2. How do netizens understand and discuss cancel culture?

3. What are the possible outcomes of ‘cancelling’ someone?



2. Existing Research
Although there is limited academic literature on cancel culture, related subject areas could offer aid in

better understanding this newer phenomenon of online cancelling and what it entails. This way, | will
be looking into research on online harassment: hate speech online, cyberbullying, trolling and how

these affect those involved.

2.1 Cancel Culture
Public outings and witch hunts might not be new to the 21 century, yet the tools humans have evolved

into using for such practices could be reflected in how cancel culture portrays itself online today. Norris
(2020) adds to this that contemporary media speculation on public shaming had generated a substantial
amount of attention, specifically in a more political sense than ideologically (p. 15). In their
perspective, legitimate criticism and good-willed call-out incentives have potentially shifted to
enforcing hate speech to bring down rather than constructive help (p. 15). However, it is possible that
these call-outs and cancellations are due to social pressure to fit in or follow popular/crowd belief (p.
16).

Within the social pressure of the cancel culture phenomenon, other social concerns and clashes arise.

Hooks’ (2020) thesis brings forth the paradox of human social interaction within the context of
cancelling online. They present this through the notion of victimisation and apology-demanding.
Where people claim guilt and blame offers a hindrance in discourse; to feel offended could be a direct
affirmation of feelings, thus one putting their emotions before thought (p. 78). This strengthens a
lawless space in the online medium, where the (predominantly Western) law of “innocent until proven
guilty” is hashed out with impulsive emotion overcasting (p. 78, 79). But mistakes are inevitable, so
how would one reintegrate themselves into a community after being publicly shamed? Initial
goodwilled criticisms beget apology and reformation through understanding and learning to better
oneself. Cancel culture paradoxically demands an apology and righting wrongs, yet it also fails to
accept any apology — particularly if it isn’t suitable to the public opinion’s liking (p. 80). Hooks (2020)
also discusses, based on their analysis, that cancel culture ties in with doxing and online harassment
and particularly what might set it apart from good-intended call out culture incentives; firstly, cancel
culture requires a form of social manipulation and engineering the discourse in a particular manner to
suit a narrative. This narrative is the second quality that Hooks (2020) presents, the specifically framed
representation of the person targeted during cancelling and the circumstances they are being scrutinised

for. Thirdly, all of this would not be an online culture if not public; by broadcasting the process and



(potential or hoped-for) downfall of the target, cancel culture’s pivotal element is also publicising of

someone’s information (e.g. old tweets or videos) (Hooks, 2020; p. 84).

2.2. Cyberbullying

Online harassment and aggression has been a long discussed topic within academic literature and now
widespread online as efforts have been made to ameliorate this phenomenon of hate and power
imbalance (Chatzakou, et al., 2019; Garaigordobil et al., 2020). Whereas there is not a set definition of
cyberbullying (p. 1), its forms vary from hate speech online to general cyberaggression or similar
behaviours (derogatory, offensive or unwanted) performed by individuals (or as a group) through
digital mediums in order to cause harm (p. 1). As the digital era evolves, hurdles evolve with it;
cyberbullying has taken new paths to make itself visible in online spheres. Although vague to detect
these from a research standpoint (due to the scale of harmful gestures), Chatzakou et al. (2019) aimed
to identify cyberbullying and cyberaggression on Twitter through selective topics and the tweets
surrounding these (e.g. events such as the BBC gender pay controversy) and the pattern in behavior
redacted by users. This was noticed primarily through hate speech, offensive language used (including
specific popular keywords according to the topic it addressed) as well as hashtags. Additionally, an
intriguing element to inspect was Twitter’s own suspension system in order to put an end to such abuse

and how misinterpreting their ‘safety’ mechanism was (p. 29, 30).

2.3 Trolling

The term ‘trolling’ or “cyber-trolling’ The attention brought to trolling is often paired with the notion
that it is directed towards minorities, by other antisocial, less vocal minorities (Cheng, Bernstein,
Danescu-Niculescu-Mizil & Leskovec, 2017). Posts and messages from trolls are often directed at
whomever they disagree with or wish to spark an argument with (p. 1221), thus not necessarily being
bound to a specific target stereotype (i.e. women or people of colour) although these may be prime
targets (Lumsden & Morgan, 2017; p. 124, 125, 126). What such literature suggests is that acts of
“trolling” and violence through language has evolved to have no bounds to gender or race but rather

negative moods and anger lie at the crux of such behaviour (Cheng at al., 2017; p. 1221, 1223).



2.4 The ‘Dramageddon’ of 2019
While still a relatively new event in online culture, the ‘Dramageddon’ of 2019 (surrounding the

cancellation of YouTuber James Charles and its consequences) has not received much research within
academic literature. In my own research | was able to find one case study on the events of a series of
events from the year prior, known as the “Dramageddon of 2018”, the cancelling of various beauty
community members and the phenomenon of cancel culture (bachelor’s thesis, Madrangca, 2019; p.

2). Although the term is a play on words by combining ‘drama’ and ‘armageddon’, the term seems to
be re-used for various monumental dramatic events in online communities (or at least perceived as
monumental by respective members). It is not to be confused with the events | will be mentioning,
those between YouTubers James Charles and Tati Westbrook. Nevertheless, through my own thesis |
hope to bring forth additional resources, concepts and theories in analysing cancel culture online

through the lens of James Charles’ cancellation in 2019.



3. Theoretical Background and Concepts

3.1 Participatory Culture
One of the first theories | have chosen is the theory of participatory culture. Jenkins (2006)

denotes participatory culture as the occurrence which has created a shift in power relations of
media online, particularly its production and consumption. Here, “fans and other consumers
are invited to actively participate in the creation and circulation of new content” (p. 290) which
ultimately expands the playing field of generated content online. By participating in and
engaging with other fans, the social ties that are created spin a complex web of networks to be
formed across communities, fandoms and even platforms. Anna Helmond coined the term
‘platformisation’ of the Internet, describing the shift from random websites and forum threads
to platforms becoming the core infrastructure of the Internet. Online users consume media
through these platforms such as Google, Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, WeChat, Snapchat and
many more (Helmond, 2015).

In 2009, Jenkins explains participatory culture as a culture of artistic freedom and expression,
with low barriers of civic engagement. Here, the main act of participation revolves around
sharing creations and “some type of informal mentorship” where a pass of knowledge from a
more experienced group is passed onto others (p. XI). An example of this can be seen through
online forums or shared knowledge databases such as Wikipedia, built and reviewed by
community members. A pivotal aspect of participation culture is those involved are subject to
believe they are contributors and their offerings matter, accompanied by a degree of social
connectivity with one another. Support and feedback are also key factors in participatory
culture, forming a bond within the community partaking in participation. According to Jenkins
(2009), he offers four pillars to participatory culture, first being affiliations. Members (be them
formal or informal) gather in communities revolving different forms of media (mainly online)
such as social media (e.g. Facebook, Tumblr, Twitter and other forums). The second pillar is
expressions, these being portrayed through various artistic expressions. These are related to the
topic in question, what the community revolves around such as a particular fandom or niche
clique. The notion of ‘fandom’ is something I will return to further on in this thesis. The third
pillar of participatory culture as denoted by Jenkins (2009) is collaborative problem solving,
consisting of group work (formal and informal) in order to achieve common goals or delve into
new knowledge. This could be done through mediums such as Wikipedia pages. The fourth
pillar here is circulations, in which those involved cater and shape the flow of media to their
10



liking, producing cyclable content such as blogging, podcasts and even videos. The latter of
them all seems to be the most prominent amongst participatory culture as it immerses the
audience into the culture through video form, especially on YouTube. With the acts of
participatory cultures come a great number of both benefits and concerns regarding its effect
on those involved, particularly children and youth. On the one hand the benefits, according to
Jenkins (2009), consist of a varied list of new skills: play, performance, simulation,
appropriation, multitasking, distributed cognition, collective intelligence, judgement,
transmedia navigation, networking and negotiation (p. XIV). On the other hand, interacting
with popular culture seems to raise concerns in the public regarding youth participation. These
include the participation gap (e.g. unequal access to the mediums or opportunities), the
transparency problem (e.g. the way in which media shapes perceptions of the world) and the
ethics challenge (e.g. an influx of new forms of professional and social training). Whereas
participatory culture could pose a risk, especially to younger generations utilising its mediums
online, Jenkins (2009) encourages a shift in discourse towards a focus on skill development
and competencies in the “new media landscape” (p. XIII). It can be argued that cancel culture
embeds its roots in participatory culture seeing that the phenomenon as a whole calls for civic
engagement and collaborative problem solving within members (e.g. members rallying
together for a common cause, gathering receipts as a community), elements of mentorship (e.g.
passing down information such as receipts and possible shaping of future generations).
Membership here is also related to the fourth pillar mentioned previously by Jenkins (2009);
cyclable content could be linked to members’ endearment to their respective communities and
engagement within these. Thus, it can be suggested that fandoms or cliques could resort to
callout culture if an issue arises, given that they value their members and user generated content

(shortened to UGC throughout this thesis).

According to Jenkins (2009) the online community in 2005 had a variety of users, where half
of all American teens could be considered media content creators (p. 3) — creators of blogs or
Web pages, creators and posters of original artwork, photography, writing work or video
content online and even remix content (p. 3). The author suggests that despite being part of a
community, the numbers are not necessarily reflective of the activities carried out within the
community itself; not every members is forced to contribute if they do not wish, but the freedom

to do so must be there (p. 6). Everyone’s input is valued and respected, but even those who
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watch on the side-lines can still be considered part of the community. Today, we call these

people possible ‘lurkers’.

3.1.1 Lurkers
Nonnecke and Preece (2000) open the discussion of lurkers on online forums and communities

within the online sphere by speculating (from their earlier sources) a 90% estimate of
community members as lurkers. Although understudied, they believe that given their majority
in numbers and presence, they can present a huge benefit to further understanding digital
environments. In their work, the authors describe the lurker as: “One of the ‘silent majority’ in
an electronic forum; one who posts occasionally or not at all but is known to read the group’s
postings regularly. This term is not pejorative and indeed can be casually used reflexively: ‘Oh
I’m just lurking.” When a lurker speaks up for the first time, this is called ‘delurking’ (p. 74).
This definition also relates that lurking could be directly translated and defined through the
quantification of how much someone posts: from none to very minimal forms of posting, yet
engagement in other forms is still there (e.g. liking the post, following someone etc.). Although
some may argue that lurkers are similar to “freeriders”, Nonnecke and Preece (2000; p. 78)
counter this with the explanation that lurking is very much an accepted form of participation in
today’s online sphere by most communities, despite their past negative connotations with the
word “lurk”. Although they do not interact by producing their own content, lurkers are to be
considered a backbone of communities, keeping them alive with their silent interactions.
However, a balance of active and silent participation is encouraged in order to fruitfully

contribute to a community’s lifespan.

In terms of community and its “sense of community”, Ridings, Gefen and Arinze (2006) note
that this factor weighs far heavier than actively participating in the community itself (p. 329).
Although they may not participate publicly, they are certainly part of the community traffic
still. Several reasons for their behaviour (e.g. feeling they do not need to post or wanting to find
out more about the community before doing so etc.) — knowledge and information are cited as
valuable social resources as well as emotional support, instrumental aid, companionship, a
sense of belonging and encouragement (p. 332). Lurkers may not always actively participate in
all of these factors however, the sense of belonging seems to be the key element. Researchers

have denoted lurkers as someone who has minimal posting or none at all (Nonnecke & Preece,
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2000), but there will often be posts on social platforms which start with the original creator
introducing themselves as “been lurking for a while” or “lurker here”. Through Ridings, Gefen
and Arinze’s (2006) notes, we see a shift in the identity of the lurker themselves; the person
would still consider themselves to be a lurker, despite their minute break of silence for a single
post (p. 331). This leads to speculate that there is a strong sense of identity with lurkers and
could be very subjective in terms of the amount of times they post or interact, seeing as it is

still on the less active side. This leads to the hypothesis of researchers Takashi, Fujimoto and

Yamasaki (2003) who consider lurkers to be valuable, “non-negligible” (p. 2) participants of

online communities and not just “social loafers” (p. 9) or passer-by’s.

It can be argued that these silent members are relevant to cancel culture or call out culture due
to the power they have in cyclable media. From a participatory culture perspective, this could
be present as knowledge or information such as receipts shared within or between communities,
or a simple boost of post visibility and engagement rates through online likes, shares and views.
By increasing these interaction numbers, it can be argued that lurkers are essential to social

media capital, a notion I will mention further in this thesis.

3.1.2 Fandoms

Bringing forth the topic of “lurkers” and an explanation of the silent participators, it is important
to also point to “fans” and “fandoms” with a short explanation of who they are and their
importance in online communities. As stated above, the notion of a “fandom” derives from the
idea of a group of fans of a specific culture, be it music, gaming, film or any other form of pop
culture. Booth (2010) argues that fandom studies and New media studies are to be taken as a
reflection of one another; with the study of one field can we better understand the other. Digital
fandoms portray a “philosophy of playfulness” in which all activities carried out are related to
a specific pop-culture niche and taken place primarily on the online sphere, within media
platforms. As Booth explains, fandoms are composed of people who work together (online and
even offline at times) to interpret, extend and further create content in relation to what they are
fans of. This creative process is a never-ending collage of content fans continuously add to and
engage in. One of the most intriguing points Booth (2010) brings forth in his work is a sort of
free-speech economy that is substantial to the fandom notion. Just as most online media

nowadays, fandoms allow a blurring of the line between professional texts and fan-made texts:
13



“It is not just individual texts that hold meaning, but also vast intertextual networks of
connected texts—some which are fan created” (p. 34). In a transmedia world, user generated
content (UGC) is quintessential to online communities and their creative expressions online,
just as Booth also specified these fan works as “communal re-imagining” (p. 34) which
constitute a new form of communication. The emphasis on communal work and shared
knowledge (whether it be made up with the help of various contributors or it be open and shared

for everyone else) seems to act as a key element for this new experience.

Throughout this work I will be referring to fans as “followers” or “stans”; the former of terms
derives from an online figure’s following on social media. By this, I refer to “followers” being
people that make up the numbers of followers certain online figures have. The term “stan”
(plural “stans”) is a noun coined by the rapper Eminem in 2000. The title of his song “Stan” is
the blending result of the words “stalker” and “fan”. The rapper depicts this through a narrative
of an obsessed fan of his taking his life after being ignored by the artist (Taylor, 2019). From a
noun with negative connotations, the word has evolved into a far less pessimistic state. Now a
term of endearment, it is even being used as a verb: “I stan for that artist” or “we stan”. By this,
someone would admit to being supportive of the artist or celebrity (Kirkland, 2019; Roos,
2020). All three terms are quite similar in nature, although it could be argued that they range in
emotional attachment towards a public figure, thus used accordingly: followers and fans could
be interchangeable, more or less. However, a follower is not always a fan nor is it a requirement
for a fan to be a follower on social media. Stans are considered to be far more invested or even
obsessive. However, not all stans must be obsessed, and not all are toxic; many strive to create
their community of fans an inviting one and hope to see their desired celebrity successful
(Whitehead, 2017).

Interest in celebrities and public figures is not necessarily a matter of the 21% century. As early

as the 1950s, magazines would distribute gossip on celebrities and celebrity culture.

Within three years from a particular magazine’s release, its numbers grew tenfold (Tucker,
2018). From magazines to TV, celebrity culture was mainstream, offering glimpses and secrets
of their lives. This rise in popularity could be a significant hint to fans and “followers” being
interested in celebrity culture. However, a specific increase in attention was concentrated on
stories which depicted celebrities’ mistakes or drama (p. 2, 3). Many young fans even look up

to celebrities as their idols and consider a “watched life” being the equivalent of success (p. 2).
14



Tucker (2018) highlights the similarities between the life of public figures and the concept of
the panopticon or the synopticon; by being constantly watched, those under the “gaze” must
feel a pressure to act accordingly, as if on their best behaviour, to “reveal or confess”
wrongdoings (p. 3). The burden of doing so will eventually cause the watched to have their
downfalls exaggerated by those watching (Roos, 2020). Sensationalisation of celebrity life is
now akin to a success of a story regarding celebrities and their scandals. With such a boost in
attention-grabbing stories, fans or followers of celebrities would feel almost an air of
entitlement, as if they were “deserving” of the information. Another approach to consider here

is Lui’s view on gossip:

“Celebrity gossip is the conversation that exposes who we are. It is a reflection of
modern human behaviour and culture. It is a reflection of a current standard of morality. And,

in observing the changing nature of morality, gossip is the play-by-play of our social

evolution.”

(Lui, 2013)

An interest in celebrity lifestyle could potentially be a blend of wishing to follow the celebrity’s
lifestyle and admire their success with fondness but also a reaffirming sense of distinguishing
themselves from the poor choices celebrities make. Despite whether fans would make their own
personal mistakes, the publicisation of celebrity downfalls allows readers to confide themselves
in the idea of superiority and having more power, in a sense. As social media garnered the
attention of celebrities, allowing to bypass publicists’ approvals of statements they wish to
make, public figures took to Twitter and platforms alike to share thoughts, media and/or further
advertise themselves. This also allowed celebrities a far more personal space with their fans,
almost intimate and reinforcing the authenticity of the celebrity (Burns, 2009; p. 49, 50; Click,
Lee & Holladay, 2013; p 366). Speaking of the entitlement mentioned prior, this had not
dissipated; the freedom of speech celebrities had through social media also gave followers a
chance for their voices to be heard as people would start “actively policing” them, bringing in

Panoptic values into a Synoptic situation (Tucker, 2018; p. 3).

Within cancel culture, it can be suggested that fandoms, fans and stans present a vital role in
this phenomenon (Roos, 2020). Interaction with celebrities online (whether they are
15



mainstream icons or social media influencers) can on the one hand be discriminatory and in a
policing manner, holding celebrities accountable for their downfalls. On the other hand, more
loyal fans (or even stans) could present a blind following of their idol and follow the incentive
to cancel someone targeted. An example of this can be seen in the “dramageddon” of 2019;
explained in further detail later in this thesis, fans of either social media influencer involved in
the event were quick to aid their icon in cancelling the other. Such cancellation can be done
through methods of online harassment or encouraging people to not support a certain online

figure.

3.1.3 Affinity Spaces

Returning to Jenkins’ (2009) notes on participatory culture, a prime benefit is shining light on
opportunities for younger generations to feel empowerment in civic engagement through

“second lives” online (p. 12). This way, youth can engage in civic debates or even become
political leaders in online communities, strengthening their skills of citizenship and
decisionmaking. These could lead to the will to also fight for better causes, even if they are in
digital affinity spaces (e.g. cancel culture online; p. 13). Affinity spaces are an educational
environment where groups of individuals come to engage in common-themed activities. These
can also be called “Learning Networks” (Sloep & Kester, 2009; p.5), an overlap of communities

which allows a steady flow of information and knowledge to surge through almost seamlessly.

“Distributed intelligence” or “collective intelligence” (Jenkins, 2009; p. 68) refers to a
widespread knowledge of material and the ability of distinguishing when to trust false sources
or otherwise. Pooling knowledge in communities (or beyond their borders) is seemingly
common on the Internet where like-minded individuals gather to share and receive valuable
information and resources. An interesting factor of online communities, just as mentioned
within the realm of fandoms, is that “everyone knows something, nobody knows everything”
(Jenkins, 2009; p.71). The carry-over of knowledge within online cliques is almost sacred, a
tradition passed down since perhaps the beginning of Web 2.0. An example here are
communities based around certain fandoms (e.g. video games), coming together to compile an
encyclopedia online also known as a Wikipedia for various topics. Something as simple as
Pokémon fans could offer their limited knowledge on certain types of the monsters within the

game and thus, the building blocks construct into a much larger collection of cultivated
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information, ready for anyone to educate themselves from. Jenkins (2009) suggests that
collaborative knowledge pooling could present a new way of consuming media, a “socialised

or communalised media” (p. 74).

When confrontations arise, teamwork is vital. Problem-solving is to be tackled as a group which
leads to not only strengthening the bonds of the group as a whole but reminds each individual
of the feeling of participating in something bigger than just themselves. Whereas some
challenges are best overcome as a community, the individual still holds an important role. As
Jenkins (2009) mentions, meaningful participants in knowledge culture are those who are able
to contribute with individual effort to group problem-solving, expanding their own capabilities
of solving problems alone through this community experience. However, a main issue risen
here relates to the reliability of information and their sources which are multiple from various
users online and their knowledge on certain topics (p. 77). The importance of a good
educational foundation is crucial, especially when it comes to pointing out misinformation.
Students are often taught to think of knowledge as a product of research however in a collective
intelligence space, knowledge is often an on-going process (p. 79). Mistakes can occur, as is
natural, even in the cases of accumulated knowledge such as the aforementioned Wikipedia.
Although edits by more knowledgeable members may fix most errors before they are
distributed, the discussion returns to the matter of prior education. If younger generations are
taught an intuitive understanding of how information is spread online as well as a trained

critical eye to distinguish quality of source material and healthy skepticism (p. 79, 80, 81).

This cynicism can also arise from the new trend of “transmedia” appearing, where an overlap
of various forms of media may make it trickier for users to distinguish validity of sources.
Netizens (citizens of the Internet) can no longer rely on professional gatekeepers to tell us how
to judge information we come across. This lack of a middleman could have sprouted the civic
engagement online, communities taking matters into their own hands. Transmedia navigation
adds to the factor of people crossing various platforms of media in order to gather knowledge
or information on cases that are addressed or called out to (p. 93, 94). With such a spread,
clashes may even occur between “cybercommunities”, resulting in segregation and conflicts
regarding values, norms, misinformation and so on (p. 97, 98). Such cybercommunities could

work harmoniously or continue to remain in an in-ground versus out-group conflict. Even in

17



cancel culture scenarios, affinity spaces could either serve as the start of a callout or work

between each other to help gather information or ‘receipts’.

3.2 Symbolic Interaction
The second theoretical framework I will be looking into is symbolic interaction, combining the

findings of Robinson (2007) on identity formation and the online self as well as symbolic

violence, encapsulating tones on online hate speech within cancel culture on social media.

3.2.1 The “Online Self”
Through the lens of participatory culture, members are complex and a strong sense of identity

and individuality in a community are important (Jenkins, 2009; Ridings, Gefen & Arinze,
2006). In a matter of how these members present themselves or how they affect each other
online, Robinson (2007) hints to the fact that people carry aspects of their offline selves to the
online self. These aspects could be seen as values, morals, and beliefs or even simply the way

someone chooses to portray themselves to others. Here, the theory of symbolic interaction is

“formed and negotiated in the same manner as the offline self” (p. 94). Through this it can be
understood that people’s social self is shaped regardless of medium (i.e. online or offline).
Robinson argues that the self is more a product of interaction as opposed to a rigid entity. From
this we can understand that one’s self can be melded online through social interactions, be it
fannish activities or simply “lurking”. With all this, the self online can be shaped through its
interactions and gained knowledge during social experiences; morals and values can be pressed
or challenged, and beliefs could be altered. As Robinson also mentions the process of being
affected by society’s perceptions of the self is almost inevitable. Thus, reaching a “generalised”
judgement which is deemed as a “social norm”. These hold their ground on the online world,
just as the “offline” world. Many norms overlap with those of what society is used to outside
of the digital sphere yet to accustom to these new tools, new norms have emerged also such as
encouraging crediting artists and frowning upon art theft online. As had previously stated, the

online self can be altered in the form of how a person chooses to present themselves online.

Robinson darts back to Cooley’s (1902) concept of “the looking-glass self” (p. 94) explained

through a threefold process: first, the self would imagine how it appears to others. Second, the

self would imagine how the others are to judge them. Third, the self would have a respective

emotional response to said judgement (p. 95). Although this concept was coined back in 1902,

it seems society has managed to maintain this philosophical perspective and simply attribute it
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in new mediums. Online selves appear to be the best versions of what that person imagines or
desires to be. It is important to add that many online users simply alter their online self as a
simple extension to their offline self (p. 103). At times, the “new self” created leaves room for
confusion, misrepresentation, and deception (p. 98). This poses an issue on the online sphere
as perfection is quickly sought to be a norm and mistakes are often exaggeratedly scrutinised.
The self would meld itself to fit into a norm and if called out for their wrong doings, an
alteration of the self to re-establish itself is in order. This relates to Mead’s (1934) arguments
against Cooley’s (1902) in which Mead believes that the self-ing process becomes produced
entirely through interaction (Robinson 2007, p. 95). What was once the original self could very
much end up being a completely different self, more or less. The constant plea of fitting in
within these norms (p.106) seems to cause great distress in online users, leading to a variety of
outbursts which can be characterised through phenomena such as “call out” or “cancel” culture.
Basically, a game of pointing a finger of those who have gone against the norm and bringing
them to judgement. Goffman (1959) also chimes in this topic, suggesting that the self
strategically plans out its interactions, almost in a performing manner to an audience. Likewise,
users online may use the online medium (i.e. the “stage”) to “frame” their acts and interactions
according to the expectations or preferences of the audience (Robinson, 2007; p. 96). The
process of anticipatory socialisation may also play a role here, where non-group members will
eventually meld their own behaviours, values, and beliefs to fit in with the standards of a group
they wish to be part of. This process is meant to ease the person’s way into the group and
ultimately have an easier time being accepted as an in-group member by the others (Sadat,
Ahmed, Mohiuddin, 2014).

3.2.2 Symbolic Violence
The discourse here would not be complete without the inclusion of symbolic violence, a nod

towards Zizek’s (2008) writings on violence through language. Called objective violence, the
author here links the inevitability of violence in language, especially since humans and their
societies are constructed through language. With its omnipresence, social reality is irrevocably
tied to language and built upon it, thus symbolic violence could be portrayed through violent
language, such as online hate speech. Aforementioned acts of trolling or cybertrolling are added
to this discussion by Lumsden and Morgan (2017). In their words, trolling is “a form of

gendered and symbolic violence” (p. 121).
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Recuero (2015) suggests violence in discourse is less focused on simply what is said but more
on the understanding of what is said in appropriate or inappropriate means, “a system of
knowledge created by what can and can’t be said” (p. 1), a hint to censorship. This system is
based upon meanings given to such circumstances, constructed by social interaction. These
values are moulded by society, accepting and appreciating certain rules over others. With this
in mind, Recuero (2015) ties symbolic interactionism to social media and how violence has
creeped itself into discussion once again, yet in a new form; in her opinion, social media has
offered violence almost a sort of advantage given its lack of tangibility. Since users of the online
“speak” through the screen and not face-to-face, it is easy to miss “invisible audiences” such
as minorities (p. 1). Such acts of harassment online, hate speech or even cyberbullying relate
back to the notion of power and its imbalance, especially as it can be circulated and copied by
others (Menesini & Nocentini, 2009; p. 230). The ramifications of violence online often lead
to individuals “living in fear” as threats made online could become a reality in the offline world
(Olteanu, Castillo, Boy & Varshney, 2018; p. 221). Symbolic violence weaved in social media

creates a tumultuous space for what is intended to promote positive social interactions.
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4. Where Cancel Culture Takes Place and its Importance in Online Spaces
When discussing cancel culture or call out culture online, it is beneficial to mention the digital

platforms it expands on and the importance of these, as well as the importance of the people
involved. In this chapter I will be delving into the rise of a new celebrity — the online influencer
and why community members pay mind to their reputation and actions online, within their

respective communities.

4.1 Why are YouTubers Important?
Distribution of media has gained new grounds through YouTube and its creation of YouTube

stars and influencers, content creators who have amassed a following or loyal fans and their
role. Burgess and Green (2018) open this discussion with YouTube’s humble origins as a
platform for “ordinary users” to share, upload and generate content with the community,

embracing participatory culture as one of its pillars of creation (p. 14). Ever since its debut in

2005, YouTube has surpassed everyone’s expectations as it became one of the most popular
entertainment websites globally. In 2013, it was reported that over 100 hours of video content
were uploaded by the minute and in 2017 the website has amassed billions of users who
watched billions of hours of content daily (p. 16). YouTube has increased in popularity and
usage tenfold over the decade that it has been running for, ultimately becoming part of
mainstream media (p. 46). As it even competes with broadcasted Television and streaming
services such as Netflix (p. 16), YouTube allows far more entertainment for the masses,
especially due to its diversity in content, tailored content, freedom of speech and giving people
a voice. What is more, YouTube “stars” have seemed to garner more fame than casts of
mainstream media TV shows (p. 46). With such a revolutionary step for online-mankind,
YouTube became a new prime, “dominant” platform for self-expression and UGC (p. 18). The
content offered on the platform comes from a variety of creators, publishers and even
audiences, ranging in terms of professionalism: amateur, pro-amateur, media partners,
advertisers, new intermediaries such as the multi-channel networks (MCNSs) and third-party
companies (p. 19). Whereas YouTube has found ways of “regulating” its users, the audience
and content creators are still very much highly influential of the production of media and the
path it takes. It can be said that despite a company’s efforts to regulate content flow, its users
will often find a way to distribute and access the content they desire (unless heavy censoring

would occur), especially through transmedia and transplatform protocols. The fine line drawn
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between professional gatekeepers and amateur content have started to blur vigorously over the

past decade.

YouTube took the liberty of redefining what “professional media” looked like. Coined as
“social media entertainment” (p. 20), this new form of media would consist of a wide variety
of content available for various specific audiences (e.g. gaming, beauty & health, video
blogging/vlogging etc.). The media producers were amateur (at first and not all) “stars” that
YouTube and its users helped co-create (p. 20). Although content was both user-generated and
user-consumed, it is important to note that YouTube as a company would still very much loom
over these “YouTube stars” by binding them in contracts or regulating their content in various
ways (e.g. demonetization, algorithm chances in how their videos would be shown etc.). Given
this co-coordination of site functionality, Burgess and Green (2018) specify that participatory
culture is YouTube’s core business (p.20), being experienced and consumed in different ways

by its users (p. 26).

YouTube as a platform surges media from several different sources yet commercialising its
own culture of “raw” culture planted the first seed for a new brand of “celebrities”. By doing
so, YouTube allowed “ordinary people” to rise to the occasion and gain fame (p.34). Although

garnering an audience to their content, YouTubers are often put in the spotlight (or the

“trending” page of YouTube) for doing a particular thing that will spark the attention of viewers
and bring them notoriety. With this spike of attention, the cycle of media “reinforces its own
cultural power” (p. 34) and assuring its relevancy to the crowds and markets. This offers
audiences to feel far more connected with those they find more relevant to themselves, less
commercial and less of a company-like figure (de Chernatony et al., 2008; Forbes, 2016; loanid,
Militaru, Mihai, 2015; Sudha & Sheena, 2017). As a result of this, subscriber loyalty and
audience engagement are quintessential to these marketing frameworks (Burgess & Green,
2018; p.47). Moreover, YouTube stars come to fame on the platform not by being famous
already or in the mainstream media, but rather by presenting themselves in a particular way
which is appreciated by a specific audience. They do what they do well, by using the platform’s
tools at their service and mixing in their own character (be it genuine or exaggerated for
entertainment) with notes of humour or intimacy (p. 35). For these new figures of interest,

YouTube started monetising their efforts (since 2007) with ad revenue or “ad sense” and
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offering YouTube creators a cut of the deal, eventually making it a full-time job for many
content creators of the platform (p. 46). These ‘influencers’ would come to be a key element in
the marketing of today’s world of Web 2.0. as outside marketing companies (e.g. food and
drink brands, various online services etc.) found their advertising opportunities in these new
public figures (Burgess & Green, 2018; p. 35, 46; Holland, 2016; Jin, Muggaddam & Ryu,
2019; Lou & Yuan, 2019; Rasmussen, 2018).

YouTube ‘stars’ are known to be followed and admired for their authenticity, yet this concept
cannot be discussed without acknowledging its slippery slope (Burgess and Green, 2018; p.
38). Misinterpretation of genuineness appears often: a disadvantage for the audience and an
advantage for the creator. This is not always the case, yet often it happens. Many circumstances
will call for a sort of spectacle to be put on display, shrouding the authenticity of a creator’s
work (i.e. YouTube video) and clashing with true intentions from behind the scenes. These
clashes more than often bring up disputes (be it between audience and creator, between creator
and brand or creators themselves), something I will come back to and address in a further
paragraph. Nevertheless, these speculations on authenticity have led to a social norm within
online platforms of influencers needing to prove their genuineness one way or another. If not,
commenters and crowds become vocal and often speak their mind, calling them out. The
reasoning for this could point to a desire of keeping YouTube (and other such platforms) as
“pure” as can be. By this I mean a state of purity in terms of social media being run by the
social aspect (i.e. users) and not by mass-media, mainstream or any other large-scale
companies. This core factor is how YouTube, for example, maintains its “YouTubeness” (p.

40) and stays true to its values of authenticity, intimacy, and community generated content.

As I mention these YouTube ‘stars’ and ‘influencers’, it is important to note what marks these
people as popular, despite the previously highlighted characteristics that are part of the
entertainment value. In the world of YouTube, popularity can be measured (more or less)
through numbers seen in subscriber counts, views, and engagement numbers (on other
platforms). These numbers in competition with one another (between influencers themselves
and between one influencer’s own posts) seem to be what the community values deeply as it
offers a mirror of overall success (p. 69; p. 104). An accurate representation of this metric
success can be seen through third-party sites such as Social Blade, an important aspect (as well

as social capital) that I will touch upon later in this thesis. Success on YouTube could also refer
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to a less quantitative form, but a qualitative take on community sense and YouTubers referring
to themselves as part of the “YouTube community” (p. 77). This feeling of belonging
encourages people to mobilise through a community of practice and even exercise cultural
citizenship (p. 97). The platform becomes shaped by its users who in turn, become shaped by
the platform they use; by further on forming communities with no rigid borders, networking
has become the norm. YouTube has never been a closed system, allowing permeability to
additional platforms; social media influencers started expanding on other sites such as Twitter
and many more. This spread of reach allows these online figures to maintain a successful
presence, but it also reduces YouTube as their prime dependent content platform (p. 101).
Despite perhaps starting on YouTube, influencers have managed to settle their roots in between
the layers of platformisation and form communities tailored around their content and their
character. Alongside the massive video sharing platform, Twitter will be the other social media
website focused throughout this thesis. Its ease of use, it is a fast-paced outlet where YouTubers
and content creators alike can interact with one another as well as with their followers. More
often than not, Twitter seems to play a large role in influential occurrences such as cancellings
due to its fast, responsive nature. Moreover, Twitter has been a successful gateway to drive

more views to YouTube videos, particularly for influencers (Yu, Xie & Sanner, 2014).

4.2 Twitter’s Role in Cancel Culture
In terms of Twitter, there is a significant difference between influencers on this platform. In this thesis,

I will be focusing on YouTubers who expand to other platforms other than YouTube. Therefore, I will
not be discussing in detail the rise of influencers on Twitter but rather how Twitter is used in the

context of cancel culture in the events of ‘dramageddon’.

Bakshy, Hofman, Mason and Watts (2011) define influencers important to the Twitter ecosystem,
given their impact the flow of information and its spread on the platform. In their view, an influencer
can be seen as “special individual”, yet users may vary in levels of influence (p. 2). Despite this variety,
the way in which the platform functions restricts users to generate content in a specific way (i.e. via
tweeting to their followers) which ultimately suggests that comparison of influence from case to case

is easier comparable, according to Bakshy et al. (2011; p. 2). However, ordinary users may still have
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the opportunity to “trigger a cascade of influence” (Watts & Dodds, 2007; p. 3) or a “social epidemic”
(Bakshy et. Al., 2011; p. 8) by a word-of-mouth strategy and by targeting “special individuals” (e.g.
people with large followings or controversial targets; p. 2). However, with the rising culture of
cancelling or calling out, the question of influence directly related to an online following is debated

(Jin & Phua, 2014). Cha, Haddadi, Benevenuto and Gummadi (2010) argue that “ordinary users” are
rising in influence on topical occasions (i.e. case-by-case scenario) but may not remain consistently
influential once the hype has slowed down (p. 7). Cha et al. (2010) also suggest that those who gain
the most influence are not subject to spontaneous attention but rather through consistent effort, such as

tweeting about a single topic (p. 8).

Due to its fast paced nature of microblogging, Twitter has been a prime source for redacting news, but
they may not always be truthful; in fact, the platform has gained a reputation of being quick to spread
misinformation and rumours also (Castillo, Mendoza & Poblete, 2011; p. 675). Credibility of
information online can be influenced by factors such as the poster’s history of posts, the reposts of

these (i.e. the engagement rates), the URL’s linked with their posts or their follower count (p. 682).

This dynamic revolving influence, number of following or fans, fast-paced nature of the platform and
credibility of posts are key elements which could suggest the ease of cancel culture spreading on
Twitter. It can also be argued that perhaps some of these features are not the underlying motive as to
why people engage in this culture; perhaps the idea of Twitter as an entertainment website overshadows
something as important as the credibility of the post users chose to interact with (Nguyen, 2020; p. 42)

or the emotional devotion involved when seeing whom the cancelling is in regard to (p. 41)?

Given that Twitter is being used in conjunction with YouTube as dominant platforms for community
members to interact on (e.g. influencers with their fans), the way in which the former of online
mediums has also been used to quickly spread information in the event of call-outs or cancellings.

Through this, users are able to share ‘receipts’ to aid the community in providing some semblance of
proof or evidence to the matters involved. An example for this could be an old tweet (from several
years ago and buried beneath new, constantly updated posts) from an influencer being disrespectful to
a person or a group of people. Given that posts have the option to be removed by the owner, twitter

users will often save their evidence by screenshotting them and saving them digitally for future
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reference. Particularly, fans/stans or haters are more likely than the average community member to

save and distribute such receipts.

, @hol Ly @@ cHollyConrad - 111
{i} | saved them, hundreds of them. Because I'm doing research on cancel culture

and it's similarities to the inquisition and witch hunts. Maybe we can learn from
history about the horrible mistakes we're making today. No one deserves this
kind of cruelty.

al AT&T = 10:12 PM

< Tweet

®ho!l |y @ © @HollyConrad - 3d
For the past year, |I've been trying to help
someone | care about leave an abusive
relationship. I'm telling my story with the
receipts | can legally share, with no hate
and no vindictiveness. | just need to bring
Figure 1. Screenshot of a Twitter user confirming their saving of receipts (“them”) for cancel culture

purposes.

Retrieved from: https://twitter.com/hollyconrad
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https://twitter.com/hollyconrad
https://twitter.com/hollyconrad
https://twitter.com/hollyconrad
https://twitter.com/hollyconrad

Q@
@gwsngo

why are surrounding yourself with trash
ari?

& Ariana Grande & @ArianaGrande - 54m

look who i bumped into at rehearsal :)

9:33 am - 23 Jan 20 - Twitter for iPhone

Figure 2. Screenshot of an Ariana Grande fan retweeting the singer’s post with a hateful comment
towards the boyband in the picture.
Retrieved from a Google Image search.

Note: Whereas it cannot be entirely certain whether the user is a stan, their Twitter avatar is of the singer herself, which
can be a suggestion that this user is at least a fan.

There is limited research on Twitter’s role in cancel culture but through this thesis | hope to pinpoint
the utilisation of the platform for micro-blogging ‘receipts’ used in calling out as a method of

collaborative problem solving or members’ loyalty to icons they follow on social media.
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5. Calling Out the Callouts

As netizens choose to act and perform on the stage of the digital realm, the phenomenon

‘call-out culture’ or more recently known as ‘cancel culture’ followed suit with collaborative
problem solving and acts of civic engagement. Stemming from practices as old as perhaps
stoning or public executions, the act of publicly shaming someone by calling them out online
shares similarities in terms of holding people accountable (guilty or innocent) and having
common people decide their fate. Humans have evolved to adapt to the tools they have come
into contact with, which is why I suggest that online ‘calling out’ or ‘cancelling’ is a different
means to the same end. The process in question here aims to point people’s wrong doings in
hopes of bettering the community (or communities) that the person affects. Such as boycotting,
what call-out culture participants wish to achieve is a recognition of mistakes by the accused
and signs of willingness to improve. However, with the freedom of online spaces, netizens have
somehow managed to transform simple calling out into ‘cancelling’ someone which, in
summary, aims to cancel a person’s existence within the social platform they reside on and
outcast them from that society or ‘deplatform’ them (a term used from cancel culture meaning
to remove someone’s presence from a platform and their potential influence with it). Somehow,
from wanting to better communities by helping others make up for their wrong doings and grow
as a person, this culture has turned almost hateful and spiteful (as the likes of flaming) leading
to tragic events; ‘doxing’, the act of revealing someone’s private and personal information
online (e.g. their home address), online harassment in the form of swarms of hateful posts
towards someone or even pushing people to suicide have become the devastating results of

‘good’ intentions.

5.1 The Evolution of a New Culture
The phenomenon of ‘call-out’ or ‘cancel’ culture is argued to have settled its roots in the archaic

acts of public stoning and executions (Manning, 2020), yet the slang term “cancel” derives
from its first apparition on TV and later reinforced through its use online — now, this
metaphorical meaning of the term relates to the idea of deplatforming the person and removing
their presence online. Similar to previous notes of “trashing”, the idea here turns to targeting
the person as a whole rather than their actions. First appearing in the movie from the early

1990’s “New Jack City” when the girlfriend of a character calls him out for his murders and
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violence. In response, Nino Brown violently throws his girlfriend away from him, signaling to

his men to “cancel” her as he can find (or “buy”’) another woman (Jackson, McHenry & Van

Peebles, 1991). The slang word has been dormant in use until resurfacing on a televised episode
of “Love and Hip Hop: New York” in 2014 (Rosado, 2014), where a fight between actors
sparked the retaliation of calling someone “cancelled”. From slang to jokes to others, netizens
have been broadening the term’s meaning to incorporate more serious social justice
connotations (Watson, 2020). Especially in today’s time, to “cancel” someone means much
more than just a joke term to plaster onto someone but is followed by a long trail of accusations
or finger-pointing to one’s wrong doings. With such a substantial turn in meaning, many
members of communities are raising their voices to express their discontent with how these
matters have turned out. From genuine social justice to mob mentality, the drive to right one’s

wrongs have turned sour or “toxic” (Alvarado, 2019).

5.2 The “Dramageddon” of 2019

The term “Dramageddon” was coined by a YouTube channel of the name “Here for the Tea”.
This channel would be considered a “drama channel”, tasked with collecting information and
relaying it to the YouTube audience in the form of news; the stories amassed by such drama
channels usually involve celebrities (be them online-made or mainstream) and the trending
scandals they are involved in (Peraza, 2019). In the YouTube sphere, the most notorious of
communities and fandoms appears to be the “beauty community” as its influencers stir drama

through bringing each other down (p. 14) in hopes of cancelling those they see as competition.

The events encapsulated in the ‘dramageddon’ of spring, 2019 relate to the cancellation of
James Charles, 20-year-old YouTuber who has amassed a following of almost 19 million
subscribers and over 2 billion views across his videos on YouTube alone (Charles, 2020).
Starting his career in 2015, Charles managed to catch the attention of fans through his artistry
and love for makeup. Only a year later, at the age of 17, he was appointed as the first male to
be featured on the magazine CoverGirl main page (Cardellino, 2016). Charles has been the
target of much trolling in his years online (Krause, 2019), seeing as he was a young, openly
gay man in makeup, primarily a female-dominated industry. His past controversies and easy
target standard have gained him fame and notoriety among various communities — those who

admire and follow him (i.e. fans or stans) and many who don’t. Given these attributes, the
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happenings around the time of spring 2019 were not ultimately surprising, apart from the scale

it reached within a few months.

In the first half of 2019, YouTubers and influencers James Charles and Tati Westbrook entered
in a public feud (publicised through their social media on YouTube and Twitter). The main
dispute originated from Charles supporting a competitor brand to his friend’s (Tati Westbrook’s
vitamin line Halo Beauty). This is a common marketing plan not only for brands themselves,
but influencers also; promoting their content through their social media in exchange for
royalties or any other form of PR (Jin, Mugaddam & Ryu, 2019; Lou & Yuan, 2019).

Although both James Charles and Tati Westbrook are successful in their own ways, in terms of
social media quantification, James Charles is in the lead. However, Tati does own a company
of hair, skin and nail boosting vitamin supplements (Halo Beauty, 2020). When putting
YouTuber merchandise into perspective, hair vitamins are not the top selling product, which
leads to believe that Westbrook wanted to be careful and selective of what product to work on
and sell. The amount of research and work put into her vitamins shows a wish to take initiative
and not profit from a copied marketing scheme of other YouTubers such as shirts (YouTuber
Terbea, 2019). This level of caution and patience is one but of the few traits which highlight
Tati as a motherly figure not only to James but to many others in the beauty community on
YouTube, both content creators and members of the audience; given the fact that she is a
stepmother in “real life” (i.e. offline), her openness about her infertility issues have garnered
sympathy from fans as she adopts them as children of her own, as she currently cannot give
birth (YouTuber Westbrook, 2019). Another reason as to why she was so beloved by fans and
members alike was her soft-spoken tone in her videos, their pleasing aesthetic and particularly
her lack of presence in drama until Spring 2019. May 10" 2019 was when YouTuber Tati
Westbrook uploaded a 43-minute long video titled “BYE SISTER”, a play on words of Charles’
signature introduction to all his YouTube videos “Hi Sisters”, the name of his fandom. The
wordplay here suggests Westbrook’s detachment from Charles. All upcoming details are from
the referenced video, now currently deleted but re-uploaded by random YouTube users, perhaps
against Westbrook’s approval (Parker Productions, 2019). The video begins with clips of
emotional moments between James and Tati still as friends, a reflection on their past bond.
Afterwards, the beauty guru addressed her emotional moment on Instagram a few days before
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as she felt “completely blindsided” and the responsibility she felt of having to consequently
address aspects of her private life she shared online: “I started this public, bad on me” (Tati

Westbrook’s video, Parker Productions, 2019). Although she admits sharing such was almost
“therapeutic”, she still stands by her words and feelings of misplacement in the community;
she admits to feeling lost and deceived. Her concern with loyalty and authenticity of influencers
is addressed through a mention of how whenever influencers meet up, in her experience, the
discussion revolves around trending stories and drama. As influencers give their take on it, Tati
expresses how saddened she is when stories and narrative change altogether in the end of the

conversation. She does not exclude herself from the slippery slopes of being an influencer also:

“I am an influencer, a creator. I do live a portion of my life online and what you saw on IG
(Instagram) happens to so many of us. We let our emotions run through” (Tati Westbrook in
her video, Parker Productions, 2019). The tone of the video maintains its hint of disappointment
in Tati’s words, explaining she believes that the advertisement of a competing brand from
James was but a catalyst to many disputes prior: “It was about more than just one thing — it
wasn’t just specifically about vitamins or Halo, it was about being lied to (...) This is so much
more than a sponsored post — this has layers. There is so much going on with James Charles at
the moment that | do not support, | do not agree with. Fame, power, and a fat bank account will
change almost anyone.” Westbrook denounces Charles’ behaviour as of lately and states her
wish to disassociate herself from him. Between scolding the young talent for many different
things (e.g. exposing the community, complaining about his job, deceit etc.), the main
accusation brought to light is that of Charles’ actions towards certain men. Before Tati
addresses the situation explicitly, she states: “You tried to trick a straight man into thinking
he’s gay — yet again — and somehow you’re the victim” (Tati Westbrook’s video, Parker
Productions, 2019). This phrase would eventually snowball into rumours and stories which
only accelerated the avalanche that was cancellation of James Charles in 2019. In an attempt to
ameliorate the situation, YouTuber Charles uploaded a spontaneous, unedited apology video.
The video was received with backlash from the audience as they deemed Charles too late,

“weak” and not genuine enough in his response. Not only fans of Tati and James were caught
in this rivalry, but other influencers (and their following) took the decision to step in also.
Singer, entrepreneur, and beauty mogul Jeffree Star was but fuel added to the flames amidst
the cancellation. With tweets escalating the situation and taking Tati’s side, Star became part

of the ‘dramageddon’ by calling James Charles a predator and a “danger to society” (Figure 3).
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It is important to note here that the addition of Star to these events is substantial as he is known
to have a large following on social media and loyal fans/stans. This key aspect could be one of

the reasons as to why the ‘dramageddon’ had as much spread among members as it did.

< Tweet

Jeffree Star @
@JeffreeStar

There is a reason that Nathan banned
James Charles from ever coming over
to our home again. There's a reason
why | haven't seen him since
@GlamLifeGuru's birthday in February.
He is a danger to society. Everything Tati
said is 100% true.

18:21 - 12/05/2019 - Twitter Web Client

18K Retweets 93,9K Likes

Figure 3. Screenshot of Jeffree Star’s tweet as contribution to the cancellation of James
Charles.

Retrieved from: https://10daily.com.au/entertainment/celebrity/al190512cwzmx/jeffree-star-weighs-inon-james-

charles-drama-he-is-a-danger-to-society-20190512

Note: The tweet has since been deleted and was found through a Google Images search.
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Rumours about James Charles began spreading claiming he had sexually assaulted boys, and

various celebrities (both mainstream and online made) jumping onto the hate train (Figure 4,

5).

Lilac Grove
@teenagerlilac

| went to high school with James
Charles. He is a sexual predator and
sexually assaulted my friend. I'm glad
to see his predator ways have finally

came to light.

I went to high school with
James Charles. He sexually
assaulted my friend.

| went to high school with James Charles and he was
known for being predatory to all of the “straight”
men at our school. He sexually assaulted one of my
straight male friends who was 3 years younger than
him. My friend recently revealed to me that a few
years ago, when James went to high school with us
at Bethlehem Central, he sexually assaulted him. The
incident took place in the second story, men’s
restroom. So my friend who we’ll call “cole”, went in
to use the restroom, and a few seconds after he
entered, James came in. So immediately James
comes to the urinal right beside of coles. Cole
thought this was strange because there was literally
an entire row of urinals open as the bathroom was

questions, such as “are you straight” and “have you
ever been with a guy before”. My friend, obviously
doesn’t want to answer but is freaked out so simple
responds “no”. Just as cole is about to leave the
urinal and finish, James walks in front of him,
blocking his exit. My friend was a short, scrawny,
shy, 14 year old struggling with social anxiety, so he
didn’t know what to do. He simply froze up and
hoped James would leave him alone. James did not.
Inctaad ha want in and arahhad at mu friande nanie |
Knowing how much of a predator he was back in
high school when he had no power, god only knows
how much of a predator he is now that he is rich,
famous, and powerful. He is a vile human being of
the highest order. | am not surprised at all that he
has been accused recently of being a predator
considering what he did to my friend and the
countless other boys in our school. James Charles
needs to be canceled and should be in jail for being a
predator. | do have to say that this is all “alleged” for

711 PM - 5/10/19 - Twitter for iPhone

16.4K Retweets 45.8K Likes

Figure 4. Screenshot of Lilac Grove’s tweet on the fabricated story about James Charles.

Retrieved from: https://www.yourtango.com/2019324389/what-did-tati-westbrook-accuse-youtuber-jamescharles-of-alleged-
predatory-behavior-straight-boys-men

Note: The tweet(s) in question have since been deleted and have been obtained through a Google Images search.
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B Zara Larsson @zaralarsson

| feel like deleting this cause | checked and it wasn't several times, only one dm and
some comments under pictures
https:/twitter.com/zaralarsson/status/1127144283977527297

W Twitter May 11th

B ZaraLarsson @zaralarsson

I'm cackling cause he hit up my boyfriend in the dms several times knowing damn
well he's straight https:/twitter.com/retrokims/status/1126919804219056128
W Twitter May 11th

Figure 5. Screenshot of Zara Larson (singer) tweeting about James Charles during his cancellation, then
retracting her statement.

Retrieved from: https://www.wetheunicorns.com/youtubers/jamescharles/zara-larsson-backtracks-tweet/

The extent that this cancellation had reached was beyond the original community it started in
(i.e. the beauty community on YouTube); by having mainstream (or offline) celebrities join in,

its scale was beyond what many had perhaps expected.

It wasn’t until May 18", 2019 that Charles uploaded a 41-minute-long video titled “No More
Lies” with the thumbnail depicting several ‘receipts’ (form of proof or evidence) as text
messages (YouTuber James Charles, 2019; Figure 6). All of the following information is
offered in detail in Charles’ video “No More Lies”. Unlike some of the other videos mentioned

thus far, this video still remains on Charles’ channel to this day (i.e. August 2020).
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Figure 6. James Charles’ YouTube Video “No More Lies”.

Retrieved from Charles’ YouTube Channel: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uFvtCUzfyL4

Note: The image was introduced not only as a reference but also highlighting the video’s iconic thumbnail with
“receipts” included at first glance. This suggests that Charles is about to address his cancellation with proof of
evidence he has collected in the form of screenshots.

In the opening of the video, the teenager apologises for his first attempt at an apology video on
his YouTube channel. However, this time he asks the audience to watch the whole 41 minutes
and inform themselves of what truly happened (as he explains it with ‘receipts), as opposed to
blindly forgiving and sympathising with him. In his view, Charles was opposed to any of this
drama being publicised but as it had started out public, he felt it was only necessary to end it

publicly also.

He first addressed the vitamins conspiracy, clearing the air that nothing was “orchestrated
beforehand” (YouTuber James Charles, 2019). Further on in the video, James Charles
addresses the sexual manipulation claims that had been circulating due to Tati Westbrook’s
video. He solemnly states that he would not agree of the behaviour himself, nor has he ever
done it, nor will he ever do it in the future. James Charles also states how dangerous cancel

culture is in his experience and how it can get out of hand: “no details, no facts and no proof
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and twist it around. Now, serious allegations have come up which could seriously damage my
career. (...) People are treating #jamescharlesisoverparty with an open invitation to add to the
narrative with lies” (YouTuber Charles, 2019) — one of them dubbing even as a failed “social
experiment” and others as photoshopped DM’s (Figure 4). The media was also mentioned and
accused of doing the same thing, picking up on twisted narratives and circulating them,
accusing Charles of “harassing men”. This leads to a comparison he makes between stereotypes
on gay men and their accusations of being “predatory” whereas straight women are less likely
to be called out so. Due to his young age and focus on school, then career online, Charles opens
up about his inexperience with love or relationships in general. Along with this, the teenager
reminds people he is still human and growing: “Having millions of people watching you learn
can be very, very... tricky” (YouTuber Charles, 2019). A life online was expected when he set
foot on the path towards internet stardom, yet still frustrating, nonetheless. He goes into further
detail by sharing more about his experience to fans, stand or haters who perhaps were unaware

of what influencers go through:

“People always say that being a social media influencer is an easy job. And this is something
I've talked about time and time again on YouTube — we get it. But I don’t think any human
being ever is prepared mentally or physically to deal with the pain and anxiety of what it feels
like to have millions and millions of people attacking you at one time. Having to read the
hundreds of thousands of tweets and the YouTube videos and the articles, about my character
and my family ... Based on things that were almost all lies? It messed me up. It’s the best way
that I can put it.”
(Charles, 2019)

In the end, people (fans, stans and even haters) turned to apologise to James Charles, as well as
influencers Tati Westbrook and Jeffree Star having planned a meeting with him, through a
mutual representative. Charles notifies his audience in the same video that he had declined the
meetings and calls, as he felt betrayed; he had wanted private conversations before the
escalation took place and decided it was only fair to end the whole drama publicly and online
as it had started. However, he encourages that - if should they appear - future disagreements
will be carried out and solved in private. James Charles afterwards took a month’s break from

social media in order to focus on his mental health.
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Through the events of ‘dramaggedon’ 2019 it can be observed the escalation of cancel culture
from the perspective on online users (fans or haters) as well as through the lens of the
influencers themselves. The fact that fans of YouTuber Tati Westbrook were so quick to believe
her words against James Charles (who had already a bad reputation with several call out
incidents prior) highlights the dedication that community members have to their icons but also
their strong involvement in private matters which are publicized for drama online (Peraza,

2019). Examples of such implication can be seen through the content surrounding James
Charles’ cancellation can be seen through twitter posts including receipts or the hashtag

‘#jamescharlesisoverparty’ as well as YouTube videos from drama channels. The spread of
UGC online also suggests a pattern in its spread through a growth of numbers representing
engagement rates. If members of the communities involved (e.g. the beauty community, drama
channels etc.) are not vocally involved in the cancelling, this is where the lurkers are seen in
action; by increasing the reach of content, the analytics rank up in numbers and content quickly
becomes popular this way. Lurkers have the opportunity to contribute immensely to cancel
culture in a more-or-less silent way. Although they may not leave comments on the content
created or even create their own content, liking and sharing these either through link shares
externally or internally through retweets (on Twitter, for example) seems to be enough to
encourage the spread of this phenomenon. Previously in the thesis | mentioned the concept of
social capital and the relevancy of numbers in the online world. Through this notion it can be
better understood why cancel culture can be detrimental to online figures (both numbers and
online influencers). | will be explaining the insight from a YouTuber Peter Coffin (2018) and
his explanation of cancel culture, social capital and identity cultivation. Although not an
academic source, | find the explanation of the video to be beneficial in explaining the role of

quantifying success and influence in cancel culture.

5.3 Social Capital
Spectacles are usually profitable. But how does cancel culture become a profitable show and

who watches it? A deep-dive into the quantification of participation online is beneficial to better
understanding cancel culture and the answer to why numbers are so vital here. Engaging with
communities or influencers online can be measure or registered through an increase in numbers

of various factors such as followers or subscribers (on YouTube), likes, comments or the
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number of clicks and shares of a post/video. These numbers of engagement are often visible to
the public but more detailed analytics are shown only to the creators of their content. Third
party websites such as Social Blade can help audiences take a peek at the fluctuation of these
numbers, even in real live time, which could potentially add to the aspect of it becoming a

spectacle. This is often observed through events such as the ‘dramageddon’ (Figures 7, 8, 9).

LIVE SUB COUNT

—_—

A

oA

James Charles Tati

14,983,266 7,346,667/

Figure 7. Screenshot of an example of the YouTube “Live Sub Count” videos during the

‘dramageddon’ of 2019.

Retrieved from a Google Images search.

Note: Live videos are either no longer accurate, nor are they still active. This screenshot was obtained through a
Google Images search, thus having no concrete reference.
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Figure 8. Screenshot of James Charles’ monthly video views and subscribers since September

2017.
Retrieved from: https://socialblade.com/youtube/channel/UCucot-Zp4280wkyRm217v2Q

Monthly Gained Video Views for 'Tati'
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Figure 9. Screenshot of Tati Westbrook’s monthly video views and subscribers since

September 2017.

Retrieved from: https://socialblade.com/youtube/user/glamlifequru

Note: Here, a dip or rise in numbers is observed around May 2019, according to each YouTuber during the
cancellation period.
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A landscape where currency is measured in the form of engagement rates, the Internet has
become no different than any competitive market offline. Requoting Jenkins (2004) from
earlier in this essay, media ecology has seeped into the likes of business models and capitalist
structures. Peter Coffin uploaded a video to YouTube in 2018 in which he explains his view on
how platformisation is now a tool for business, especially through phenomenon such as cancel

culture;

“Social media is a business. Engagement is proof that the ‘business’ is happening. High
engagement usually nets in high advertising dollars. It is often prioritised over a network’s

rules, often with negative effects.

(Coffin, 2018)

Although these effects are negative in nature, profit is still emergent. YouTuber Coffin (2018)
denotes that certain social platforms (e.g. Twitter) are capitalist sub-systems and explains the
different ramifications of call-out culture on such platforms. There are certain patterns in
socialization that Twitter has shaped in terms of high engagement. According to Coffin, these
patterns are “comparable to and compatible with the ones established to preserve capitalist
hierarchy.” This is not necessarily by coincidence as both users and the Al (artificial
intelligence) or algorithms of these platforms are learnt to appreciate and value the way in
which engagement is measured (likes, retweets etc.). Numbers are quintessential to social
capital. Twitter is one of the ideal places to practise social capital as the platform portrays itself
as a “marketplace of ideas” (YouTuber Coffin, 2018). One’s attention (i.e. audience) inevitably
becomes the currency in the social platform sphere. Ultimately, callouts become a new form of
capital. In YouTuber Coffins’ (2018) perspective, the action of calling someone out is not the
issue itself, but rather the “extraction of value” through the process. The question of “why”
people carry out this behaviour arises in Coffin’s suggestion, encouraging the debate between
pursuing valorous acts through calling out bad behaviours or whether the attention people
garner from it refers back to the concept of social capital, conclusively benefitting them. One
of the prime ideas here relates to the matter that individuals conglomerate depending on the

ideas or beliefs they hold and a sense of identity cultivation (YouTuber Coffin, 2018). If the
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call out seems to be going against behaviour which contradicts with one’s identity (including
aforementioned values, beliefs, opinions and so on), this elicits a positive response from others
who agree with their ideologies or identities, most often people from their circles or the
conglomerates previously mentioned. The merit gained through this process leads to believe
that the person calling out someone else is doing the “right” thing (as this could be subjective).
This argument darts back to “extraction of value” where the “caller” extracts a certain value
from the “callee” (or “called out™) in terms of acknowledging the behaviour frowned upon and
a possible reassurance to others (mostly of their own kind) of them not differentiating
themselves from it; as Coffin says it “I am not like this person, and you can rely on me to not
be like this person” (2018). Whether the intent of saying this is there or not, the ideology behind
it still shows. This way, the action of calling out someone else is a method of validation

extraction as well as being noticed and admired by those within closer social circles.

5.4 Clickbait
The audiences are not alone at play in this spectacle. Joe Rogan, a YouTuber who manages his

own podcast on his YouTube channel addresses the topic of cancel culture from the perspective
of journalism — as he was also a journalist. In this particular video, Rogan mentions
“sensationalism” as the new driving force for many journalists to make quick profit from
extravagant stories and social capital, such as those swarming cancel culture. Sensationalism
thrives in today’s media landscape. Not to debate whether it hasn’t before, but seeing as society
simply abides to the passing of time by utilising the tools available to them, online media news
has generated a new term for eye-catching titles: “clickbait” titles or “clickbait-y” given their
nature of extremeness which entices people’s clicks on articles to read them (Blom & Hansen,
2015; Hurst, 2016; Pothast et al., 2018). “Clickbait” refers to the tabloidization of content, laced
with eye-catching titles and has been tied to the rapid spread of misinformation and rumour
(Chen, Conroy & Rubin, 2015; p. 15). YouTuber Rogan goes on to explain the struggles of
journalism today and their desperate attempts to produce content with titles on the

overemphasis spectrum:

“The media right now — especially journalism — they 're starving for hits. It’s so hard to make

money, it’s so hard. So, they re drowning. So, they re trying to grab onto whatever branches
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they can, they got to make a good story with a clickbait-y title. Even if it’s a little slippery,

they’ll make an amendment, a retraction. Nobody reads those retractions. [...]

1 think we re in a transitionary period. (...) They have all their journalists — all their best people

— they re all locked into two ancient systems: one ancient system is print medium, the other
ancient system is broadcast medium. The broadcast medium, the ancient part of it is, it has to
go on at a certain time (...) so that’s inherently flawed. With print medium, well, they figured
out a way to get it on your laptop and your phone now. They 've got a little bit of a work around
there but they re having a hard time getting people to sign up for digital subscriptions. The
distribution is not nearly as good as it used to be. And it’s hard — it’s hard to get people to buy

newspapers, but at least they 've got their foot in the door with clickbait-y titles.’
(Rogan, 2019)

Rogan’s words underline the evolution of tools at society’s disposal. As newspaper has gone
out of trendiness, digital news sources have raised in popularity (Nielsen, Cornia &
Kalogeropoulos, 2016; Pavlik, 2001).
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6. Research Questions
Keeping in mind the theory of participatory culture (Jenkins, 2006) and symbolic interaction

(Robinson, 2007), in this thesis | will be looking into the phenomenon of cancel culture with

hopes of answering:

4. How could cancel culture be interpreted through the lens of participatory

culture?

5. How do netizens understand and discuss cancel culture?

6. What are the possible outcomes of ‘cancelling’ someone?

These three questions are to pinpoint various core features of the phenomenon’s large
engagement rates. The first question (RQ1) ties into the theory of participatory culture (Jenkins,
2006), the importance of online moguls, fandoms, and the role of lurkers. Through the second
question (RQ2), | hope to discover various perspectives of cancel culture from netizens
affiliated with social media and who have addressed it on their own platforms before. It is
important to note here that the answer derived from this question is not applicable to the entirety
of online society, but only offers a peek into the perspective of some. An opposition of views
is to be aspired and its reasons explored. The last question (RQ3) offers the most weight in
terms of data. By this | refer to its substance rather than portion in size. I look forward to the
answers divulged through this question to bring emphasis on why cancel culture is a much
needed topic of research. Here, the topic of identity (online vs offline selves) are highlighted
(Robinson, 2007). This thesis will offer a look into the culture, from its origins to the current

evolutionary stance of today’s act of cancelling.
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7. Methodology

To answer these queries best as possible, | have decided to follow a qualitative research design,
combining semi-structured interviews with media content analysis, more specifically, I will be

looking into tweets as ‘receipts’ and their role in cancel culture.

The order of presentation and analysis of data is as follows: content analysis before interviews;
this decision was made in order to help the reader understand and follow references made from
the interviews to certain elements of cancel culture brought up prior in the content analysis. It
IS important to note that although presented first, the media content analysis was carried out

after the interviews were conducted.

7.1 Media Content Analysis
The first form of data collection consists of a media content analysis of Twitter posts from various

users regarding the notion of ‘receipts’ online and their value in the era of cancel culture online. A
number of relevant posts were selected accordingly and freely discussed from the lens of theories

previously mentioned in this thesis.

Qualitative content analysis allows for an unobtrusive manner of analysing social activity online,
peering into the language used, the culture it has been shaped by and its effect thus far (Parker,
Saundage, Lee, 2011; Snelson, 2016). The reason as to why | have chosen media content analysis in a
qualitative manner is the understudied value ‘receipts’ online may have and the potential within this
forms of spreadable media for better understanding social interaction within online mediums.
Particularly within the phenomenon of cancel culture, media content deems itself quintessential to the
discourse; whether it revolves around a video, text (e.g. in form of tweet or comment made online) or
a screenshot/photo (e.g. of said text or behaviour), all forms of media come into play. In order to avoid
overwhelming amounts of data, I have chosen to remain focused on the notion of online ‘evidence’ in

cancel culture, also called ‘receipts’ in online slang.

7.2 Semi-Structured Interviews
The second form of data collection consists of three YouTubers, avid users of social media

platforms (i.e. YouTube, Twitter) and acquainted with the phenomenon of “Cancel Culture”;
all three channels are considered “commentary channels” whose content consist mainly of

videos on topics trending or required attention brought to. The first YouTuber is “Ready to
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Glare” with 536 thousand subscribers with both a Bachelor’s and a Master’s degree in English
literature. Her videos revolve around social and political issues, with her personal opinions
based on research. The second YouTuber is Tiffany Ferguson (her channel name being

“tiffanyferg”) a Media Studies student with 556 thousand subscribers. A particular series of
video on her channel fall into her original category titled “Internet Analysis” where she
researches and discusses various trends, social issues, or other notable media aspects. The third
YouTuber, “The Right Opinion” with 677 thousand subscribers varies slightly in content;
although still addressing notable media topics, he primarily focuses his videos on one person
(or sometimes topic), with extensive research and mostly objective standpoints (unless stated
otherwise) which can add up to an hour of video time. All YouTuber subscriber counts are the
current numbers at the time of this essay’s finalisation. The fourth participant is Bailey Parnell,
the founder and CEO of “SkillsCamp” and was named one of Canada’s Top 100 Most Powerful

Women as well as a TEDx speaker whose video has around 1 million views (Parnell, 2018).

The participants were chosen through a purposive sampling, not only upon an accepted request
to volunteer in data collection, but namely, due to their social media awareness. It was crucial
to this thesis to gather interviews from people who understood of the concept of “Cancel
Culture”, had their own opinions on it and knew the potential ramifications and dangers that
follow. The YouTubers contacted (including those who did not accept or reply) are content
creators who I, the researcher, am familiar with and found fitting given their knowledge of the
online and its more recent timeline (i.e. since the 2000’s). The latter of reasons was important
since the evolution of cancel culture pertained to a question in the interview. What is more,
knowledge of the timeline of events regarding the cancellation of James Charles was
quintessential to this study. Only one of the participants was an exception to this reason, as
Parnell was aware of the cancellation story, yet not in detail. She had not spoken on the topic
at length in comparison to the three YouTubers, yet her knowledge of social media, her own
research and experiences were of great interest as additions to this study. Only four interviews
were collected due to time constraints as well as unsuccessful attempts at drawing more
volunteers out of the 20 contacted. Those involved in the ‘dramageddon’ of 2019 have also

been contacted but unfortunately have not responded to the invitation for an interview.

A prime reason for choosing interviews for this research is their qualitative benefit of collecting
insights of behaviours, opinions, experiences, and predictions from those interviewed (Rowley,

2012). As opposed to questionnaires, interviews allow a freer flow of discussion, including any
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external ideas or themes to be touched on, ones that the researcher had not considered
originally. Another concern with questionnaires is the social desirability response bias
(Krosnick, 2018). Although often anonymous entries, people will still misreport and answer
according to how they would wish to have answered, rather than reporting reality. A favourable
image of themselves could cause interference in valid data (p. 285). It is not to say that similar
occurrences could take place during interviews. Nederhof (1985) considered that avoiding
social desirability bias in interviews is best done through an appropriate choice of the
interviewer; by establishing good rapport and a more professional aspect to the interview, there
would be less of a risk for participants to act in a socially desirable way (p. 273). If the
interviewer and those interviewed are members of the same social groups, the risk of bias is
greater. In the scenario of this study, the YouTubers were asked to volunteer as participants
through a short message stating that they would be interviewed by a viewer. However, it is
important to note that no other (casual or not) interaction had been made prior. If there had

been, those possible candidates were not chosen for the study, with respect to social distance.

The interviewer maintained a “task-oriented” and professional stance as much as possible (p.

274).

The choice of interview structure was a semi-structured interview for a few reasons. Merriam
(1998) defined semi-structured interviews as interviews which blend both structured, prepared
questions in advance with unstructured questions, made upon the direction in which the
conversation in going, according to the participants’ answers. The list consisted of a total of 11
pre-prepared main questions, five of them also having sub-questions (i.e. an additional point
made as an indicator). The number of questions fit well between the average of 6 to 12 questions
for a novice researcher (Rowley, 2012; p. 262). Questions were formulated in such a way to
offer a streamline discussion. However, the lack of rigidity of semi-structured interviews allows
the researcher to jump in between questions as needed, depending on the participant’s answers.
Thus, if the researcher deems a question from the list more fitting as a follow-up to the
participants’ points made through their answer as well as probe more elaboration on answers
provided (Kajornboon, 2005). All the questions reflected questions that revolve around the
topic at hand and would eventually aid in answering the main research questions; starting with
a general overlook of cancel culture and how the interviewer has first come across the

phenomenon to questions on why they believe people may participate in it.
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The second half of the interviews related to the case of James Charles and the interviewers’
opinions on the event. The conclusion of the interview took a glance at further improvements
in regard to the culture and betterment of online society. All interviews were scheduled ahead
of time once the candidate approved the request. Skype ID’s were shared as the interview was
held through the online program. It is important to note that each interview was held separately.
Before the interview started, each participant was offered a consent form with brief notes on
the events to unfold: succinct information on the topic of discussion, consent of being recorded

and ownership to a copy of said recording, confidentially and their right to withdraw.

The interviews, then transcribed, were analysed through MAXQDA 2020, a software of
Qualitative Data Analysis (VERBI Software, 2019). The availability of options offered by the
software is to be considered a great help for researchers, particularly its types of triangulation
in analysing data (Kuckartz, 2010; p. 6) and the ease of its interactive design (Saillard, 2011).
The transcriptions were looked at first individually and coded by first impressions of patterns.
A second cycle was done by comparing and contrasting the interviews altogether. The codes
were conglomerated into corresponding themes; these motifs were moulded in accordance with
the research questions in mind. Coding is an interpretative process as Saldafia also suggests
(2015; p. 4) and subtle changes had been made along the process. A combination of a
deductive/inductive approach was followed, a top-down research emerging from the main
theories presented and present themes expected to find in the data. This does not exclude any
new-emerging themes from the data, particularly the “external” or unexpected comments. The
blend of this method with the inductive approach allowed me to structure the framework of
further modifications based upon my first interview worked upon. Ultimately, the data
concluded with a number of main themes pertaining to: Power, Justice, Drama/Spectacle, Group

Mentality and Offline Ramifications. These were selected upon patterns as listed in

Saldafa’s Coding Manual (2015; p. 6). Several sub-themes and external comments were brought
to light and will be further discussed later on in this thesis (Figures 28 and 30 presented in the

analysis).
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8. Ethics

Online published content is generally available for all online users to access and see - if not
protected behind certain paywalls or copyright restrictions — thus encouraging the freedom of
content distributed under the characterisation of “mass communication” (Herring, 2004).
Researchers often do not need to ask for informed consent of content creators in order to study
their work especially if, by all means, the source is referenced (p. 7). That isn’t to say that
ethical issues may not still arise. Hindrances still appear and the responsibility of content
studied falls into the hands of the researcher. With this in mind, the obstacles presumed were
considered beforehand as well as met during the entire research process. Before starting,
matters concerning the sensitivity of the topic were taken into account. Thus, it was important
to recruit participants volunteering to offer their opinions on such a topic; participants contacted
who had experiences of “being cancelled” were informed beforehand whether they were
comfortable to share their experiences or not. Due to these being mostly negative in nature, the
people interviewed could find themselves in a position of overwhelming emotions (e.g. panic,
anxiety, post-traumatic stress etc.) or discomfort. Regardless, they were still invited to share
their opinions if they so wished to and omit their personal stories. Those interviewed were also
informed prior (through the consent form and verbally) that if they wish to withdraw, for
whatever reason, they have the right to do so. Such issues are expected when addressing the

issue of cancel culture.

Another point to highlight is the discreteness the researcher is tasked with. Namely, it was
necessary to maintain caution when looking for media content to analyse - as well as the
participants chosen - in order to avoid any furthering of negative aspects of cancel culture. By
this | refer to selecting the right material in terms of bias (and lack thereof) and informative in
content. Additionally, participants were trusted to not take the invitation to an interview the
wrong way (i.e. mistaking the purpose of the interview for drama and not academia). Another
point to be made here is that pursuing additional boycotting for data collection or observation
purposes was under no circumstances a viable option, thus disregarded entirely. The principle
of this thesis was to dissipate any qualms regarding cancel culture and bring to light its adverse

gffects on both individuals and netizen societies as a whole.
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9. Media Content Analysis
As previously mentioned in this thesis, online media sharing is fluid, and particularly unavoidable in
the case of cancel culture. In such a culture, certain ‘proof’ is required to aid statements akin to witch
hunts or good-willed intentions of calling out. This form of support may appear in various forms of
online media, some of the most popular being snippets of videos, photos or screenshots of texts (e.g.
tweets). Called as a regular store receipt — a proof of purchase — an online receipt holds proof of one’s
argument in the event of cancelling a target online. For example, during the ‘dramageddon’ of 2019,
Twitter users posted screenshots of old tweets in order to exemplify the reputation that James Charles
had and justify the reasons for cancelling him. Receipts often begin trending during cancellation but

many may so be the trigger of it also.

. An original attempt was made to search for posts from the respective time period of 2019 (March

2019 to June 2019 to be precise) by using Twitter’s advanced search function with variant
combinations of the keywords “#jamescharlesisoverparty” as well as “James”, “Tati”, “cancelled” and
even “receipts”. This search filter has been decided upon given the popularity of these terms during
the cancellation of James Charles’ and the relevancy of posts. However, given the scale of the
cancellation at the time, Twitter has since wither removed the ability to search for such posts regarding
the ‘dramageddon’ by selectively hiding popular tweets related or, the actors in question have since

deleted their comments.

No results for “receipts (from:glamlifeguru OR
from:jeffreestar OR from:jamescharles) until:2019-06
since:2019-03"

No results for "cancelled (from:glamlifeguru OR
from:jeffreestar OR from:jamescharles) until:2019-06
since:2019-03"
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james dramageddon until:2019-06 since:2019-03

No results for "james dramageddon until:2019-06 since:2019-
03"

#jamescharlesisoverparty until:2019-06 since:2019-03

No results for "#jamescharlesisoverparty until:2019-06
since:2019-03"

tati james until:2019-06 since:2019-03

No results for "tati james until:2019-06 since:2019-03"
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james charles cancelled until:2019-06 since:2019-03

People

‘ James Charles &

Blend, but don‘t blend in. @& text me 310-905-8746

Figures 12-17. Several screenshots of no results shown for searches of tweets relevant to the events in
question. It can be seen that various search terms were used combined, yet the time frame remained the

same.

The latter seems less likely given the amount of community members involved. Some search results
managed to garner several different tweets from that time period, yet the majority of these were in the

form of memes (mostly from haters or stans of either of the influencers involved).
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receipts james charles until:2019-06-30 since:2019-03-01 -

Me sitting down to enjoy 41 minutes of James Charles presenting the
receipts

s ﬁ 10 YEARS OF ONE DIRECTION
(] James Charles should've stayed off the internet longer.He didn’t even take
full responsibility nor did he actually say sorry. He sat there for 43 minutes
dodgying, shifting blame and drama on to Jeffree and Tati by using mass
manipulation in receipts.He still trash.

Art Vandelay

if tati westbrook has receipts on james charles and james charles has
receipts on both tati westbrook and jeffree star and jeffree star has receipts
on james charles then who's gossip girl?

AL Cat

16 year olds are begging to lower the voting age yet are swayed into
subscribing/unsubscribing from James Charles based on which video has
better “receipts”

Craig Bro Dude &
James Charles came back with receipts and nails and lighting

megann thee 1il rat
i cant lie it took me 2.5 hours to watch that james charles video because i
had to keep pausing to read the receipts and make sure he was still garbage

hummus eater

so jeffree star accused james charles of being a predator, accused him of
being a pedophile, and now has uploaded a video pretending to be the
better man because he doesn’t have any receipts

Figure 18. Screenshot of the first few top tweets when using the search terms “receipts”, “james
charles”.

Retrieved from Twitter.
52



Nevertheless, a workaround this obstacle was found by combining the word searches aforementioned
until suitable posts appeared. A number of 9 relevant tweets were chosen to be analysed as examples.
It is important to take note that not all receipts may align to the elements drawn from this analysis.

Irrelevant, vague or vulgar tweets were omitted.

Few receipts in the form of tweets remain available on Twitter since the events of 2019, yet the ones
that remain show both haters of the influencer James Charles, scrutinizing the receipts showed or
sharing their reaction to events unfolding. Firstly, the importance of receipts can be seen through
several tweets of community members and the value they put on proof being shown in such events. In
the cancellation of James Charles in 2019, many rumours and misconceptions spread before the
influencer himself had a chance to properly respond (YouTuber James Charles, 2020). As a first
example of receipt importance, | would like to present a tweet from Jeffree Star, one of the influencers
involved in the cancelling. Although this screenshot was found not through my own research on Twitter
search, I deem it important to add; in terms of Hooks’ (2020) suggestions of cancel culture, in this
tweet it can be argued that Star conducts a form of social engineering to publicly bring down the person
targeted (i.e. James Charles) in the representation he offers. The violent manner in which Star chooses
his language for the tweet could be a pointer to symbolic violence as a key element to cancel culture
and its inherently negative associations (Menesini & Nocentini, 2009) as well as possible manipulation
to keep both the audience and James Charles himself in fear of online harassment transferring offline
(Olteanu, Castillo, Boy & Varshney, 2018).
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e Jeffree Star ©
erireestia

Everyone keeps asking me for my
RECEIPTS.... | have so much to say and
some really sad, disgusting things to
show you guys. James Charles tried to
mass manipulate you all today. When |
show you the proof and WHY | tweeted
that tweet about him, you will all finally
understand.

Figure 19. Screenshot of Jeffree Star’s tweet on the receipts he has on his competitor.

Retrieved from: https://dankanator.com/71639/blaire-white-says-jeffree-star-proof-james-charles-predator/

Gﬁﬂﬂo'ﬂ

the difference between James's and Tati’s videos are
JAMES ACTUALLY HAD RECEIPTS
HE ACTUALLY HAD PROOF OF EVERYTHING THAT

HAPPENED

tati spoke the whole time and had nothing to show for
it.

10/10 recommend y'all check it out.

Figure 20. Screenshot of a tweet from a user comparing Tati Westbrook and James Charles’ popular videos

in terms of the dramageddon.
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JordanPatrickSpires ©
Tati Westbrook 37 years old fabricates her false story.

Jeffree Star 33 fuels fabricated story and attacks people involved.

James Charles NINETEEN. Deals with this and pulls RECEIPTS to prove these
ADULTS to be liars and bully’s. § bravo

Figure 21. Screenshot of a user’s tweet comparing each of the influencers’ age and credibility by backing

up their arguments with receipts (or lack thereof).

Particularly fans and stans of James Charles were quick to show their support for the influencer
receiving recognition for providing proof (albeit online) and dismantling the rumours, comparing the
words of other influencers involved. Despite the fact that most of these tweets are memes, it can be
argued that these are considered as cyclable content (Jenkins, 2009) or communal re-imagining (Booth,

2010) and user generated content is another factor in bringing members together in fandoms or cligques.

&: . Nuwairah @
1

james charles pulling out all the receipts on tati & jefree

Them: | never said that

Figure 22. Screenshot of a user posting a meme of text receipts as a valuable item, akin to gold.
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I~ . Harry
!
'-" Y

When and talk about
having all these “receipts” but provide none

i,' »

Sure, Jan.

Figure 23. Screenshot of a tweet showing the relevancy of receipts when shared with the audience

through a meme/qif.
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However, when certain screenshots of text messages were revealed by the teenager influencer, other
members of the community involved were quick to offer their skepticism; debates of fake texts arose,

comparing their own texts to those posted publicly in Charles’ defense.

'1 + laur
Wi

A normal text versus Nikita draguns text from James
Charles. Something looks fishy. Brilliance 1.00
brightness and contrast -1.00. SOOO FAKE TEXTS UR
WELCOME

2:40 PM
2:40 PM

2:40 PM
2:40 PM

2:40 PM

2:40 PM

Figure 24. A tweet from a user calling out James Charles on fake screenshots.

Tweets such as this one can be argued to be a form of collaborative problem solving (Jenkins, 2009)
and pointing out discrepancies in credible news sources (Castillo, Mendoza & Poblete, 2011; Nguyen,
2020). Here, that would be James Charles — the target of the cancellation — deemed as the news source
for his share of proof or ‘receipts’. By speculating the validity of these receipts, online users can go
through several forms of ‘fact checking’; in this example, the user posts a comparison between their
own texts and the ones posted by James Charles, to argue that the influencer’s screenshots are edited
and thus, fake. Others argued that in the video James Charles released “No More Lies” (2019) that
supposedly showed only real receipts, some users were quick to mention another discrepancy in

credibility regarding the dates of sent text messages.
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9 Emily Rawlins
N

did anyone else notice the photoshopped “receipts”
®

vie fr
v o

Figure 25. Screenshot of a user debating the real aspect of receipts shown in the video “No More Lies”

(YouTuber James Charles, 2019).
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October’s very finest @

Here's the screenshots of the msgs. The first half is AUS, the 2nd half is LA.
They're 17 hours apart. If we're gunna put all the times in the LA time zone
from AUS, the first one would be May 2nd 12:09am, the 2nd one would be
May 2nd 11:35am, and the 3rd would remain the same.

Figure 26. Screenshot of a user’s tweet in response to the allegations of James Charles faking the

timestamps in his video.

Fans of James Charles replied, once again. It is intriguing here to consistently see a clash between
fans/stans and haters of either influencer express themselves and their support. Information sharing
here creates a clash between different groups of people (i.e. possible haters versus fans), similar to
Jenkins’ (2009) notion on conflicts between cybercommunities and their members (p. 97, 98). Even if
they may be withing the same community (e.g. here, the beauty community), members who are
supporting opposing influencers might find themselves in an in-group versus out-group conflict
scenario. It is important to note back to the receipts value in online cancel culture and the
communities it partakes in. Some users may choose to still support the instigators of the cancelling

(or those in the wrong) but still notice the importance of receipts showed.
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K
P -

| love and and | won't
stop supporting them, but showing

some crazy receipts [ &

Figure 27. Screenshot of a user expressing her unending support for Jeffree Star and Tati Westbrook

but acknowledging James Charles’ proof brought forth.

Although more original receipts from the influencers involved in the ‘dramageddon’ of 2019, the
tweets presented here can argue for the importance they hold in today’s social media realm. Particularly
within the phenomenon of cancel culture, patterns of themes can be observed: teamwork in solving
disputes, loyalty of fans to their respective online celebrity and possible loyalty to their identity as a
fan of the person targetted, clash of (cyber)communities (in-group versus out-group) as well as online

harassment.
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10. Analysis of Interview Data
Anterior the analysis of interviews, the literature had offered a number of various possible

themes that could emerge from data collected. These themes pertained (but not limited) to
Power, (a sense of) Justice, In-Group versus Out-Group Conflicts, Entertainment, and Offline
Consequences. Given that qualitative analysis is an iterative process, these were subject to
change following the interviewee’s responses. Although similar themes were detected, some
were altered to better fit the results (e.g. “Entertainment” became “Spectacle”) and new items
were uncovered. As a result of the coding process (mentioned in the methods section), the
discourse was split into two halves: Participation in Cancel Culture and Offline Ramifications.
Each of these had its sub-themes which will be thoroughly discussed in the following headings
with the aid of both direct and indirect quotes from the participants’ train of thought (Figures
28 & 30). For reference, each interviewee’s name has been noted with their initials such as:

RtG for “‘READYTOGLARE”, TF for “tiffanyferg”, TRO for “The Right Opinion” and BP for

(o
Participation in Cancel Culture Offline Ramifications
1
4 Al (cml
- @l ‘@ “End of the line"
) Misplaced Reasons. Dramay/Spectacle Group Mentality \
\ f
& 4 # = 1
(c| (| e] @]
Good Intenti " Power Resentment/
00d Intentions  wiang Doing e g 4 3
[\ ¥ \ A
| ( 1
v ! ] e ¥ \
(| Drama Channels | YouTube Beauty Haste\
/ Community ‘
xxxxxxxxxxxx al  Mistak Victimisation Weaps
| v \ 1 "
James Charles Outof Context No Research ~ Framed

Figure 28. Code Map of Expected Codes

Note: This map was produced through the MAXQDA 2020 software using its Creative Coding function of
visualising planning such maps.
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Before analyzing the present themes, the definition of cancel culture from the perspective of
the interviews was intriguing to look into. Albeit varying, all four answers overlapped in
context; if it were possible to merge their definitions, cancel culture could be described as “the
act of calling out an individual (or a brand) for their mistakes, in hopes of bringing justice and
hold the oppressor accountable. This act is often coordinated through a large group of people,
hoping more will join them in their cause to right what has been wronged. Although initiated
with good intentions, cancel culture can result in deplatforming or harassing the individual (or
brand) to irreparable ends, with no possibility of betterment”. Their first encounter with cancel
culture also varied, from coming across the term or phenomenon in the situation of James

Charles’ cancellation or outside of YouTube’s bounds such as the #MeToo movement or other
celebrities. These prime encounters were related to more recent events, so upon being asked
the question of whether they believed cancel culture to be a new trend, one of them mentioned

the following:

“Not exactly. I believe that people have always had the nature to jump to conclusions from
reading surface-level headlines. | guess the difference is that in a place like Twitter, they've
been able to congregate more readily and act with greater damage. So | don't think the concept

is necessarily new, the execution is.”

(TRO Transcription, Pos. 12)

Granted the experiences reported were dating from 2010 (e.g. #MeToo movement started
trending in 2017, Milano, 2017) the quote from TRO relates to previous mentions of celebrity
gossip and inviting headlines in the media. A rush to believe headlines of celebrity scandal and
act upon first impressions is something seen before. Now, the tools have evolved and so has

society’s behavior adapted with them (Tucker, 2018; Rogan, 2019).

9.1 Participation in Cancel Culture
Corresponding to the interviews, similarities were observed between pre-established themes

derived from the literature and the opinion of participants. When discussing reasons why

netizens engage in cancel culture, four main ones were deducted: “Justice”, “Drama or
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Spectacle”, “Group Mentality” and “Misplaced Reasons”. The last theme was termed in such

a way for lack of a more fitting term.

The issue of justice or a sense of justice was the most prevalent throughout all four interviews.

Whether it came from the netizens’ initial intent to bring people to justice and hold them
accountable for their wrong doings or perhaps rise up marginalized groups. An example here
is given by RtG: online influencers who release a product of their own and refuse to
acknowledge or address defect products. Jaclyn Hill is a beauty influencer on YouTube who
has also been the target of cancel culture (Keary, 2019). RtG directly links the idea of cancel

culture with events rather than a definition, thus giving this scandal from 2019 as an example.

Something to note here was the relationship between “Justice” and “Misplaced Reasons”.
Whereas many online users may have good intentions and thus wish to appeal for justice, the
interviews presented that — from their view and experience — not everyone participating in
cancel culture would do it with “good intentions”. TF mentions the difference between calling
out people who are known to have committed serious offenses such as Harvey Weinstein as
opposed to calling out people because they are unlikable (TF Transcription, Pos. 10). Or,
perchance, the original admirable intent may drop off and subsequently transform into a

“misplaced reason” as to why they choose to continue in the cancelling of someone.

“Each cancellation scenario starts out with like a valid concern, but I think that due to the
nature of cancel culture, things can get out of hand and kind of that original goal or focus can
be lost. And then it can kind of devolve into just more of like bullying rather than like having a

goal of raising awareness or giving someone the chance to be forgiven in any capacity.”

(TF Transcription, Pos. 6)

This slippery slope of devolving morality could come from a loss of control over online
movements; for instance, TF goes further to mention how “we” (online users, including herself)
feel the Internet is out of people’s control in terms of transparency, bias and power. A valorous
strive to reclaim this control and readjust the balance of equity online interferes with its less

gallant counterpart, human nature’s attraction to disaster:
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“Sometimes we'll see someone like James Charles who has millions and millions of followers

and we're like: ‘Who's following him? How did this person get so many followers?’

[..]

| feel people are reclaiming the power of the Internet through negative attention because
at least that feels like they have more power. So, we may not be able to raise up the people that

we like as much as we want to, but we can work on tearing down the people we don't like.

[...]

| feel like just it's human nature that people are more accepting and open to bad news
than good news. You could talk all day long about why someone is great, and people probably
won't even listen because it doesn't seem interesting. But if you start to - it's like gossip, like in
person. If you say something bad or imply something bad or even that you heard something
bad, that spreads so much more easily, and people get more interested and passionate about it

than good news or good things.”

(TF Transcription, Pos. 41-43)

From this section of TF’s perspective, it could be understood that the motif of power comes
into play as sub-category of misplaced reasons and connects together with negative feelings or
resentment towards the person targeted (Grant, 2019). It could be suggested that being open to
bad news connects to the notion of taking power away from others, perhaps those who don’t
deserve it as the interviewees mentioned a list of public figures with some sort of power (e.g.
following, wealth, status etc.). BP addresses this by explaining the inevitability of shifting the

scales in order to promote equality:

“...it's usually a plight to take back the power - is what | think it is. It's born out of this need to
take back the power and in that way it's usually the oppressed, which means the powerless or
the -- actually, not powerless, but with less power. And in that way, | think that the people with

the power are likely going to be the targets of cancel culture. So, you know, white, straight men,
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white men, white people. Men in general... Because they hold the power, which means there's

’

more likely a chance to need to take it back from them.’

(BP Transcription, Pos. 26)

Possession of power seems to be closely knit to status or identity. BP was not the only one to
mention this link as TRO suggests a strong sense of bias within the realm of cancel culture, yet
not necessarily dependent on the same terms. Primarily, people most likely to be targeted are
those who are have “perceived power” by the masses whether they are white or male or rich
(TRO Transcription, Pos. 30). From this it is understood that anyone could be targeted, as long
as they hold some form of authority or power over others. The characteristics of certain
stereotypes (i.e. white, male, rich) seem to be a pattern, however, not all are necessary nor are
they mutually exclusive. TRO further explains this by focusing on social theory and suggesting
that cancel culture is ideologically driven. Certain elements of a character - be it their status or
behaviour — are socially conditioned to be seen as targets and thus required to be brought to
justice (TRO Transcription, Pos. 32). The question of whether cancel culture has a bias
dependent on one’s gender, race or status could very much be a question of the audiences’

social upbringing.

When good intentions turn sour as mentioned, the term “bandwagoning” appears. Donning the
meaning of joining in on a trend or a cause that attracts growing support (Merriam-

Webster, 2020), to “jump on the bandwagon” has a negative meaning, especially in the case of
cancel culture. TF uses the term to express the quickened pace of online audiences congregating
towards the phenomenon (TF Transcription, Pos. 10, 33). In her view, audiences can be easily
swayed to believe whichever piece of news emerges to the surface first. TRO believed similarly
when he suggested that the issue with cancel culture is its rocky fundament of “guilty until
proven innocent” (TRO Transcription, Pos. 24). This impression darts back to the sense of
justice netizens may abide by; it is important to hold accountable those who have done wrong
by society, especially since there is a lack of “real internet police” (RtG Transcription, Pos. 28)
and only the “court of public opinion” (BP Transcription, Pos. 34). In order to ensure matters
are dealt with accordingly and oppressors are amended in this “broken system” (TRO

Transcription, Pos. 52), the theme of “Group
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Mentality” weaves itself with that of “Haste”. Judging by the interview responses, the idea of

quickly making decisions seems prevalent online and cancel culture would be no exception.

Under the code entitled “Haste” come three sub-codes relating to rash choices made by
netizens: “Framed” highlighting scripted narratives or clickbait headlines, “Out of Context”
which is similar to the code prior and “No Research”, a look into the swaying of the audience
towards “surface-level headlines” as TRO implies (TRO Transcription Pos. 12), along with a
lack of critical thinking, a key factor in such rash, regrettable decisions (TRO Transcription

Pos. 8). The commentator furthers the risks of misinformation:

“...more unassuming individuals look at the situations and see these very onesided
perspectives and assume that this is the case, and this is the truth. (...) As it expands and as it
becomes an accepted truth within the community, it becomes an accepted truth beyond the
community because because either people in the community believe it that way, people outside

i3

of the community don’t dare to challenge it. So it spreads.

(TRO Transcription, Pos. 48)

A more practical example of this recklessness is portrayed by RtG as she specifies how
instigators of such events rely on old tweets or cutting up videos to omit important information
which can change the entire message of the video (RtG Transcription, Pos. 4). To her, this is
an important part of cancel culture. Creation of new narratives or blindly following them are
pointers to harsh judgements and leaves no room for alternative research of facts (RtG

Transcription, Pos. 16).

But could this haste truly be from a desire for swift lawfulness alone? Some of the YouTubers
interviewed shared their insight into another reason for trending participation in cancel culture.
As hypothesised before, the theme of entertainment surfaced during data collection, but
renamed to “Drama/Spectacle” as it seemed better fit. TF uses the term “bandwagoning” once
more as she feels cancel culture is the epitome of excitement and spectacle. What is more, she
is of the belief that tagging cancel culture with such an entertainment value can be detrimental
in obstructing more serious issues, as well as the way society addresses issues in a reasonable

manner (TF Transcription, Pos. 10, 13). Here, she also brings up the argument of a large drama
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community stemming from YouTube. RtG makes an interesting note towards a silent strategy

in drama:

“...strategically in terms of PR and your own brand better to be quiet, because if you say
something, by definition, you're going to lose people. Whether you support or don't support
someone, you're going to lose people. And I think this is part of what keeps the top people not
canceled because you have these people quietly still supporting you, but not outright screaming
from the rooftops: “I love this creator”. So it's hard for someone to be cancelled if other bigger

people in the community continue to be okay with you or continue to not really say much.

[..]

So | think the quiet support is something that really, really helps people. But ironically, I also
find that the people who quietly support the big YouTubers are also the ones who are watching
critical videos about them. I kind of think that secretly they might be on the same page as a lot of
people, but strategically it's easier to not say anything and that's why the top people remain at

’

the top. Even if maybe they shouldn't be anymore.’

(RtG Transcription, Pos. 24)

Participation in drama seems to not necessarily be vocal or visible. Quiet support connects to
the topic of lurkers previously mentioned in this essay (Nonnecke and Preece, 2000) and their
influence in online movements. Although not vocal through comments, certain quiet netizens
can participate in cancel culture through adding to social capital (i.e. engagement rates) through

retweets, sharing of content or simply a “like”.

TRO also indicated how communities and group mentality make the connection with drama
through stan culture and fans invested in their particular groups, notably on Twitter also where
most of the users are “emotionally invested in the drama” (TRO Transcription, Pos. 48). Such
a fandom of drama has led to the creation of YouTube commentators expressing their own
opinions on influencer drama alone. Namely, the creation of drama channels has been trending
on YouTube as a means of sharing information, similar to a news source (Lorenz, 2019; Figure
29).
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Figure 29. Screenshot of a “tea” channel or “drama” channel on YouTube that focuses on

scandal reports.

Retrieved from: https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2019/05/how-tea-channels- feed-
youtubefeuds/589618/

When questioned on this, the YouTubers interviewed shared congruent views on the channels
and the content creators adjacent. All three mentioned the importance of how drama channels
carry out their task of reporting stories. TRO begins his answer by highlighting the bold
character of most drama channels, which ties into the appeal of entertainment. This exhibits
itself through the commentators being “out-spoken” and “opinionated”, some even going
against the tides of cancel culture and simply reacting to events with a “magnifying glass” on
receipts and information alike (TRO Transcription, Pos. 58, 60, 62). RtG adds by suggesting
drama channels may be useful if they separate opinion from fact and successfully present
evidence within its original context. In her prospect, drama channels have also been facilitating
healthy discussions within their YouTube comment sections — even if it is to be considered just
gossip. Having said this, gossip is often characterised with features of haste and (drama)
channels bear no exception as many of them are pressured to make videos on events as soon as
possible (RtG Transcription, Pos. 36, 60).
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Furthermore, TF warns of the potential dangers of getting stuck in a “loop” of drama and
perpetual scandals to be entertained by. This way, drama channels are surely promoting cancel

culture, if not careful (TF Transcription, Pos. 15).

The above-mentioned “receipts” and information distributed in the times of cancel culture leads
to the last themes within the category “Participation in Cancel Culture”. When mistakes take
place, netizens demand an apology from the offender. Such a pattern has been observed online,
even through the case of James Charles who issued three in his cancellation period. TF makes
a light remark at the increase in apology videos and their reoccurring format, some even being
made fun of for their stereotypical elements (Sung, 2018). However, TF brings the reality of
how apologies are demanded yet not entirely believable. There is no “perfect” apology to
satisfy every audience member nor does it guarantee forgiveness (TF Transcription, Pos. 59,
61). Some people are able to be forgiven or at least get away without apologising or even
addressing their wrongdoings until the masses cause an uproar (RtG Transcription, Pos. 22).
This begets the question: does cancel culture demand an apology, or does the lack of an apology
lead to cancelling? Perhaps it is a cyclical turmoil. Nevertheless, BP agrees that the path to
forgiveness begins with empathy, allowing mistakes to be explained and offering people a
chance to change (BP Transcription, Pos. 32, 34). Forgoing change bears patience also, which
is precisely what the interviewees touch upon. Processing emotions and making a thought-out
apology takes time, just as RtG suggests as she relates it to the feeling of being rushed (RtG
Transcription, Pos. 60). To quote TRO, apologies and potential forgiveness should be provided

depending on the scenarios:

“It's different for everyone and that's the issue. There is no absolute way to determine justice
and every one will need their different methods; some people will need some therapy, some
people might need jail time, some people may need more than that. And some people may not
actually need that much at all. It's hard to define the punishment on the basis of the crime alone.
Often you have to understand various elements like intent and all the technicalities behind it,
but a lot of the time it's hard to work that out. | guess it's why It's important to hold people to
account on a case-by-case basis, working out what they've done and if there is possibility for
improvement and if that's the case, then how can we help them improve? It will be different for
everyone. There is no universal way to help improve people. It's just making an
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observationbased judgment. | think that's often what cancel culture lacks because it doesn't
take the time out to do the critical thinking and consider what element of justice is truly

proportionate and what is fair for this person in this situation.”

(TRO Transcription, Pos. 56)

In terms of participation in cancel culture, apologies could be part of the spectacle even if it is
to pressure the offender and finally receive closure (TF Transcription, Pos. 63; RtG
Transcription, Pos. 12). Whether those original good intentions are still there in the end remains

a question for each individual participating in the bandwagon.

9.2 Offline Ramification

Although some people may view internet drama as “petty”, cancel culture’s effects are not
bound to the online sphere (TF Transcription, Pos. 66). Sometimes necessary, these
consequences of online activist movements can help justice be served with the help of legal
systems such as the police or the FBI in the case of YouTuber Onision, a child groomer who
has been the target of cancel culture for many years (RtG Transcription, Pos. 28; Fairchild,
2019). The ramifications of online movements such as cancelling could prove themselves
beneficial as the success of #MeToo (BP Transcription, Pos. 32). Some of the extensions of
online actions are deemed often unhelpful or even tragic. BP specifies that from her position as
an educator, cancel culture doesn’t benefit her but rather make her job more difficult; cancelling
people cuts off the ability of teaching others how to help themselves and learn from their

mistakes (BP Transcription, Pos. 30). BP then strengthens this through an example:

“That's why I say overcorrection because it was, it was absolutely necessary to have the
overcorrection. But now, you know, kind of coming four or five years later, coming back to you
know, there's consequences if | need to make sure that you understand what begets
consequences and what doesn't, or else you're just kind of walking around like aimlessly, maybe
harassing people, not knowing you're doing it, they re scared to have conversations. I knew
men who were scared to take on female mentees and canceling them does not help. It actually
harms the young women who now don't have successful mentors because they're a woman,

because the male is afraid. And we would say, you know, it's up to that guy to figure it out. If

70



you're a 50-year-old man, it's harder to have empathy for sure. But, we need to, because the
consequences, they are not going to be less rich because of this. They're not going to be less

powerful because of this. They're just going to probably be scared.”

(BP Transcription, Pos. 32)

The topic of “Fear” lingers in the discourse around cancel culture with sub-codes of

“Victimisation” and “Weaponisation”. These two were mainly brought up in RtG’s interview.
Here, she described how cancel culture can be used as an excuse for public figures to take the
attention off of their wrongdoings and instead shift the focus onto the harassment received (RtG
Transcription, Pos. 12). This is an intriguing turn from being the offender to becoming the
oppressed and using it as an advantage. As RtG gives the example of YouTuber Jaclyn Hill and
her lipstick scandal (Keary, 2019) she depicts the timeline of Hill removing herself from the
spotlight and taking a break from social media instead of addressing the situation of her
contaminated own-brand lipsticks, a serious health issue to customers. Drama started to stir,
and Hill began to reply but seemingly to the wrong context. Instead of releasing an apology
and righting her wrongs, Jaclyn took much longer than needed to act — just as the audience had
demanded it. Here, RtG points to how Hill attempted to change her position from aggressor to

victim by weaponizing cancel culture (RtG Transcription, Pos. 12).

In the phenomenon of cancel culture, the emotion of fear stems from something greater than
being called out for a mistake or a loss of opportunity. Looking back to the case of Holowka
(Davison, 2019) and the data collected, the fear surrounding cancel culture is a well-reasoned
feeling. The code titled “End of the Line” (originally “No Return”) may appear striking at first
glance but perhaps better fitting as more severe consequences of cancel culture are discussed.
Harassment between misplaced reasons has proven itself present in this rhetoric and the lengths
of it have been only mentioned. One of these repercussions of the online movement is doxing
and revealing personal, private information to the online masses without consent. RtG
expresses that not only can she not relate to those who partake in such acts but also her personal

fear of being affected:

“A lot of the times I see it ending up hurting more than just the person but their family. I've

seen people’s families being doxed because their cousin’s brother said something not okay and
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people being in danger because their whole address is online, people being evicted. That’s the
part that scares me because as much as | might not agree with someone, it seems surreal to me
to go out of your way to create such devastation in someone’s life. And to me, that’s the part
that’s... in a way perverted, because it’s... Even if someone’s racist ['m not going to agree but,
at the same time, it doesn’t seem like there’s any usefulness out of them getting kicked out of

their house.

[..]

I am constantly feared that if I got cancelled, it’s not even about me but ... I don’t want
my mother’s address leaked. I don’t want my family having any repercussions off of me. I think
for a lot of people online, that’s also their primary fear. Aside from your own stuff you have to

’

deal with, it’s the people who are associated to you.’

(RtG Transcription, Pos. 54, 68)

RtG mentions how scary cancel culture can really be, leaving the target with nothing but a
lingering fear (RtG Transcription, Pos. 68). Both TRO and TF affirm this, saying that people
who are targets of cancel culture are often left with no amendable route and thus still labelled
as guilty (TF Transcription, Pos. 53; TRO Transcription, Pos. 24). The audience can decide
someone’s verdict despite not fully being aware of who they are. With such despondence from
the trauma, a downward spiral of negativity and helplessness immerses the target, conclusively
resulting in a symbolic death with no possibility of betterment (RtG Transcription, Pos. 52, 6,
8).

9.3 Unexpected Themes
A number of themes emerged which were not originally taken into account before data

collection. Less structured as opposed to the ordinary themes (Figure 30), these topics were

thought-provoking and influential to this essay.
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Perhaps Not the End? ~ Artvs Artist  Empathy  Slacktivism Identity FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) ~ Censorship ~ Social Awareness  Could Happen to Anyone

Figure 30. Code Map of Unexpected Codes
Note: This map was produced through the MAXQDA 2020 software using its Creative Coding function of
visualising planning such maps.

As opposed to the previous code of “symbolic death” online, there are certain cases of
cancellation which have proven redemption is possible (RtG Transcription, Pos. 66), or

cancelled people have found other means of coming back and avoiding charges (TRO

Transcription, Pos. 52). Another unexpected code was “Empathy”. It was interesting to see this
theme re-appear more often than originally thought it would. Forgiveness begets empathy and
BP addresses this as a cornerstone for growing as a society. She gives a personal example of
having delved into the “other side” in politics (i.e. the alt-right) and learning radical empathy
by conversing with people whom she did not originally agree with or understand. In her view,
education is crucial especially in learning soft skills, helping people engage with the “other
side” and having compassion (BP Transcription, Pos. 32, 34). The topic of empathy leads to
another unexpected code which surfaced during data collection, that of “Social Awareness”
and “Could Happen to Anyone”. RtG mentions these through a slight joke about her own

experiences as a YouTuber:

“I don’t know if this is a coping mechanism we ve all slowly adopted because we’'ve what’s
happened — I 've seen people saying this and tweeting this... Whenever | post a video that might
be a little bit spicier or a little bit provocative, let’s say, [ make jokes now to my friends and my
husband saying: ‘Oh, you know, we’ll see what happens tomorrow morning. I could be the next
one being cancelled.” And while we have a laugh at that, the sentiment is real. The sentiment

’

really is: ‘I could be the next one on the guillotine tomorrow’.’
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(RtG Transcription, Pos. 68)

RtG links “Social Awareness” with “Censorship”. As she sees it being PC (politically correct;
Chow, 2016) is important online in terms of being mindful with one’s words and actions. She
addresses the fear that anyone could be a probable sufferer of cancel culture instilling more

social awareness in netizens and allowing them to question they are making the right choices.

However, this brings a conflict of staying true to oneself and constant censoring (RtG

Transcription, Pos. 30 32).

TF believes that cancel culture should not be associate with only a group of people but rather,
it could involve anyone. She opens up on how the YouTube Beauty community — although
most popular in drama — is not the only one who shares that fate. Little “pockets” can be found
in various online communities, with their own challenges and presence of cancellation. They
might be limited to that community, but they exist nonetheless (TF Transcription, Pos. 35).
What is more, TF explains how her curiosity has helped her discover unconventional
demographics participating in cancel culture, even older men and women, despite the trend

being usually associated with youth (TF Transcription, Pos. 37).

The notion of “who” takes part in cancel culture online results in talking about identity, another
unexpected code. Although partially mentioned through this thesis, it became more relevant
than anticipated (Coffin, 2018; Robinson, 2007). As TRO mentioned the bias depending on
identity, certain identities bear characteristics which ends them in the

“crossfire” and more likely to be targets (TRO Transcription, Pos. 30, 32). BP takes a more
personal approach to the topic of identity by bringing the participant in the foreground, rather
than the target. As a result of engaging in cancel culture online, cancelling could become part
of someone’s identity, thus virtue-signaling what they stand for (BP Transcription, Pos. 14).
As an extension of this discussion, “Slacktivism” is brought up and “FOMO”, the fear of
missing out or being “out of the loop” with current events (Parnell, 2017). BP is of the opinion
that the people fearful of sacrificing for their cause are part of slacktivism through stating that
a person is “cancelled” but continuing to silently support them or consume their content (BP

Transcription, Pos. 24). RtG draws upon “FOMO” from two sides of the coin: on the one hand,
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people may experience FOMO if they feel they are not participating in drama. Here, RtG points
to “we” as a collective (both the drama channels and the community) of possibly experiencing
FOMO if we are left out of or events do not progress as fast as we’d prefer (RtG Transcription,
Pos. 60). On the other hand, FOMO may reside in the content creator and their fear of missing
out on career opportunities. Here, RtG gives the example of content creators within the beauty
community who receive PR (packages of samples) and feel pressured to take advantage of these
items before they could get cancelled and brand decide to cut ties with them (RtG Transcription,
Pos. 62).
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11. Concluding Discussion
The purpose of this thesis was to research a general overview of the cancel culture phenomenon

and fill in the gaps within academic literature regarding its presence and effects. The
movement’s relation to Jenkins’ (2006) theory of participation online and symbolic interaction
(Robinson, 2007) have been portrayed through a blend of media content analysis of tweets and
the importance of ‘receipts’ as well as a number of interviews with questions pertaining to the
topic of cancel culture. Deducting from the collected data, some netizens are of the opinion that
the phenomenon of calling out others can arise from good intentions, such as their sense of
justice and a strive for holding offenders accountable (Watson 2020), particularly since there
is no “real” online authority to do so (RtG Transcription, Pos. 28). These ambitious initiatives
often end up less valorous than to begin with, ending in users having misplaced reasons of
pursuing cancellation online. It could stem from an ideological conflict (Dimitrakaki & Weeks,
2019; p. 277; TRO Transcription, Pos. 32) or a clash of morals and values within a social
ecology (Lui, 2013). Cancel culture could be tied to the sense of belonging and following a
group mindset (YouTuber Coffin, 2018; TRO Transcription, Pos. 48; YouTuber Wynn, 2020)
and too frightened to stray from social pressure (Norris 2020) or simply identity cultivation and
the importance of being within a fandom or a cybercommunity (Booth 2010; Jenkins, 2009).
Even the entertainment value that may appeal to some is motivation enough to engage with
cancel culture, despite its possible negative outcomes (Lorenz, 2019; Peraza, 2019; Tucker,
2018; TRO Transcription, Pos. 48). Since it would be near impossible to hear the opinion of
every single netizen, the ones referenced for data in this thesis share similar views on the
negative effects of cancel culture, with possible benefits - If executed correctly and towards
appropriate targets (e.g. committers of crimes). This is not to say that the scales are easily tipped
towards the favour of disastrous consequences such as fear of socialising (BP Transcription,
Pos. 32) or even more tragic outcomes (YouTuber Charles, 2019; Davison, 2019; YouTuber
Wynn, 2020).

YouTube and Twitter are part of a large digital economy, as a sustainable source of media;
there will always be content as there will always be an audience and vice versa (Booth, 2010;
Burgess & Green, 2018; Jenkins, 2004). This cycle of supply and demand also shows itself

through cancel culture, as the popularity of drama channels and their content has increased.
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Relating to Booth’s (2010) work, it can be suggested that drama fandoms would be no
exception in such scenarios. Communal re-imagining takes place through a constant upload
and distribution of fan-made content through such phenomena, even if it is tweeting about it or
commenting on drama or creating forums related to such events (Lorenz, 2019). It is vital to
consider the elements of cancel culture presented through this thesis and its future repercussions

if not addressed appropriately.

An intriguing element which came up within my research related to vigilantism and users’ civic
engagement online. The discussants of the Jubilee (2019) video on cancel culture express their
disagreements on the topic of cancel culture and its ramifications, yet they all seem to agree on
one thing in particular: the American justice system is deeply flawed. With the expanding
technological era of today, the younger generations are impatient, requiring faster reactions
from their governments. One of the participants of the group conversation in the video believes
this to be a prime reason as to why cancel culture was born; justice systems have failed the
public time and time again by proving themselves too slow and corrupt (i.e. buying freedom),
leading the public to take matters into their own hands. In an environment as familiar as the
Internet, the youth are able to hold celebrities accountable for actions that governmental
institutions may turn a blind eye towards. This notion overall ties in with one of the questions
from the semi-structured interviews: netizens feel as if it is their right to act with a sense of
justice and make matters right. Future research is encouraged to address concerns of those
protected from judgement and possible implications of their safety, especially in today’s digital

activism era.

10.2 Improvements for the Future
Jenkins (2006) fosters the question of how we, as educators, can help the youth “develop and

grow as effective participants and ethical communicators” (p. 117). As he mentions the world’s
diversity in views and culture, suggestions are brought forth to help prevent such conflicts:

better media literacy and critical thinking are the crux of an early education.

Learning to use the right tools and to adjust the available tools in the most efficient way, as
well as keeping an open mind (p. 99, 100, 104, 105). Booth (2010) reassures this notion: the
need of new schools and scholars that carry out studies of online mediums, fandoms and
creative content generated online. He encourages this pursuit to define the practice of media

studies as they are untapped sources of knowledge of the societies we live in, simply in new
7



mediums. It is a massive loss to not focus our attention on the niches of online communities
and how much they can say about us as social beings. Burgess and Green (2018) advocate for
information literacy also, but not only this. To them, so much more is required such as empathy
and soft skills when engaging across experiences and cultures both online and offline (p. 102;
BP Transcription, Pos. 32, 43). YouTuber Coffin (2018) promotes a necessary healthy balance

between the extremes of cancel culture and as a fitting alternative,

In terms of social awareness and how to help ourselves improve as a society, YouTuber and
Social Media entrepreneur Gary Vaynerchuk adds on the topic of power as a revealer of one’s
inner self: “Social media isn’t changing us, it’s exposing us” (Vaynerchuk, 2019). Through
this, it can be understood that people could be blaming social media for their regrettable
behaviour. People are starting to turn their backs on “the socials” (i.e. the social media
platforms) because it brings to the surface a part of who users are. This could be in a way not
expected or not seen as exciting. In Vaynerchuk’s (2019) perspective, he refers to all those
infidelities and other behaviours alike which are now being revealed through the lens of social
media, despite them happening regardless. In the YouTuber’s view, this transparency allows
people to start a discussion and address things head on; rather than hiding them, it allows people
to become less hypocritical of each other once they’re aware that everyone is dealing with
negativity in one way or another. It can be argued that those (e.g. fans, stans) choosing to focus
on gossip (celebrity or not) online shines a light on the shaping of both our online and offline

selves, by interacting and comparing amongst ourselves (Goffman 1959; Robinson 2007).

Referring to the topic of drama channels and celebrity gossip, Lui (2013) encourages people to
pay attention to gossip and the “celebrity ecosystem” or the online equivalent. Very much as
any other ecosystem, the way organisms and bodies react to one another, their relationships and
the impacts of these connections are fundamental to the lifecycle of such systems. From her
perspective, gossip and celebrity lifestyle news may seem superficial at first glance but that
would only be the tip of the iceberg; under the surface we are presented with a complex
sociological infrastructure of behaviours, mannerisms and social norms which define us as a
society. Her argument starts with the similarities between ancient Egyptian hieroglyphics
depicting stories and today’s news: “It’s on papyruses and pyramid walls. We learned about
the ancient Egyptians from their hieroglyphics. Many, many years from now, our successors

will learn about us through our hieroglyphics — the tabloids” (Lui, 2013). The storytelling of
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tabloids offers an insight not only into a weak narrative of a celebrity’s doings but also into
who we are as a society. Our morals, values, what we deem as appropriate or what we would
shy away from and deem abhorrent. The Tedx speaker shares her speculations of what future
generations may think of us through the news of today. She specifies that through her research,
she has noted that gossip is not taken objectively but through a filter of bias of our own personal
virtues. A story about women cheating in Hollywood is not about the action of adultery itself
but rather an actress who violated an unwritten ‘girl code’ and her selfishness. Perhaps even
reflect our own distancing from infidelity and calling it out. Rumours about an actor who
potentially had been flirting with other men reflects our credibility in the story as a society,
because the actor is an epitome of masculinity through his acting roles. Or perhaps the story
about singers who commit acts of violence against women who earned their trust will portray

our values of forgiving such males as a society and continue to celebrate them.

It is often thought that frivolously thrown comments and call-outs will not harm a public figure
due to their fame or wealth. Perhaps they deal with it daily so a mean comment will not affect
them. It is also commonly thought that whoever is being cancelled will be fine, since it is all
online. However, in the majority of cases this is disproven; the targets of such harassments
report feeling despondent, depressed, anxious or admit suffering from insomnia and even
suicidal thoughts (Ronson, 2015). Many of these targets may rise from underneath the stones
cast such as James Charles who now has regained his lost subscriber counts from the events of
2019 and is still boosting in popularity with his own reality show. But, not everyone may have

the same will-power or strong support system.

On the matter of responsibility, it is important to note the other three actors at play in this game
besides companies and platforms: the ones being cancelled, the media and the audience. As for
the former, be them celebrities or influencers (e.g. Tati Westbrook or James Charles), they have
a responsibility as public figures to ensure a safe space on their online profiles and promote
positivity, whereas toxicity should be advised against. The online influencer has a vast
following and with it comes great power of influence, as is their name. Actions within the
public eye are to be heavily thought out before causing potentially irreparable damage. The
second actor here is the media — a crucial element to the whole phenomenon. As the pillar of
news source and distribution of such, the accuracy of facts and events is essential to honest
journalism. When James Charles was painted as a sexual predator, several news outlets took

these accusations without specifying a disclaimer of the validity of these claims, that they are
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not confirmed by Charles themselves or any other credible source apart from other influencers
who escalated the situation originally. Media’s responsibility is to ensure the distribution of
real, truthful news and not rumours or misinformation with the intent to stir drama or generate
clicks. This opens the discussion for whether “drama channels” on YouTube are to keep their
presence on the platform as credible news sources also. The last actor at play in the cancel
‘parties’ is the audience. As they are the main perpetuator of cancel culture, their responsibility
is still very much visible. With something as large as the online social realm, the ‘echo
chamber’ effect can be ever so prevalent, thus the viewers, commenters, followers and general
consumers of online content must take matters with a pinch of salt, critical thinking, sympathy
and allowing people space and time to make mistakes, learn and grow from their wrong-doings.
In the end of his own video “No More Lies” (Charles, 2019), James Charles gives his opinion

on the damages that occur through rash decisions taken during cancellations:

“Joining in on bandwagon hate and cancel-culture is incredibly, incredibly toxic and it’s very
concerning to me that as a society we 're becoming ok with ‘guilty until proven innocent’ instead
of the other way around. I truly hope that whoever participated in this, whether it be fans,
influencers or drama channels or ‘credible’ news sources take the time to think of your words
and the impact it may have on others. Because I can assure you and I promise you, it’s a ot

stronger than you may think.”

(Charles, 2019)

As the YouTuber James Charles (2019) states, being cancelled is a detrimental harm to
someone’s life but also career; whether it damages someone’s current career and networking,
the person cancelled remains branded with a history of being called out and cancelled, thus
their future plans career-wise are also damaged to an extent. Cancel culture sets a boycott
standard of sorts; when people join in on the cancel culture ‘party’ they send a message
pertaining an encouragement (or rather, perhaps a forced input) of avoiding the person who is
being cancelled out and all the work related to them. Instead of having it as a personal choice
to not support someone - for example, not buying an artist’s work — cancel culture can, in turn,
cancel everyone else who refuses to join in with the cancelling. Touching on this, cancel culture
deems itself difficult to contain and not spill over into the toxicity of online bullying and
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harassment. With the instant gratification era of technology, audiences find it increasingly
difficult to not only wait for genuine apologies which take time (as suggested by YouTuber
Natalie Wynn, 2020) but also choose how to carry out various actions including those of

redemption if one were to be called out.

9.3 Limitations
A learning experience would not be successful without mistakes and hurdles encountered. The

limitations in the research are to be considered and revised for future studies on the digital
phenomenon. Firstly, due to my identity of a European white woman, it was not until far later
in my research that | had considered a fault in my participant sampling. Besides the small
sample size due to time constraints, the lack of inclusivity posed an issue. It is imperative for
future studies to be more aware and inclusive in this regard. It is also important to mention that
the YouTubers I had interviewed were those whom | was familiar with. Perhaps less acquainted
participants are to be considered in future remarks. As | consider myself a lurker in some
regards online, | chose to include information on this group of netizens within the essay,

however, an interview with a lurker would have been beneficial also.

Secondly, the lack of prior research referencing cancel culture was a challenge in itself but
throughout my research | have encountered more published papers within the Summer of 2020

than in the start of it.
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