
How to  
address  
cancel 
culture?

Head’s view

Cancel culture appeared as an apparently 
new and unexpected phenomenon in the 
aftermath of the Black Lives Matter protests. 
The toppling of statues was just the physical and 
dramatic manifestation of an explosion of anger 
towards individuals both living and dead who 
were deemed to hold unacceptable or merely 
unorthodox views. But, in fact, cancel culture 
is neither new nor unexpected. A creeping 
intolerance, fuelled by social and broadcast 
media, has infiltrated many of our institutions, 
including universities, the press, the police, and 
politics. A worldview variously referred to as the 
liberal left, post-modernist, cultural Marxist or 
anti-enlightenment has enjoyed dominance in the 
public space for some years. Those who are not 
in absolute agreement are busily retreating in a 
frightened huddle toward the margins of public 
life, either cancelled, waiting to be cancelled, or 
avoiding being cancelled.

Are things really so bad? Firstly, I need to declare 
an interest here so that I may not be accused 
of circular reasoning by using my topic under 
investigation (freedom to express views) to prove 
my topic under investigation. Put a different way, 
I cannot assume that it is right that we should be 
free to speak our minds by using that self-same 

freedom to make my point. Secondly, I will not be 
too critical of the public trend towards conformity 
and orthodoxy. Thirdly, I will not take it for granted 
that my worldview, which I believe to have been 
borrowed largely intact from an enlightenment 
education based upon rules of reasoning and 
suspension of belief, to be the only correct one. 
And finally, I will acknowledge that all the mental 
baggage which I use to defend cultural non-
conformity is a mere preference. By hoping to play 
fair, and not inflicting my subjective opinion on any 
topic, I hope to prove more effectively the case 
against indoctrination in our schools. If that seems 
to be a bit of a leap then please stay with me.

Process and method

Let us start by ignoring content and focusing 
instead on process and method. My argument 
is not against any particular viewpoint or belief. 
Even though I may hold some opinions to be 
abhorrent, I will, like the king of Persia comparing 
the different burial practices of his subject 
peoples, accept that none of us can be the final 
arbiter of truth, lest we play God. The best we can 
do is express distaste or approval, and better still 
if we can support those emotions with some kind 
of evidence from say, observation or authority. 

Now that we are content-free, we can use Occam’s 
razor to reduce the debate down to a simple 
choice: suppress alternative beliefs, and seek to 
vilify those who hold them, or acknowledge that 
good people hold different beliefs. 

I accept, for example, that many rational, 
intelligent and humane people hold the view 
that we can rightly suppress and censor certain 
beliefs and customs. A smaller number will 
go further and insist that there is only one 
permissible collection of beliefs. And an even 
smaller, though very vocal minority, will claim 
that it is right and just to destroy those who hold 
opposing beliefs (these were the witch hunters of 
old). But how can I persuade these three groups 
that they are wrong?

Regarding members of the first group, I am able 
to accept their concerns and agree that we can 
and should set up some rules to keep out the 
vilest and most harmful beliefs without invoking 
the chimera of morality. Anyone recommending 
cannibalism, slavery, eugenics or paedophilia 
should be rightly silenced since society has 
completely rejected all those practices. We could, 
therefore, justify our censorship on the grounds 
of our duty to protect our society’s mental and 
physical health. Of course, there are moral 

arguments too, but I already stated I would not 
use those to make my case. Upon reflection, I 
think that I might be a member of this group since 
I am not a free speech libertarian and do agree 
with the setting of some boundaries. 

To the members of the second group, I would 
appeal to enlightened self-interest. I could also 
ask them to meet me halfway, and to accept that 
there are many things in our reality which may 
be unpleasant to them but which have not been 
totally rejected by society and cannot therefore 
be judged unanimously to be against our public 
health or security. I might, for instance, view 
the history of my country to be one of progress 
and you might see it as one of exploitation. But 
it might be either your own view, or mine, which 
is the next one to be silenced (as the writer JK 
Rowling discovered to her cost when offering 
a view on a possible conflict between women’s 
rights and trans rights). So, let us all retain some 
scepticism and allow others and ourselves the 
freedom to change our minds or we might all 
end up on the wrong side of the argument at 
some point. Leave the statues alone and let 
the debate about our history flow without too 
much revisionism. A society of outcasts would 
not survive long. As a warning, just consider the 
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implosion of the Soviet Union in 1989 brought about largely 
by the long-term impact of Stalin’s use of terror against 
thought itself. 

To the members of the third group, I would deploy guerrilla 
tactics since they have refused to play by any rules except 
those which they may impose at any time convenient to 
themselves. As we have seen that any language, thought 
or idea that you and I might express can be unpicked for 
error and used as evidence against us, I would not speak 
to them. Since they would wish to silence me, I would also 
seek to silence them. Since I consider the hounding of 
good people out of their careers and good reputations to be 
contrary to our common law and long-cherished customs, 
and poisonous to our way of life, I would use ridicule to 
highlight the probable results of their brand of extremism. 
And furthermore, I would point out that in cancelling you and 
me, they are effectively cancelling out speech and thought 
itself, and, like Big Brother in George Orwell’s dystopian 
novel, 1984, they are “stamping a boot on the face of 
humanity forever”. How many of us wish to live in such a 
society? 

The right to expression

Now, let us return to the issue of school indoctrination. 
Until now, we have, by and large, and not without some 
backsliding, managed to live together in a pluralistic society 
by not getting too upset about divergent views. That is how 
we have got along and drawn a line under the burning of 
witches and heretics. 

So firstly, let us acknowledge to our students that it is right 
to take a view, but important that it is backed up by evidence 
and good judgement. You would be less likely to burn a 
witch if you were forced to explain your view to a sceptical 
audience. And secondly, let us be open with them about 
the ferocious debate taking over in the public forum and 
help them understand it. Students will not be able to flourish 
as active citizens if they do not have the tools to identify 
their friends and foes, and to know the difference between 
expression and oppression.

Five steps to 
addressing 
cancel 
culture in 
schools
1.  Analyse your own 

worldview and be 
prepared to either  
defend it or abandon it.

2.  Try not to inflict your 
worldview on students – 
that is indoctrination.

3.  Do not try to pretend 
that cancel culture is 
not happening or that it 
is a passing trend. It is 
a cultural phenomenon 
which cannot be ignored.

4.  Give students the 
opportunity to both 
defend and attack other 
perspectives by setting 
rules of engagement. 
Explain why it is better to 
allow someone to speak 
than to silence them, or 
they may also be silenced.

5.  Remind students of  
the maxim, ‘judge not,  
lest ye be judged’.  
It is a golden rule.
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