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ABSTRACTS 

 

 

“Maybe I’d be cancelled myself”: Moral Dilemmas of Performative Cancelling 

Stephanie Anderson and Amy Goode (University of Glasgow) 

 

Digitally empowered consumers express their disapproval by cancelling brands, influencers and public 

figures. Existing research often theorises cancelling behaviours as a form of consumer activism that 

signifies a unified consumer voice and moral consciousness. However, treating cancellations as one 

coherent discourse risks oversimplifying consumer intentions and cancelling behaviours. Using 

qualitative in-depth interviews with Gen Z consumers, this research examines the moral dilemmas 

consumers experience when participating in cancel culture. This research advances current 

understandings of cancel culture by demonstrating the ambiguous and often contradictory character 

of consumer cancellations. We introduce the notion of performative cancelling which refers to a 

safeguarding practice consumers use to protect and build moral capital during identity work. This 

highlights a broader range of motivations that drive cancellations that are underpinned by a perceived 

obligation to publicly support cancel culture movements. Findings highlight three strategies that 

consumers use to navigate moral dilemmas encountered by performative cancelling; reckoning, 

decoupling and humanising. Consumers do not use these strategies to resolve moral dilemmas, and 

instead occupy a state of stasis that embraces ambiguity. 

 

 

Cancelled: can defamation law protect you? 

Fiona Brimblecombe (University of Manchester) 

 

Picture the scene: you wake up to a number of posts ‘cancelling’ you on X that have gathered traction 

overnight, with many thousands of reposts, responses and views. Your business partners have been in 

touch and no longer want to work with you, and family and friends are looking at you differently. Can 

English defamation law help? 

The aged law of defamation is designed to protect one’s reputation, and ultimately one’s 

personal dignity. However, obtaining redress for public humiliation online through defamation law is 

far from straightforward. There are a number of hurdles that claimants must overcome in order to 

successfully action in defamation. Firstly, there has to be a defamatory statement that meets the (not 

insubstantial) serious harm threshold under s.1(1) of the Defamation Act 2013, which ‘raised the bar’ 

from the previous common law position. Secondly, there has to be reference to you in the posts 

complained of, and sufficient publication/communication. Finally, there are a number of defences 

available for those who have posted the information. If the information is (substantially) true and can 

be proved such, your action will fall at this stage. Secondly, the posts may be subject to the defence of 

honest opinion. There is also the defence of publication on a matter of public interest (formerly the 

‘Reynolds defence’) which covers pieces attracting the public interest that cannot be conclusively be 

shown to be true. Finally, there is the defence for operators of websites in s.5 Defamation Act 2013 

which may shield X from liability as a ‘host’ website, in the event one wishes to bring an action against 

X. With online defamation on the rise, it will be argued that English defamation law is not doing enough 

to protect those with their reputations unfairly tarnished online.  

  



Successfully navigating a path between the demands of free speech and of protection from offence 

on campus in the UK? 

Helen Fenwick (Durham University) 

 

This paper will set out to scrutinise closely the phenomenon of so-called ‘cancel culture’ in the UK in 

the campus context, a matter that has not so far been the subject of a sustained academic examination. 

The contested idea that a person can be ‘cancelled’, their views excluded or expunged from public 

platforms, or from an employment context, has polarised debate. A number of advocates of free 

speech, in some instances arguing from a right-wing perspective, are currently arguing that Universities 

have allowed so-called ‘cancel culture’ to stifle free expression. It has been argued that some 

institutions are far too prompt to accept curbs on expression or expressive acts in relation to issues 

such as transgender rights, racism, feminism, religious extremism. Such curbs tend to be aimed at 

offence-avoidance; as a result some free speech advocates are arguing that debate on these and 

cognate issues is in some instances being silenced by an illiberal left that refuses to allow for space in 

which to hear divergent points of view. But other voices, associated more with the left, oppose that 

view, criticising the very use of the term ‘cancel culture’ as disingenuous, and as referring to a 

manufactured phenomenon. They argue that merely allowing the airing of all sorts of views offensive 

to some, sometimes by powerful public figures with ready access to public platforms, facilitates 

intolerance, intimidates or silences minorities and opposes equal dignity. The introduction of the 

Higher Education (Freedom of speech) Act 2023 by a Conservative government, but then its 

pausing/abandonment by the current Labour government, is illustrative of the tensions at stake. (The 

Secretary of State for Education announced in July that the Act would not come into force as planned 

on 1 August 2024. The statement said: ‘Due to concerns from vulnerable groups about how the rules 

might harm student welfare, we are stopping the implementation of the Act.’) 

Universities are required, pursuant to various legal duties, to support critical thinking and 

plural debate on moral, religious and political issues. Article 10 of the European Convention on Human 

Rights, applicable to Universities under section 6 Human Rights Act, can readily be found to promote 

such debate, although the jurisprudence as specifically applying to Universities is relatively 

undeveloped. But at the same time Universities also have duties, arising from various legal demands, 

and reflected in codes of practice, to promote non-discrimination, and to safeguard persons, including 

students, from intimidation or harassment. Arguably, on-campus expression is caught between 

conflicting duties and conflicting views as to what the protection of free speech on campus requires. 

This paper will interrogate notions of ‘cancel culture’ in the campus context and consider the abilities 

Universities have shown, as far as that can be ascertained, to navigate a path effectively between the 

tensions created by the different duties at stake. 

 

 

Who gets cancelled in therapy culture?  

Dennis Hayes (University of Buckingham) 

  

Academics For Academic Freedom (AFAF) has been monitoring the cancellation, and attempted 

cancellation, of speakers for almost two decades. Drawing on The Banned List our research and 

extensive case work we can identify three distinct, but overlapping, periods of ‘cancel’ culture. The 

first is period is a political one, that was followed by a searching or directionless period, culminating in 

a therapeutic or victimhood period. Our case work has taught us that the current ‘therapeutic’ phase 

of cancel culture the most difficult to challenge. Despite high profile cases of harassment and 

victimisation most universities (and other institutions) persist in ignoring them and continue to 

promote what they claim to be ‘caring’ ‘respectful’ and ‘safe’ environments. In a therapeutic culture 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.afaf.org.uk%2Fthe-banned-list%2F&data=05%7C02%7Cpatrick.zuk%40durham.ac.uk%7Cdf5ac07d141240ab2bf408dd30039e8b%7C7250d88b4b684529be44d59a2d8a6f94%7C0%7C0%7C638719514331569528%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=pCd1mhYaKd0bmoKeKn%2FTWCX1tq2y1L%2FOMFueWL73QF0%3D&reserved=0


anyone expressing an opinion or belief can be reported as breaching guidelines because they are 

uncaring, or disrespectful, or hurtful. The consequence, in what we call the ‘secret university’, is that 

they will then be quietly cancelled. Never has cancel culture been so kindly. 

 

 

Counter-speech, 'cancel culture' and protections for freedom of expression under Article 10 ECHR 

Dimitrios Kagiaros (Durham University) 

 

‘Cancel culture’ is a ‘catch-all’ term that has been defined as encompassing “collective strategies by 

activists using social pressures to achieve cultural ostracism of targets (someone or something) 

accused of offensive words or deeds” (Norris, 2021). A key component of ‘cancel culture’ discourse is 

that cancel culture is presented as having the effect of limiting the freedom of expression of the person 

who is ‘cancelled’. Based on this assumption, I am keen firstly, to distinguish ‘cancel culture’ from 

legitimate counter-speech, and secondly, to identify which aspects of ‘cancel culture’ are legally 

significant from a FoE perspective - namely, to determine which activities usually associated with 

‘cancel culture’ (such as ‘silencing’, ‘no-platforming’, loss of employment or earnings, content being 

removed from platforms) amount to an interference with free speech, and under which circumstances. 

I will be using Article 10 ECHR and the jurisprudence of the ECtHR as the basis for this analysis. The 

overall aim is to argue that the impact of cancel culture on freedom of expression (in the legal sense) 

is, perhaps, overstated. 

 

 

Cancel Culture Contagion: Prince Andrew and the British Royal Family Brand 

Pauline Maclaran (Royal Holloway, University of London) 

 

This presentation revisits the Prince Andrew scandal and his subsequent cancelling, stemming from 

his relationship with convicted paedophile, Jeffrey Epstein, and the allegations brought against him by 

victim Virginia Guiffre. Using social contagion theory to understand the various influences 

underpinning Andrew’s downfall, I map out the important crisis points that led to his cancelling. As 

part of this analysis, I also identify the strategic responses made by the royal family brand to avoid 

being contaminated or “infected” by the cancel culture contagion surrounding Andrew. 

 

 

Don’t Google Me: The Right to an Open Future  

Emily McTernan (UCL)  

 

A tattoo parlour in the USA offers free cover-ups to former white supremacists to ‘erase the hate’ 

etched onto their bodies. Uncovered, these tattoos represent a hatred that they no longer feel and 

mean they get read as still white supremacists, shaping other’s impressions of them before they even 

speak. But we don’t need to have our former beliefs and values tattooed on our skins for them to 

hinder the ways we want, now, to be seen. Even those of us with less dramatic pasts can find that our 

previous selves limit our opportunities and plans for the future. The internet creates a permanent 

record of remarks, jokes, acts or ideas at a previous point in time. Employers trawl people’s internet 

histories on social media before offering jobs and people have lost out on appointments when 

a statement they’ve made in the past comes to light. This instinct to check the details of others’ pasts 

isn’t restricted to the internet: newspapers publish photos of people dressed in inappropriate fancy 

dress costumes at college, and university essays are unearthed to check politicians’ political 



commitments, decades on. Yet, for how long, and in what ways, ought we be held to account for our 

former selves?  

The philosopher Joel Feinberg proposes that children have a right to an open future. Once 

grown, they ought to have enough options left open to freely form and shape their own lives. Yet I 

suggest that we don’t only need to have the ability to freely shape our lives, just the once, on reaching 

adulthood. To live what the philosophers call autonomous lives – lives we get to shape and decide – 

we need to be able to start afresh, to begin anew. Cerrtain acts of sufficient gravity might be reason to 

deny a person a right to an open future: you cannot start afresh if you murder, torture, or rape. But I 

will propose that it is only acts of such gravity that should block our right to an open future: for the 

rest of us, even if we have sinned, we need a culture of reputation management that lets us leave the 

past behind. Permanent records, easily brought to light, or the details of our previous selves, frustrate 

our exercise of that right.  

There is some popular acceptance of the idea that we can leave our pasts behind, in the right 

to be forgotten. We can have bits of our internet histories hidden from search engines, so that it isn’t 

constantly brought up and into the present. But I argue that far more is needed beyond this law. To 

secure an open future, we need a social ethic to guide what we do in face of the possibility of endlessly 

dragging up past indiscretions and deviations. I propose a duty to take people as they are, now, and so 

to restrain ourselves from hunting through the minutiae of their pasts without good reason. 

 

 

Academic Mobbing as the Highest Form of Cancel Culture in Universities 

Ian Pace (City, University of London) 

 

‘Cancel culture’ in an academic context is often associated strongly with the concept of bullying. But 

as Janice Harper (2013, rev. 2016) has argued cogently, this concept and much associated literature 

and guidance for those who believe themselves to be suffering from it is insufficient and can be 

counterproductive. In this paper, which draws extensively on my article ‘Academic mobbing: What 

university management needs to know’, Sex Matters, May 2024, at https://sex-matters.org/wp-

content/uploads/2024/05/Ian-Pace-on-academic-mobbing.pdf ), I outline instead the concept 

of academic mobbing, drawing upon a wide range of literature (much of it in languages other than 

English, as the concept has been more extensively developed outside of the Anglophone world), from 

the pioneering work on mobbing in general by Heinz Leymann, who has provided workable definitions, 

further developed by German, Scandinavian and some American scholars, and then the vital work on 

this in an academic context by Kenneth Westhues, beginning with his dark 1998 satire Eliminating 

Professors: A Guide to the Dismissal Process (Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1998). Westhues 

identifies key stages in the process, of which some may not be aware until too late. I also mention 

briefly developments and modifications of Westhues’s theories from Thomes E. Hecker, Piper Fogg, 

Loraleigh Keashly and Joel H. Neuman and others, culminating in the collection of essays edited by 

Caroline M. Crawford, Confronting Academic Mobbing in Higher Education: Personal Accounts and 

Administrative actions (New York et al: IGI Global, 2020), and also briefly allude to other work 

on Groupthink in academia, in particular the major study by Daniel B. Klein and Charlotta Stern, 

‘Groupthink in Academica: Majoritarian Departmental Politics and the Professional Pyramid’, The 

Independent Review (2009). 

  

Throughout this, I will make reference to actual cases of mobbing, including recent events involving 

professors Jo Phoenix and Kathleen Stock. I identify warning signs that this is taking place, steps which 

can be taken in such an event, and mention the criminalisation of such behaviour in several countries, 

something I advocate should also be implemented in the UK. 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsex-matters.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2024%2F05%2FIan-Pace-on-academic-mobbing.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cpatrick.zuk%40durham.ac.uk%7Cc2f938974871431fc23e08dd21c4cf09%7C7250d88b4b684529be44d59a2d8a6f94%7C0%7C0%7C638703851634909035%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dB5dcAasNRdJXb%2BTBpQcx3RGlepTC9wL2L1%2B2zuBB38%3D&reserved=0
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsex-matters.org%2Fwp-content%2Fuploads%2F2024%2F05%2FIan-Pace-on-academic-mobbing.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Cpatrick.zuk%40durham.ac.uk%7Cc2f938974871431fc23e08dd21c4cf09%7C7250d88b4b684529be44d59a2d8a6f94%7C0%7C0%7C638703851634909035%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=dB5dcAasNRdJXb%2BTBpQcx3RGlepTC9wL2L1%2B2zuBB38%3D&reserved=0


Cancel the Public Interest Defence: Is s 4 Defamation Act 2013 Justifiable? 

Paul Wragg (University of Leeds) 

 

‘Cancelling’ is a term open to wide interpretation. Because it is so general, some care is needed in 

making generalisations about it. Clearly, it concerns a response, amongst an audience, to a person (or 

an institution) following information revealed by a third party, usually a journalist but not necessarily. 

That information may reveal a previously unknown (and unappealing) character trait, or a forgotten 

one, or a known one that speaks to some character flaw that, the third party will say, should not be 

tolerated. There are (at least) two parts: there is the campaign to invite the response and there is the 

outcome of that response. A successful ‘cancellation’ one might say is the revelation of information 

that leads to the impugned person being punished for their actions, either by way of law (as when, 

say, Harvey Weinstein was imprisoned) or by social consequences (as when, say, Mason Greenwood 

was sold at an undervalue by Manchester United or Philip Schofield was sacked from his daytime TV 

role). 

Conceptually, ‘cancelling’ is not new – newspapers have been cancelling for years. 

Sociologically, though, it may be that the combination of social media and 24 hr news culture has 

enhanced the prospects of a successful cancellation by which campaigns to cancel can dominate news 

cycles more effectively and so achieve greater results. One wonders if the 1992 motion, led by Labour, 

by which the House expressed its ‘profound disgust’ concerning Sean Connery’s advocacy of violence 

against women would have achieved greater success if those two phenomena existed then. Certainly, 

libel law is more generous toward public interest debate now than it was then due to the introduction 

of s 4, Defamation Act 2013, which strengthened the common law’s position after Reynolds v Times 

Newspapers Ltd [2001] 2 AC 127. The question explored in this paper, though, is whether s 4, as 

interpreted by the courts, including the Supreme Court in Serafin v Malkiewicz [2020] UKSC 23, has 

gone too far in protecting that debate. Specifically, it asks whether the apparent inconsistency of s 4 

with other defamation defences renders s 4 both unjustified and unjustifiable conceptually (though 

not doctrinally) as a matter of free speech. 

 

 

Cancel culture in historical perspective 

Patrick Zuk (Durham University) 

 

It has often been remarked that the underlying motivations and behaviours characteristic of ‘cancel 

culture’ are not intrinsically new, and comparable phenomena can be observed throughout history. 

Commentators concerned about its potentially adverse effects often invoke parallels with episodes 

such as the so-called ‘Cultural Revolution’ in the Soviet Union after Joseph Stalin’s accession to 

supreme power in the late 1920s, when Communist activists aggressively sought to crush dissent and 

impose strict conformity to Marxist-Leninist doctrine across all artistic and intellectual domains. While 

the validity of such parallels is debateable (not least, because of the very different circumstances 

obtaining in repressive political regimes), I will argue that an awareness of the deleterious 

consequences of the tactics employed to punish perceived ideological deviance in the USSR and former 

Eastern bloc remains crucially relevant to contemporary discussions about the limits of freedom of 

expression in contemporary Western democracies.  
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