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Linda Brown’s journalism career was rapidly rising. She was a political
reporter for an American news website and a person who had long been on cable
news. Bob Smith was an award-winning journalist who once had been a lawyer.
He wrote for a well-known American weekly magazine, provided legal analysis on
an international television channel, and authored a best-selling book on a murder
case involving a former football player, O.J. Simpson. And Mimi Young was
accepted to the famous University of Tennessee’s cheerleading team, who were
reigning® national champions. Each life was promising, but social media’s keen
gaze and uncontrollable vitality® uncovered troubling personal moments for each
of them. Their lives became damaged in ways once unimaginable.

In March 2021, Brown was prepared to assume the position of chief editor at
an American magazine targeted for teens. However, offensive tweets® from her
teenage years became public. Staff members were offended and Brown resigned
before she even started. Smith was caught exposed during an online staff meeting,
leading him to lose multiple jobs. And a short video on a social media application
showed Young stating a racial epithet¥. Public pressure forced Young off her
Tennessee cheerleading team, and she later withdrew from the university.
Different circumstances, similar results and each was caught in cancel culture.

Cancel culture is “promoting the ‘cancelling’ of people, brands and even shows and
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movies because of what some consider to be offensive or problematic® remarks or
philosophies.” This phenomenon has exploded with social media’s expanding
powers, society’s deep divisions and difficulties correcting longstanding® injustice.
Violating standards of public morals can cause severe consequences, both online
and off. This includes punishing both the transgressors® and those harmed by
their offensive words or actions.

At its best, cancel culture reduces prejudiced attitudes. It brings them public
attention and earns criticism. Ideally, the targets rethink their position. And even
better? They change. Democracies celebrate free expression — it is essential to
their functioning. In liberal democracies, like Canada and the United States,
constitutional protections secure a wide range of speech. But at its worst, cancel
culture curtails® speech. It threatens this longstanding fundamental freedom. If
we limit speech by cancelling those we disagree with, other social pillars® also face
danger. When expression is compromised, which freedom is next? Freedom of
assembly? Freedom from fear?

Cancel culture can heavily impact the cancellee’s19 professional status. Think
of some famous people whose successful careers have been ruined indefinitely(V,
The debate regarding what to do with those who have been cancelled persists:
Should their careers be finished entirely, forever and without review? Should they
be punished according to their offence? Should their punishment have an end
date? Cancellation is a widespread online phenomenon. Because of its essence, it
must exist within public discourse? to produce its full effects. Considering that it
occurs among members of wide-ranging internet communities, trying to adjust
cancellations on a case-by-case basis seems unlikely. Once guilty in the court of
public opinion, there is no appeal.

We live during a particularly anxious political moment. The assumed division
between right and left in today’s politics seems like a wide gap. This dangerous
gap has never felt wider. One month before the last presidential election in the
United States, nine out of 10 voters believed the other side’s victory would lead to

— 4 — OM5(180—27)



“continuing harm.” And both sides claim their speech has been unjustifiably?
chilled. During this era of cancellation, opponents’ transgressions are badly
criticized. Calling someone irredeemably(!¥ evil on Twitter becomes common. Lives
are totally changed. We no longer match differences with respectful conversations.
The long-term(5 vision for public spaces as markets of ideas becomes troubling.
But there is hope. A survey conducted in July 2020 found that 27 percent of
American voters behieved that cancellation could positively impact society. From
this, the negative value of cancel culture has the potential to be assembled for
more positive ends. For example, cancel culture could promote social movements
that are broadly accepted, like the fight against racism. Following the awful death
of George Floyd, an African American man, support for tough social problems is
strong. A 2020 poll showed that two-thirds of Americans supported racial justice
protests. This work is of fundamental social importance and requires constant
attention. Cancel culture could fight racist expression, ultimately promoting social
justice. Coping with COVID-19 has revealed longstanding unfairness. These
include racial and class differences driving unacceptably poor health outcomes.
Cancel culture’s dependence on the whim16 and will of the masses means that we

cannot move forward together if we speak separately and alone.

(Adapted from Dino Sossi, “Can we cancel ‘cancel culture?,” The Conversation)
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