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ABSTRACT

The Joke Is On You: Comedians As Curators of “Cancel
Culture” In A New Public Sphere

Anjali Ramakrishnan

In recent years, the term “cancel culture” has emerged as
the newest addition to the cultural lexicon as a hotly
contested term, with many questioning if it is even real.
A field that has engaged with “cancel culture” in
particular is comedy, where material has newfound
backlash amidst a changing social climate. This thesis
investigates the concept of “cancel culture” in relation to
comedy, unpacking why comedy has been uniquely
impacted by “cancel culture” as a narrative and
examining its repercussions on the field. The research
methods in this thesis consist of an in-depth content
analysis that looks at four different comedians as
“canceled” case studies by analyzing their stand-up
material and their responses to their “cancellations.”
Section 1 will investigate the genealogy of “cancel
culture” as a term and the history of comedy as a field in
America and the unique characteristics it possesses.
Section 2 will contain an analysis of Habermasian-
inspired theories of the public sphere and the emergence
of digital media and how it applies to cancel culture and
comedy. Section 3 will include a content analysis and
discussion that will demonstrate that “cancel culture”
has become embedded in public discourse and yet has
allowed comedians to defend and redefine comedy as a
field. In this, Dave Chappelle emerged as a curator of
“the canceled comedian” and the proponent of the
discourse that compels others to join.
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Section 1

Introduction
“Is Cancel Culture Effective?”
“Cancel Culture Strikes Again.”
“Dave Chappelle show canceled over transgender jokes controversy.”
“Shane Gillis Dropped from SNL Cast Amid Criticism of Racist Slurs.”

These are just a few headlines about “cancel culture,” a relatively new addition to the
cultural lexicon. It refers to when a public figure says or does something that is construed as
offensive towards a marginalized group and consequently faces public career backlash such as
social media criticism, boycotts, losing sponsorship deals, and more. It mostly is associated
with public figures, but it is not uncommon to hear it as a term in everyday conversation, from
a student in a college lecture professing a remark with “please don’t cancel me,” to describing
an ex-partner as “canceled.”

While this has been associated with celebrities of all types of different professions,
comedians have emerged as one of the main targets of cancel culture. From Nimesh Patel being
kicked off stage at Columbia University to Shane Gillis being fired from Saturday Night Live,
to high profile comedians such as Dave Chappelle being attacked on stage to Ricky Gervais
being disowned by GLAAD, comedians of all different levels of fame have been impacted.

But if we take a look at where these “canceled” comedians are at this moment, Nimesh

Patel has released a special on YouTube with over a million views, Shane Gillis released a



special on YouTube with over 7.5 million views, Ricky Gervais has a new special coming to
Netflix in 2024, and Dave Chappelle released another special and hosted Saturday Night Live.
Every one of these comedians has also embarked on a tour since - at the moment, Chappelle is
co-headlining with Chris Rock, another comedian people saw as “canceled” after he was
slapped by Will Smith for a joke he made about Jada Pinkett-Smith’s alopecia. This begs the
question: is cancel culture even real?

On one hand, it’s true that the comedians faced negative consequences. Yet, objectively,
none of these comedians have faced career-ending setbacks from the fallout as many
opponents of cancel culture argue.

How can both be true? How can you be canceled and still successful? What does it
mean to be canceled if you do not apologize yet still are embraced? Who is actually DOING
the canceling? What defines someone as canceled?

These are all questions that emphasize the fact that two things that are constructed as
diametrically opposed can exist in ways that feed off of each other and bring new ideas to what
people associate with “cancellation.” Being “canceled” is not something that is limited to
comedians, yet their cases are the ones that tend to gain the most traction.

Because “cancel culture” as a concept is relatively new, there is little research that has
been done on its impact, much less so in relation to comedy, and this study is designed to be a
part of filling that gap. It is a topic that is inescapable due to the controversial nature of whether
or not it truly exists, particularly in the digital age where much of “canceling” manifests as

backlash on social media. Comedy is an especially intriguing subject because the nature of it



has always been to be controversial and unfiltered via humor. This makes the debate about
cancel culture especially polarizing since many make the argument that comedy is intended to
offend.

The goal of this thesis is to explore why cancel culture has become particularly
impactful for comedians and its repercussions for comedy as a field. This study will be
organized into three main sections: Section 1 will look at the origins of cancel culture and
provide background on the field of comedy in America, Section 2 will be a theoretical
exploration of how cancel culture is embedded in public spheres and locations of power, and
Section 3 will be an in-depth content analysis and discussion on the specific cancellations of
four comedians as case-studies. This thesis will culminate in asserting that through cancel
culture, comedy is able to defend and redefine its boundaries as a field, especially under the

curation of Dave Chapelle.

Public Opinion and Cancel Culture
There does not appear to be a universally agreed upon definition of “cancel culture,” yet

the term undoubtedly has made its mark on American culture.

A June 2022 study by Pew Research Center found that “61% of adults” said they’ve
heard a “fair” amount of the term (Vogels 2022). Along party lines, Democrats and
Republicans were equally likely to have heard about it, though Democrats are more likely than
Republicans to say that it holds people accountable, and Republicans are more likely to say it is
punishment (Vogels 2022). Compared to a previous study done in 2020, there has been a shift

in how people view cancel culture, specifically when framed as holding someone “accountable



for their actions” versus “punish[ing] people who don’t deserve it” (Vogels 2022). In this study,
the share of people who say cancel culture holds people accountable went down 7 points, and
the share of people who see it as punishment went up 7 points (Vogels 2022).

The pattern is reflective of an increase in thinking of cancel culture as negative. Many
of the arguments against cancel culture cite it as taking away “First Amendment” rights and
trying to “silence” those that disagree (Atske et al. 2021). While perceived as a newer

phenomenon, the term and practice has origins further back than one may think.

The Origins of "Canceled"

The practice of using the phrase “cancel” as an action towards someone else has its
roots in black culture in the late 20th century. While there is no singular origin, the idea of
“canceling” is often attributed to the 1981 R&B song “Your Love is Canceled,” by CHIC, who
wrote the song after a bad date (McGrady 2021). Ten years later, in the film New Jack City, a
character breaks up with his girlfriend by saying “Cancel that bitch. I’ll buy another one”
(Romano 2020).

The term would recirculate again decades later in the reality series Love and Hip Hop in
2014, when a contestant told another “you’re canceled,” during a fight; this led to the term to
start being quoted and used on Twitter in 2015 both jokingly and in earnest (Romano 2020).
Even in 2015, the term applied to the practice of calling out celebrities for their actions, such as
someone saying Travis Scott is “canceled” for being “homophobic trash” (Romano 2020). It

did not attract the media attention the way it does at the present moment, nor was it considered



important enough to constitute a “culture,” but it was used in the way it is today: to publicly
call someone out for their actions.
The constitution of canceling as a cultural moment was not a random coincidence, but a

growth that was fueled alongside the changing social landscape of the late 2010’s.

Cancel Culture Amidst A Changing Social Climate
The phenomenon of “cancel culture” in American comedy has risen amidst the

changing social climate of the past few years, particularly in regards to using social media as a
tool to bring attention to powerful figures who have been perpetrators of social transgressions.
One of the most prominent features of this climate was the #MeToo movement, sparked
by the sexual assault allegations against producing magnate Harvey Weinstein after actress
Alyssa Milano made a twitter post calling on fellow victims of sexual assault and/or
harassment to use it as a hashtag - the phrase was originally coined by activist Tarana Burke
(Slawson 2017). It began trending on Twitter, and soon after many other powerful men were
accused of sexual misconduct. This includes comedian Louis CK, whose alleged misconduct
was highlighted in an article in the New York Times with accusations from five different
women (Ryzick et al. 2017). Over the next few weeks, he had promotion from an upcoming
movie pulled (Schaffstall 2017), was redubbed in an episode of Gravity Falls (Shanley 2017),
and fired from the movie The Secret Life of Pets (McNary 2017). Other prominent men who
had allegations made against them during the movement include Matt Lauer of NBC’s Today

Show, who was fired and replaced by Hoda Kotb after the news broke in November 2017



(Desta), and Charlie Rose of CBS This Morning, who was also fired (Carmon and Brittain
2017).

Interestingly, the language of “cancellation” did make appearances on social media this
time, but in regards to voicing concerns that #MeToo had gone too far and that the movement in
itself should be “canceled.” Examples include “This #metoo sh*t is getting outta hand and
needs to be canceled fasho! You mean to tell me after 11 yrs after you hit your butt touched
now you want to make a complaint about it? Gtfoh soft a** America” and “The #metoo should
be canceled and never used for debate. As I read news and article, about 7 more false
accusations appears the past 12 days. This movement is the absolute worst pile of trash.
#BelieveWomen, more like #NotAllWomen or #WomenCanAlsoLie” (Nutbeam and Mereish
2021).

A little less than three years after the #MeToo movement was the resurgence of the
Black Lives Matter movement in June 2020 (Buchanan et al.). This is often attributed to the
death of George Floyd by the hands of the police, in addition to other instances of police
brutality including the deaths of Ahmaud Arbery and Breonna Taylor (Fausset 2021). In
addition to the legal consequences for officers involved, there was also a significant
re-examination of popular culture and its contributions to anti-blackness. Actors who voiced
black animated characters bowed out of their roles, such as Jenny Slate and Kristen Bell (Rosen
2020), and the long-running television series Cops was canceled by Paramount Network (Chiu
2020). In a similar vein, syrup brand “Aunt Jemima” had a name change (Kesslen 2020), and

many prominent entertainers apologized for having used blackface in the past such as Jimmy



Kimmel (Horn 2020) and Tina Fey. HBO Max even pulled the movie Gone With The Wind
from the service due to racist depictions (Ruiz 2020). In a Pew Research Study published in
20221, many people were not happy about this climate of removal, feeling that the move was
pandering and “rewriting history” because something is “offensive” (Vogels et al. 2021).

This shifting social stratosphere corresponds to an increased use and interest in “cancel
culture.” The term hit Urban Dictionary, an online source meant to define terms in popular
culture, in March 2018, and gained enough buzz that The New York Times wrote a full feature
on the phenomenon titled “Everyone Is Canceled” in June 2018 (Bromwich). It became a

widely searched term according to Google Trends as of late 2019 (2021).

Comedy In This Social Climate

Comedy makes an appearance in this climate in a few ways, as during the #MeToo
movement, one of the most prominent figures accused was Louis CK, and his comedy career
took a hit as a result. Amidst the Black Lives Matter movement, many defended depictions in
pop culture that were accused of anti-blackness as being done for the purposes of “comedy.”
Complaints about “cancelling” in the Pew study showed that there was a lot of overlapping
between canceling and linking it to complaints about the anti-racism movement, calling it an
assault on “freedom of speech” and complaining that people are “offended” too easily - one
such respondent said cancel culture is punishment because, “They also think that all white

people are racist” (Vogels et al. 2021).



However, the field of comedy poses distinctions in how it has been impacted by “cancel
culture” compared to the climate it has emerged from. For one, it poses different possibilities of
longevity - the #MeToo movement, while a prominent and impactful time period, has not quite
been sustained. The hashtag is not in use the way it was in late 2017, and many of the figures
who were considered “ruined” by the movement are doing fine in their careers; Louis CK has
released several comedy specials, gone on a world tour, and even won a Grammy for Best
Comedy Album (2021). Charlie Rose recently debuted his own YouTube channel, where one of
the first videos was an interview with Warren Buffet that has had more than 65K views and
several comments supporting his return (2022). Similarly, the Black Lives Matter movement
has a very specific concentration on the movement against police brutality, which means that
there are more tangible forms of backlash, such as firing an officer for their conduct. Yet, even
here, there are still many ways to circumvent “cancellation” without dealing with consequences
in the long run; someone who is fired from the NYPD, for instance, can easily be hired at
another office. And the pop cultural effect of BLM, for all its headlines, still was not permanent
- Cops was picked up by Fox Nation after its cancellation from Paramount Network (Franklin
2021).

In contrast, cancel culture in comedy has greater opportunities for longevity because it
fundamentally challenges the field and poses questions for its future amidst narratives of

cancellation being a violation of free speech.



Comedy In America: A Field of Arts and Advocacy
Comedy’s roots are in using humor as a way to push boundaries and fight censorship.

Some of America’s most iconic comedians, such as George Carlin, Lenny Bruce, and Richard
Pryor, were known for edgy material that called out “elites,” often using socially unacceptable
language, such as profanity. They were famously censored for their material, with Pryor getting
a television show canceled and Bruce being arrested multiple times. Carlin was arrested seven
times for a routine called “Seven Dirty Words” - the indicidents became such a prominent topic
in the popular culture that there was even a Supreme Court case after Carlin was censored,
FCC v. Pacifica Foundation, that ruled the government is allowed to censor material on public
airwaves (Bella 2021). The decision propelled Carlin’s fame and made him something of a
political icon as he used his platform to speak out on a variety of issues, including supporting
the counterculture movements of civil rights and anti-war sentiments. In this way, there is some
historical method of “canceling,” which manifested in a very literal manner of arrests and
censorship; such measures are extremely uncommon in contemporary comedy in America.
Particularly in light of the prominence of streaming services as a source for
entertainment rather than network and cable television (where news lives), comedy that is
based on current events has become a way that people get their news, blurring the lines
between news and entertainment. In the book, “The Cultural Set-up of Comedy: Affective
Politics in the United States Post 9/11,” Julie Webber theorized that “in the absence of
thoughtful political analysis and responsible journalism, political comedy emerged as the only
strategy to challenge the hegemonic norm of earnestness and ignorance,” an idea that will be

unpacked in the next section (2013). This was even before the Trump era of “fake news,”



which furthered the prominence of political comedy since people felt that objectivity no longer
existed.

Satirical theory has pointed out that politics in itself is one that relies on “constructed
spectacles,” such as town halls or televised interviews, and that Americans have been getting
tired of this artificiality from sources that are supposed to serve them (Day 2011). This has
made comedic takes on the world refreshing for its unfiltered nature. Day cites comedic titan
Jon Stewart and The Daily Show as a prime example, as he often is at the top of the list of most
trusted newscasters (2011). More recent comedians that have taken similar news oriented
political lenses include John Oliver (Last Week Tonight) and Hasan Minhaj (Patriot Act).

These are just late night talk shows - stand-up, which this paper focuses on, especially
breaks any binary vision of a political “performance,” with its simplicity of just a comedian -
most often not taking on a character of any kind - talking to an audience. Stand-up as a form
has always been for social commentary, particularly because it does not have the constraints
that come from a tv show or character based art form. It has been theorized that the stand-up is
a “shaman” of sorts that has a “license for deviate behavior and expression” (Mintz 1985).
Stand-up as a result also has a less elitist tone to it than other literary art forms, since it “tends
to point itself in the other direction” rather than “revealing a nation’s loftier intellectual and
aesthetic ideas” (Tafoya 2009).

These features situate stand-up comedy as a unique target of cancel culture, as it is a
field predicated historically on “pushing boundaries” - this study will see how such a field has

fared in the last few years as the discourse has shifted on what is socially acceptable.
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To truly understand the impact of cancel culture on comedy, one needs to understand a
key tool that made cancel culture a phenomenon among the backdrop of this social climate: the
dissemination of canceling through digital media, which Section 2 will examine in

conversation with theories about the public sphere and power.
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Section 2

The Public Sphere(s)
The importance of digital media as a means of distribution will be situated in this study

with theories of the public sphere(s). In sociology, the concept of “The Public Sphere” was
originally theorized by Habermas as “a domain of life where public opinion can be formed”
(1991). In this concept, a “citizen” is distinguished as not beholden to a business or other
monetary interest, but can express their opinion freely and have it join the court of public
discourse. Habermas saw the public sphere as playing a key role between “the state” and
“society,” in which elected officials are a “counterpart” to the public sphere, and that the two
keep each other in line - i.e. the government may be in charge, but the public sphere has power
because it decides who represents them in the government (1991). Aside from just the
government, Habermas includes other entities that would otherwise dominate and quell
discourse, referring to them as “distortive influences” including “money, power, and
manipulation,” all of which get in the way of open discussion (1991).

For Habermas, importantly The Public Sphere is not an institution or organization, as
this would violate the principles of being a space for open public opinion unbeholden to the
state or other monetary interests. Rather, he theorizes it as “a network™ that allows people to
“communicat[e] information and points of view” such as opinions; the result is “streams of
communication” are “synthesized” to the point of becoming “bundles of specified public

opinions” (Calhoun 1992). Habermas discussed how initially, these spaces were physical

12



gathering locations, such as taverns in eighteenth century Europe that acted as social spaces for
the bourgeoisie and intellectual elites (1991).

One of the principles that governs this network is communicative action, where
“individuals come to mutual understanding” by way of “open, non coercive debate,” (1984). It
is through communicative action that the public sphere is reproduced “by transmitting cultural
stock of knowledge” to form “personal and social identities” (1984). Personal and social
identities are particularly interesting because they are not rigid, legally bound constructions
such as holding political office, which is why Habermas saw them as so important. These

identities instead are formed by trends and forces in the social world.

Critiquing And Reimagining The Public Sphere

Habermas’ theory is not without its detractors. Many scholars see his vision of the
public sphere as rosy and unrealistic, particularly in regards to his hope that it is free of the
forces of money and power that “distort” it. As a result, contemporary theories build on the
foundation that Habermas established while trying to integrate modern forces at play and
analyze how this makes for new types of public spheres.

Habermas himself has acknowledged the limitations of his vision, as “the extension of
democratic rights” resulted in more people “demand[ing] inclusion” in the public sphere,
creating a “structural transformation” (1989). On the surface, this adheres to what Habermas
imagined the public sphere would do in furthering the ideals of democracy; however, this

transformation actually “impeded” the “development” of the public sphere because “social
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decisions” were made “the province of negotiation” among the “elites” (Calhoun 1995). The
field of media is something that has been a key challenge and expansion to ideas associated
with this new negotiation with “commercial mass media,” a field that has its “dissemination” of
“news and information” fundamentally “altered” by “private interests that achieved privileged
representation within it” (Habermas 1991). The public sphere is no longer taking place in just a
tavern or coffee shop, but has been expanded to include the virtual world and all of its different
iterations. This idea is especially relevant currently due to the massive restructuring of mass

media.

Digital Media As A New Form of Public Spheres

One shift in mass media has happened in the news field, as there are now “new
pressures of time and space” and a newfound emphasis on news media, with the “24 television
news and rapid emergence of internet news sites” eliminating the traditional “borders” that
break the constant cycle of information (Klinenberg 2005). The pressure is so much that
reporters “have to produce” to meet the demands “even if they want more time to explore”
(Klinenberg 2005). The new demands of the news also can be credited to the advent of
streaming services, where people consume entertainment rather than traditional cable or
network television. This is an additional shift for the news, because while they used to be on
the same networks as other forms of entertainment such as tv shows and comedy specials, there
is a widening schism between cable/network and streaming as the latter became prominent in

entertainment.
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These giants interact and feed off of another key facet of the changing media landscape,
which is social media. In “The elasticity of the public sphere,” Budarick argued that there are
multiple sub-spheres within a public sphere of different levels of power, particularly with all
the new forms of media, citing “ethnic minority media” as an example within the dominant
public sphere of “media” (2016). Budarick goes on to say that there are so many different types
of media out there, that there is now competition in the public sphere to be heard, and that this
has given certain elite forms of media more dominance over others, even if the scope of what
constitutes “media” has increased (2016). An example that he provided was with Trump’s
presidential campaign. In the interaction between social and digital media, he would express an
opinion on his social media account - something that came directly from him and his team
rather than a more filtered statement through traditional news media - and then the news media
would have to focus on what he said because it was good for ratings (Budarick 2016). Knowing
the obstacles Klinenberg examined with the onslaught of information and time crunch in the
news media, this can be seen as an instance of multiple influences converging to create a
political landscape that disseminated the opinions of a presidential candidate widely.

Streamers have also been utilizing and receiving the effects of the new power of social
media. No longer do people have to go to a comedy club to see a stand-up special with the
advent of streaming, where people can watch stand-up specials on their phone and tweet their
opinion about it instantly. Netflix has led the charge, as they have been releasing a new
stand-up special per week since 2017 in addition to being a home for existing specials by icons

such as George Carlin and Richard Pryor (Liptak 2017). They have been putting a lot of money
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into established comedians to make Netflix an attractive home for them, spending $40 million
on a pair of specials for Chris Rock, and Dave Chappelle got a $60 million deal for three
specials (Zilko 2022). Netflix has their own YouTube Channel, called “Netflix is A Joke” that
is dedicated to posting clips from specials (but never the full thing), which they then can post
on their social media accounts. A new type of licensing deal with comedians allows the artists
to post more of their own material (Krouse 2022), allowing comedians to preview and highlight
the material as incentive to watch the special.

In addition to advances that come as a result of streaming, comedy also is ubiquitous in
other digital media platforms. Comedians can post their material on YouTube and social media
platforms, giving clips titles as they see fit to attract viewers. Of course, this also means that
anyone else can do the same once their comedic material is on the internet; while a comedian
or entertainment powerhouse like Netflix possess a larger audience, they are not the only ones
with the power to circulate material.

Taking the theory of Habermas and applying it to the digital sphere, cancel culture can
be examined in depth. Social media is a space that Habermas would categorize as a “public
sphere,” as it is a virtual space for free and open discourse. Because anyone can post on social
media, it is a new form of expressing opinion and forming identity. This is the breeding ground
for “canceling,” as anyone can post their opinion and use tools such as hashtags for reposting to

circulate widely.
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Canceling In A New Public Sphere

Cancel culture is a phenomenon that takes place in the digital media sphere, usually
originating on social media to call out a powerful individual. Cancel culture is an idea that
represents the fracturing of a singular public sphere and instead acts as evidence of multiple
spheres within “public opinion.” The study will focus on the two spheres of mainstream media
and social media that have been previewed, two different areas of public opinion that work
together to give the idea of “canceling” visibility.

The emergence of “canceling” is a direct result of changes in the digital media
landscape that see two different public spheres: the mainstream media and social media. Where
mainstream media used to be the only giant, the digital space has been fundamentally re-shaped
by social media. This change has been theorized in academic literature, such as in Schroeder’s
“Rethinking Digital Media and Political Change,” which discusses how new forms of media
help people on the “margins” bypass traditional forms of gatekeeping (2018). People do not
need to rely on “traditional sources” for information anymore, such as mainstream news, but
now can access a wide range of sources including social media platforms such as Twitter and
Instagram. There is not only more information that can be disseminated, but the power of who
can put it out is a vital change. Anyone can make an account on a social media platform and
post content and voice their opinions. Yet, as Habermas acknowledged, this does not
necessarily create an even playing field. Sure, anyone can post an opinion on social media, but

how far it is disseminated is beholden to external forces; i.e., with the example of Trump’s
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campaign, where his opinion on social media carries a significant amount of weight due to his
following, forcing the news to report on it.

This playing field is how “canceling” got its footing. When an individual is “canceled,”
the process typically consists of a social media outrage on a site like Twitter, with multiple
people voicing their frustrations with an individual. For comedians, it means pushing back on
their recent material online, usually with some kind of inciting event, such as the release of a
new special with material that is deemed inappropriate or offensive. People will post their
opinions online, gaining traction with hashtags and being reposted by accounts with a larger
following, giving social media a prominence like never before.

However, mainstream media is still a key player in this process. While “canceling” may
start on newer forms of digital media, there is a never ending loop between the different forms
that keeps it relevant, for as Schroeder points out, the emergence of digital media also gives the
“elites” - in this case, being mainstream media giants - the power to manipulate and generate
content based on what occurs in this space. Canceling does not happen in a vacuum where
social media outrage is generated, but what gives it momentum is that the mainstream media
picks up on what is going on and decides to report on it. Backlash over comedians follows a
similar trajectory as the cycle described by Schroeder with Trump’s campaign, with
mainstream organizations reporting on the online backlash, giving even more visibility to the
comedians and those voicing disapproval (2016). To understand this requires unpacking

theories of power.
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Foucault and Locations of Power

Using theory by Michel Foucault, we can examine how power has been diffused and
shifted in the process of “cancellation,” specifically as it relates to comedians.

Habermas’ theory of the public sphere previously discussed how in his model, ordinary
“citizens” can engage in open public discourse, resulting in the formation of social and political
identities. This means that power no longer rests just in the hands of politicians and other
authorities. However, as discussed previously, elites are able to negotiate their way into the
public sphere to get power.

Foucault’s theory has some similarities to Habermas. One of the tenets of Habermas in
the conversation of the public sphere was that the “cultural stock of knowledge” was
transmitted in the space for open debate (1991). The old adage “knowledge is power” comes
back around with Foucault, who believed that with new forms of knowledge of “the social and
physical world” simultaneously comes “new locations for the application of power” (1980).
Foucault’s claims of knowledge can be connected to the social climate of cancel culture and
digital media that were discussed previously in this paper.

With the arrival of social media, opinions can be disseminated far and wide and are not
limited to being those of “the elites.” Examples of this include sites such as Twitter, where
anyone can post an opinion. It’s social media that is the initial home of the act of canceling - for
comedians in particular, people and organizations tweet out how they feel about their latest
material. There are different levels of power within the media world (i.e., how many followers

that a person has), but it still stands out because simply numbers wise more people can hold a
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public opinion. The elites still have a way to assert themselves, as mainstream media looks to
what is trending on social media and decides how they want to report on it, and they have the
power of a headline, where they can construct the social media activity as “backlash.” Social
media in the terms of Foucault is a new type of knowledge (i.e. technological development)
that has become a new “location” for power, specifically putting more power back in the
“public” by being able to “cancel” someone.

Nonetheless, it is important to note that where the public may possess more power does
not equate an absence of power on the part of the elites. Foucault disputed beliefs that power
relations simply exist to serve economic interests, but that “they are capable of being utilized in
strategy” (1980). It is this idea that is going to be unpacked later in the study in the analysis of
the cancellation of different comedians, as with new ways of the public finding power, they
have their own tactics that are often lost in the discourse due to the negative public narrative of
“cancel culture.”

Focusing on the concepts of the public sphere and the application of power, we can
contextualize and elaborate on the process by which a comedian gets canceled: controversial
comedic material — social media backlash — news coverage — the comedian’s response.
These are the baseline qualities of the canceled comedian, and the selection criteria that led to

the focus on four specific comedians that will be discussed in Section 3.
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Section 3

Methods
I will be analyzing four different comedians who have been “canceled:” Nimesh Patel,

Shane Gillis, Dave Chappelle, and Ricky Gervais, pictured below in Figure 3.1:

Shane Gillis

Dave Chappelle Ricky Gervais
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These four were chosen because of a few common qualities they have, including the
fact that they were “canceled” for some of their comedic material in a way that played out as
negotiations between different public spheres in the digital space. This is a distinguishing factor
as the purpose of this paper is to examine comedic material as it relates to cancel culture, not to
be confused with comedians who may have been “canceled” for other reasons, such as Louis
C.K., who faced career consequences for sexual misconduct allegations. In addition, they all
have responded to their cancellations and are still actively working, making them interesting
cases to examine.

This is not to say that they are identical. Chappelle and Gervais are significantly more
well known than Patel and Gillis. This is a purposeful choice so that the paper could reflect a
scope of the field that is not just limited to the figureheads, in hopes of analyzing different
levels of the field beyond just those who already have significant capital in the industry.

To examine this, the content analysis included headlines from news articles, transcripts
of stand-up specials, statements issued by the comedians, social media posts, and interviews
with comedians. Going through these various sources, a code sheet was created to evaluate the
language and terminology used by multiple players. Once developed, the codes were
cross-verified with the advisor of this thesis. These codes were then regrouped and redefined
into themes to demonstrate the power relationships and discourse across these platforms.

In Table 3.2: Career of A Canceled Comedian below is a brief overview of the
comedians and their cancellations, all of which will be dissected more closely in my content

analysis:
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Table 3.2: Career of A Canceled Comedian

Comedian

Impetus

Mobilization

How They Responded

State of Career

Dave Chappelle

Accused of transphobic
remarks in Netflix
stand-up special, The
Closer.

Major social media backlash, staged
walkout by employees of Netflix, and
a canceled show on his comedy tour.

Chappelle doesn’t release anything
online, but goes on tour - he appears
at The Hollywood Bowl where a
documentary of his is being
screened, and he receives a standing
ovation and says “if this is what
being canceled is like, I love it” and
also says “f*ck twitter. Fuck NBC
News, ABC News, all these stupid
ass networks. I’'m not talking to
them. I’m talking to you. This is real
life.”

Hosted SNL in November 2022 and
is currently doing a joint comedy
tour with Chris Rock.

Ricky Gervais

Accused of transphobic
remarks in Netflix
stand-up special,
SuperNature.

Major social media backlash,
including from LGBTQ organizations
such as GLAAD.

Gervais responds by saying he will
always “confront dogma and limits
to freedom of expression” and says
“smart people” understand the joke.

Gervais also embarks on a tour
called Armageddon, which he
announced on Twitter in September
2022 will be on Netflix in 2024. He
explicitly says he hopes he gets
canceled.

Is doing a world tour, which will be
filmed for Netflix in a comedy
special called Armaggeddon to be
released in 2024.

Nimesh Patel

Accused of a
homophobic joke during
a live show at Columbia
University.

Kicked off stage during a performance
at Columbia University.

Gets an op-ed published in the New
York Times called “I Was Kicked
Off Stage by College Students. Did I
deserve it?” on Dec. 7th, 2018,
saying he wishes he wasn’t cut off
but doesn’t think what happens is
representative of a generation.

Appearing on Joe Rogan to talk
about the experience, the video got
7.5M views. A year later, he started
posting sets to Youtube titled “Why
1 Got Kicked Off Stage at
Columbia.”

Has been touring and released a
special on YouTube in 2022 that got
9 million views.

Shane Gillis

Accused of anti-asian
remarks from a comedy
podcast resurfaced.

Major social media backlash followed
by being fired from Saturday Night
Live.

On Twitter (since deleted), Gillis
says he’s a “comedian who pushes
boundaries. I sometimes miss.” He
also says he’s “Happy to apologize
to anyone who’s actually offended
by anything I’ve said” and that his
intention is “never to hurt anyone
but I am trying to be the best
comedian I can be and sometimes
that requires risks.”

SNL opts to fire him after he doesn’t
want to apologize. He would address
it on his Joe Rogan appearance in
summer of 2021.

After being fired, he was put in
touch with Louis CK and befriended
by Andrew Yang for support. He
released a special on YouTube in
2021 that got 9.5 million views and
is continuing to perform and do his
podcast.
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For my content analysis, findings are grouped thematically, based on sections devised

from this study’s preliminary findings about the similarities between the cancellations.

Unpacking Cancellation
Before delving into content, one thing to keep in mind is the general timeline of events.

This is worth investigating because it will reveal the progression of someone’s “cancellation”
as well as where each comedian is situated within the greater timeline of cancellation among
one another.

In Table 3.3: General Timeline, below is a timeline with an overview of the events of

cancellation for the comedians that this study will focus on:
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Table 3.3: General Timeline

Date

Event

Nov. 30th, 2018

Nimesh Patel kicked off stage at Columbia
performance.

Sep. 12th, 2019 (afternoon)

SNL hire Shane Gillis has video of him using
anti-asian slurs on his podcast reappear.

Sep 12th, 2019 (night)

Gillis says on Twitter he is a comedian who
“pushes boundaries” in response.

Sep 16th, 2019

Gillis leaves SNL (allegedly fired after refusing
to apologize).

Dec. 10th, 2019

Nimesh Patel uploads a set to YouTube called
“Why I Got Kicked Off Stage at Columbia” that
gets nearly 1 million views.

October 5th, 2021

Dave Chappelle’s special, The Closer, is released
by Netflix.

October 7th, 2021

Chappelle appears at The Hollywood Bowl
where a documentary of his is being screen, and
he receives a standing ovation and says “if this is
what being canceled is like, I love it” and also
says “f*ck twitter. Fuck NBC News, ABC News,
all these stupid ass networks. I’m not talking to
them. I’'m talking to you. This is real life."

May 24th, 2022

GLAAD denounces SuperNature (Ricky Gervais)
as transphobic.

May 25th, 2022

Gervais says he will always “confront dogma and
limits to freedom of expression” and says “smart
people” understand the joke.

September 6th, 2022

Gervais confirms Armageddon rumors on
Twitter. He explicitly says he hopes he gets
canceled on upcoming tour.
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The timeline of events is important because it shows the rapid speed at which the
process of cancellation and responding to it takes place. The day that Shane Gillis was
announced as a new cast member on SNL, the footage of his past resurfaced and caused a
social media uproar. Patel wrote an op-ed and appeared on Joe Rogan all within a month of his
set at Columbia. Gervais provoked backlash for SuperNature a day before it was even released,
as press and organizations who already saw it started voicing their disapproval online, and he
made his statement in response the same day that the special came out. And for Chappelle,
while he did not respond with a traditional press statement immediately, two days after the
release he responded in his own way, explicitly embracing being “canceled” while
simultaneously complaining about it. Netflix employees staged a walkout weeks after the
special was released, showing how the timeline of comedic material — backlash — response is

one that happens fast, reflective of the media climate that these events are taking place in.

From Marginalization to Cultural Amalgamation
In order to analyze comedians and narratives of “cancelation,” they are grouped into

their own subsections by theme to discuss both the controversial material and how comedians

responded.

MARGINALIZATION
This is when a comedian is “canceled” for jokes about a marginalized group. All four

comedians being analyzed in this study have encountered this. For Nimesh Patel, it was about

black and gay communities during a stand up set at Columbia University, for this joke:
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“This is how I figured out that being gay can’t be a choice. Because no one would
choose to be gay if they’re already black. I’'m not wrong, no one’s doubling down on hardship.
No black dude ever wakes up, looks in the mirror and thinks ‘you know what? This black sh*t
is too easy. [laughter]. Imma put on a Madonna halter top and some Jordans and make some
Indian dudes real uncomfortable, that’s never happened before” (Patel 2018).

For Shane Gillis, it was a remark he made on his comedy podcast, Shane and Matt's
Secret Podcast, that many saw as xenophobic:

“Chinatown’s f*cking nuts. Let the f*cking ¢****s live there.” He later says, “a
restaurant is full of f*cking Chinee [sic].” Towards the end of the conversation, he and his
partner say their conversation is “nice racism, good racism” (Low and Thorne 2019).

Dave Chappelle and Ricky Gervais were not accused of racial prejudice, but
transphobia, specifically towards transgender women. Content about transgender women took
up a sizable part of each of their sets. Chappelle described a hypothetical encounter he could
have with a transgender woman in a restroom if certain laws were to be passed, saying the
following:

“Now I'm standing at the urinal, taking a leak. And this is what this law is gonna do.
And suddenly a woman walks into the men’s room. I’m like, that’s strange. And then she
stands shoulder to shoulder with me at the urinal, I’'m gonna be like, ‘Bitch, what’s going on
with you?” And then she hikes her skirt up and she pulls a real live, meaty dick out! What do
you think I am going to say? Thank God, she’s in here with me. At least now I know my family

is safe. Mm-mm. No, I’'m not gonna feel that way at all, I’'m gonna feel very uncomfortable. I
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would feel better if it was a man with a vagina that backed up to the urinal next to me. I
wouldn’t even think about that, I’d just be like, ‘That’s funny’” (Chappelle 2021).

Gervais had a similar angle, referring to trans women “the new women” who have
“beards and cocks,” and said this:

“They are ladies, look at their pronouns. What about this person isn’t a lady? Well, his
penis. HER penis you f*cking bigot...What if he rapes me? What if SHE rapes me? You

fucking TERF whore!” (Gervais 2022).

FIRED
This is when a comedian loses a career related opportunity as a result of the material

that got them canceled. Nimesh Patel was asked to leave the stage before the end of his set at
Columbia - the organizers initially said it was a change of program, but after he asked if it was
because he was talking about uncomfortable topics, they said this:

“I think you can be respectful while being uncomfortable like I think there’s a
distinction between disrespectful and being uncomfortable.” This line gets a cheer from the
audience. In response, Patel says, “I think I’'m being respectful,” to which the organizer says, “I
don’t think you’re entitled to certain jokes you’re making,” citing the joke that Patel made
about being black and gay (2018). In his case, he lost the full opportunity while he was
engaging in it.

Gillis had the most visible career related setback, as the comments he made on his
podcast from 2018 recirculated on Twitter the day his hiring was announced, and he was fired a

few days later.
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Chappelle also lost career opportunities, though they were effectively more of a slap on
the wrist than what Patel and Gillis encountered. A show he had scheduled in Minnesota was
canceled, with his material being called transphobic cited as the reason (Da Silva 2022). In the
tour he went on following the release of the special, he talked about his career, posting a
snippet on Instagram where he said a documentary that he had been shopping had been
dropped by several “film festivals” and “compan[ies]” (Gardner 2021).

Ricky Gervais is unique from these three in that he did not appear to have any explicit

career related loss (a show canceled, job opportunity, etc.) from SuperNature.

THE “COMEBACK” COMIC
This is when a comedian releases a special and/or goes on tour post-controversy. Patel

and Gillis both did this, with Patel releasing a special on YouTube called “Thank you, China”
in July 2022, four years after cancellation that got 1.1M views (Patel 2022), and Gillis also
releasing his special on YouTube, Shane Gillis: Live in Austin in summer 2021, about two years
after cancellation, that got over 11 million views (Gillis 2021). Both have gone on tours,
including high profile opening gigs.

Chappelle went on tour immediately following the controversy, and since is doing
another tour that he is co-headlining with Chris Rock (Beifuss 2023). In July 2021, nine
months after The Closer came out, he had a Netflix release of a video of him giving a speech at
his old high school talking to students that was marketed as a stand-up special - in it, he was

asked about the controversy and defended himself (Haring 2022).
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Gervais also embarked on a tour after SuperNature was released, called Armageddon -
Gervais announced in December 2022 that it was going to be filmed and released on Netflix in

2024, and in February 2023 it was confirmed that it would get a global release (Moore).

ACKNOWLEDGING, INVALIDATING, AND INVERTING
This is the process in which a comedian calls themself canceled after their controversy.

Patel is the only comedian in this study that never explicitly used the word in relation to
himself. Gillis, on the other hand, would, years after he was fired from SNL, saying this on an
appearance on Joe Rogan’s podcast in July 2021:

“I was one of the first people to get canceled or however you want to say it,
consequences, however you want to say it, doesn’t matter what we call it...I was poor, then |
got canceled...most people that get canceled are...yeah” (Rogan 2021).

Chappelle also referred to himself as canceled - during an appearance at The
Hollywood Bowl two days after The Closer was released, he got a standing ovation from the
audience, prompting him to say, “If this is what being canceled is like, I f*cking love it” (Patten
2021). He would refer to himself as canceled in a less positive manner about three weeks after
the special was released, discussing how a documentary film of his had been dropped by many
companies due to the controversy, ending with the pronouncement “Thank God for Netflix and
Ted Sarandos, he’s the only one that didn’t cancel me yet” (Gardner 2021).

Gervais did not call himself canceled after SuperNature, though he did address the

controversy (which will be examined in another section): however, when speaking of his
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current show Armaggeddon that’s slated for a 2024 Netflix release, he did joke that he “hopes”

he gets “canceled” for it (Hirwani 2022).

THE REAL WORLD

With this narrative, a comedian criticizes their cancellation as tone deaf and highly
insular. While getting kicked off stage, in his closing statement Patel said, “I don’t know if it’s
overtly political correctness, but you can’t...you can’t insulate yourself from how the real
world is...I’m, I’'m quite confident that none of this is disrespectful” (2018).

Gillis did not use this exact wording, though he did imply a similar argument in his
2021 special - he challenges discourse that the country is “the most divided it’s ever been” by
asking, “why? Because we tweet at each other?” before bringing up that the country has had a
civil war. While different language, it similarly gets at the idea that “the real world” is much
scarier and more offensive than a joke.

Like Patel, Chappelle also used the term “real” in an explicit manner. In the same
statement he made during The Hollywood Bowl appearance where he said “if this is what
being canceled is like, I love it,” he also said, “F*ck twitter. Fuck NBC News, ABC News, all
these stupid ass networks. I’'m not talking to them. I’m talking to you. This is real life” (2021).

Gervais did not appear to use this argument when discussing the backlash. However, it
is worth noting that it is something he has discussed in comedy before, specifically in relation

to celebrities. When hosting The Golden Globes in 2020, he told celebrities to stop “lecturing”
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others about political issues when giving acceptance speeches, saying, “You know nothing

about the real world” (Gervais).

MEDIA FRENZY

All the comedians spoke about how media attention has factored into their cancellations
and/or comedy as a field. Gillis recounted that he found out he got the job the day before the
news went public, and that Lorne Michaels asked him if he had anything he wanted them to
“check out,” in the vetting process - he told them about his podcast, but that they “weren't used
to podcasts,” and focused instead on social media platforms such as “Facebook, instagram, and
Twitter” (Gillis 2021). When the articles came out, he recounted being “number one on Twitter
for like three straight days,” where he was “eviscerated” (Gillis 2021). He said he was happy he
did not come on the podcast as soon as it happened, as he would have been emotional and
angry.

Patel also spoke about how media attention came to him after he was kicked off. He
made the second page of The New York Post, with a title, “Former SNL Writer Booted Off
Stage at Columbia University” (Brown 2018), and received several Instagram direct messages,
many of which were supportive.

Chappelle acknowledged Twitter as a player in his cancellation discussed in the
previous section, where he said “F*ck twitter. Fuck NBC News, ABC News, all these stupid

ass networks. I’m not talking to them. I’'m talking to you. This is real life” (Patten 2021).
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Gervais spoke about both news media and social media as well in SuperNature,
discussing how, “You can’t predict what’ll be offensive in the future. You don’t know who the
dominant mob will be. Like, the worst thing you can say today, get you canceled on Twitter,
death threats, the worst thing you can say today is, “Women don’t have penises,’ right?” (2022).
In speaking about news media, he framed it in regards to people “rewriting the rules of
comedy,” saying:

“There’s Oxbridge comedians writing for the posh papers, the rules of comedy, they’re

laying it down, laying down the law” (Gervais 2022).

FREEDOM OF SPEECH

This is when a comedian discusses cancellation as a violation of freedom of speech and
artistic expression. Patel and Gillis did not defend themselves with a rights-based argument, but
Chappelle and Gervais did.

For Chappelle, much of it happened in his “special,” Whats In A Name. A speech at his
alma mater, Duke Ellington School of The Arts, it was a naming ceremony for a theater that he
and friends raised money for (Haring 2022). Interestingly, it was supposed to be directly named
after Chappelle, but after The Closer controversy, he announced in June 2022 during the
ceremony he would remove his name and instead name it the “Theater for Artistic Freedom
and Expression” (Tapp). He did a Q&A at the school, where students confronted him, saying

his material was transphobic - he reflected on this in his speech, saying:
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“The more you say I can’t say something, the more urgent it is for me to say it,” and
made an analogy on how The Closer was discussed, comparing it to news saying a large rabbit
shot someone but not specifying it was a “bug’s bunny cartoon,” saying “It has nothing to do
with what you are saying [ can’t say. It has everything to do with my freedom of artistic
expression” (Chappelle 2022).

Gervais would also invoke ideas of freedom of expression and speech, as when asked in
an interview about the controversy to SuperNature, he said he has always “confronted dogma

and limits to freedom of expression” (Petsi 2022).

THE FIELD

Ideas of artistic expression get even more specific, which focuses on invoking comedy’s
qualities as a field meant to engage with discomfort and being offensive. Patel mentioned it as
he was getting kicked off stage, saying, “I know what comedy is, I know what disrespect is,
I’ve been through a lot...so /'m offended, but, I’ll take it in stride, which I think everyone
should do” (2018).

Gillis also did when issuing statement on Twitter that would be deleted, where he said
that he’s a “comedian that pushes boundaries” and “sometimes misses,” and that he’s “happy to
apologize to anyone offended” and that he does not intend “to hurt anyone but I am trying to be
the best comedian that I can be and sometimes that requires risks” (Low and Thorne 2019).

Later on, he would retract this, saying it was “corny” and the result of “literally five minutes of
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being pressured to write anything” three months after it happened while appearing on a podcast
called The Flagrant - the episode was titled “Canceled feat. Shane Gillis” (Gillis 2019).

Gervais discussed it in SuperNature (before the controversy even happened) saying:

“There’s a new type of comedy at the moment called woke comedy, right? No, it’s very
progressive, you know? There are clubs where the comedian has to sign a thing saying he
won’t say anything contentious or anything that could offend anyone. It’s a safe space for the
audience. Woke comedy. And, uh, I tried to watch a bit of it, and I decided I’d rather watch
Louis CK masturbate. Can’t mention him anymore. He’s canceled.”

Gervais and Chappelle also both discussed concepts in comedy of “punching up”
versus, “punching down,” with Chappelle discussing how he was accused of doing so and
defended by the late trans comedian Daphne Dwarfman, who said he does not punch down. He
ended The Closer by saying in reference to Kevin Hart being “canceled” by the LGBTQ
community, “I’'m telling you this is done. I’'m done talking about it. All I ask from your
community, with all humility will you please stop punching down on my people? Thank you
very much and good night” (Chappelle 2022).

Gervais talked about the concept in the most length: “Sometimes you’ve gotta punch
down, like if you’re beating up a disabled toddler. Know what I mean? If you punch up, you’ll
miss the little cunt. He’ll win. I like that joke ’cause it highlights the difference between
metaphorical punching down in jokes and actual punching down. But people nowadays want

you to believe that words are actual violence, right? Now, you laughed at a joke about beating

35



up a disabled toddler. No one got hurt. If I’d have actually dragged out a disabled toddler and

started beating him up, you wouldn’t laugh, right? That’s why I dropped that bit” (2022).

THE CULTURE

This is when a comedian discusses cancel culture and/or their cancellation in a comedic
context, in explicit or implicit terms. This is done so they can deconstruct and evaluate cancel
culture as a phenomenon. Gillis, though he referred to himself as canceled in an interview
context, has not had material on cancel culture, though he did have material that fits the
narrative in the aforementioned comments in the “real world” section.

Patel never used the words “cancel culture” in his comedy, though he did have a set that
was based off of his “cancellation” posted on YouTube in December 2019 (a year after the
incident) called “Why I Got Kicked Off Stage at Columbia” that got nearly 1 million views, in
which he described the incident in detail and said this:

“But really, this Columbia incident was a microcosm of everything that’s going on in
America, because after that happened the very next day I learned that fake news is a real thing.
Two days later I was trending on Yahoo. Three days later I got an email from Tucker Carlson
two emails from Tucker Carlson, saying hey Nimesh come talk about this on the show it’s like
not talk you too thirsty for this. I ain’t coming on your goofy ass show like some propagandist”
(2019). Patel also acknowledged that he was “famous” for “two weeks” and said he was

approached by people about the incident.
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In 2023, he would discuss his rejection of Tucker Carlson again, as Carlson used clips
of Patel on Joe Rogan in his series “Death of Comedy” to which Patel said, “This is nonsense.
Comedy is thriving. There’s a reason why I didn’t do Tucker Carlson back in 2018 - no one [in
the trailer] is a martyr for comedy. Everyone featured in this trailer is selling out theaters and
making $$$, myself included. Stop this fake victim BS” (Patel).

Chappelle and Gervais spoke about cancel culture in their specials in relation to Kevin
Hart stepping down from hosting the Oscars. Of Kevin Hart, Chappelle said “Celebrity hunting
season...They even got poor Kevin Hart...Kevin is precisely four tweets shy of being
perfect...clearly, Kevin was joking” (Chappelle 2021). Gervais’ remarks on Kevin Hart
contextualized him within the bigger picture of cancel culture and transphobia:

“Ten years later, someone finds a screen grab and goes, ‘Look, he’s done this.” And the
Oscars go, ‘You gotta apologize again.” He went, ‘No, I’ve apologized. I can’t keep
apologizing.” And he’s right. If there’s no value to saying sorry and evolving, he might as well
just tweet ’em again....but if you’re the type of person to revel in someone getting canceled for
summat they said ten years ago, you’re just ensuring that one day you’ll be canceled for
summat you said today. You can’t predict what’ll be offensive in the future. You don’t know
who the dominant mob will be. Like, the worst thing you can say today, get you canceled on
Twitter, death threats, the worst thing you can say today is, ‘Women don’t have penises,’

right?” (Gervais 2022).
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Chappelle also spoke in regards to J.K. Rowling and cancel culture, as she was accused
of being transphobic for tweeting this on an article about menstruation that said “people who
menstruate”:

“I’'m sure there used to be a word for those people. Someone help me out. Wumben?
Wimpund? Woomud?” This tweet generated backlash, and in response, she doubled down, both
in tweets, but also in a long letter, which she tweeted with the caption “TERF Wars.”

Chappelle said, “They canceled J.K. Rowling, my God. J.K. Rowling wrote all the
Harry Potter books by herself. She sold so many books, the Bible worries about her. And they
canceled it because, she said in an interview and this is not exactly what she said, but
effectually she said that gender was a fact. And then the trans community got mad as shit, they
started calling her a TERF. I didn’t even know, what the fuck that was. But I know that trans
people make up words to win arguments. So I looked it up. TERF is an acronym. It stands for
Trans-exclusionary radical feminist. This is a real thing, this is a group of women... that hate
transgender. They don’t hate transgender women but they look at trans women the way we
Blacks might look at Black face. It offends them like, ‘Oh, this bitch is doing an impression of
me.” Now I shouldn’t speak on this because I'm not a woman nor am I a trans. But as we’ve
established... I am a feminist. That’s right...I’m team TERF.”

Through content analysis of the journeys of these four different comedians, we find
how they all fit under a greater narrative of cancel culture and the field of comedy. Some of
these comedians, on the surface, may not seem to have many similarities - Gillis and Patel are

undoubtedly of lesser stature in the field than the well established Gervais and Chappelle, for
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instance. There were also a variety of different comedic mediums used, from podcasts to
in-person events to taped specials, yet the thematic sections show how they all undergo a

similar process and use stand-up as a tool.

Discussion
Diving into the processes by theme reveals the process of cancellation in its multiple

different steps to map out the process. While speaking about different communities, every
comedian’s “cancellation” began with marginalization as the first step. Comedic material that
was perceived to be offensive towards an already marginalized community underscores how
one is “canceled” in comedy at the current moment.

The response to the marginalization shows an assembly of the public sphere as a
response, and as discussed previously, the evolution of digital media has created a brand new
public sphere to contend with that is able to consume and voice their opinions on comedy at a
rapid rate. The speed of this is evident for all the comedians analyzed, as if you look at the
timeline, right after their controversial material was put out into the world or, in the case of
Gillis, recirculated, then came the media frenzy that got them into “canceled” territory, and for
some of them, some kind of career setback as a result of the mobilization of the public sphere
(fired). Media frenzy was the meeting of two different groups within the public sphere, as the
debate was done usually by consumers and social media users with newfound power to voice
their opinions, while the “elite,” or the news media, took it to the next level by reporting on it,
such as Nimesh Patel trending online and then appearing on the second page of The New York

Post. Every comedian spoke openly about the media frenzy after it happened in terms of how it
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played a role in their or someone else’s cancellation, showing how the media as their own
group within the public sphere is also acknowledged as a player by the comedians who were
“canceled.” The fact the comedians felt the need to speak on this shows just how far media has
come in its presence in the public sphere.

This is not to say that the influence of comedians has been erased with the emergence of
a new public sphere, but the four comedians investigated have instead shown that they are
adjusting to the new circumstances. Acknowledging, invalidating, and inverting is the best
example of this. Explicitly saying that they had been “canceled” is an especially interesting
strategy, as it acknowledges the response of the public sphere that occurred, but invalidates it
by using language that should be seen as negative to bring attention to what has happened to
them rather than apologize. They do not try to say that they were not canceled, but rather they
use the controversy generated by the public sphere as a launching point. Inversion of their
“cancellation” can happen in the ways it did for Chappelle and Gervais, who both embrace it
(with Chappelle saying he “love[d] it” or Gervais “hop[ing[* to get canceled), but part of the
inversion can also happen simply in using the language of “cancel.” Only in recent years, as
seen from the background section, has it been used to describe a “culture” and “canceling”
remains a social phenomenon rather than a formal process written up in the law. Gillis, for
instance, in saying that he was “canceled” in 2021 is an interesting inversion because the term
had not been used as often to him in 2019 when his SNL controversy happened - it situates him
within the category of “canceled” now that it has been used by comedians more frequently as

their material comes under fire.
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There was also a commonality in the response of comedians beyond just their use of the
term “canceled,” but in the philosophies that they used to reflect on their “cancellations,” which
is a key component within the process of acknowledging, invalidating, and inverting. The real
world was an argument done on the basis that to “cancel” a comedian, the people doing the
“canceling” are out of touch to be getting offended over comedic material. This links back up
to marginalization, because much of the argument comes from the basis that words do not do
real world harm, especially when done in a comedy set, implying that the things they are
“canceled” for are not “real world” issues and the energy is not well spent going after
comedians.

Freedom of expression was also a common narrative in response to “cancellation,”
which is interesting because it shows how some of the comedians framed the process as
equivalent to their rights being taken away, even though there was no kind of direct censorship
that came after in the way that American comedy has previously seen, such as the arrests of
Lenny Bruce and George Carlin after their obscene material in the 20th century. The closest
tangible thing was a firing from a gig. In addition, it also shows how the comedy “elites”
respond to a new public sphere by inverting the narrative.

Foucault asserted how the new places for “applications of power” created by what
Habermas would classify a more open public sphere with the emergence of media is meant to
allow the non-elites to engage in free flowing discussion, which is what happened in the case of
“cancel culture.” The non-elites, in this case, are the social media users who voice their

disapproval of comedians, who are able to discuss their views openly and catch the attention of
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the elites due to the advancement of digital media. The mainstream media act as elites in this
new public sphere, for they are the ones that report on the controversies of comedians that
moves them to “canceled” status. Where the comedians fit in this equation is particularly
interesting, for they possess a significant amount of power due to their platform and following.
Yet, the shift in power towards non-elites that is better allowing them to exercise their freedom
of expression is what has created the possibility of them getting canceled in the first place. The
comedians, in essence, are arguing that the power of people on the margins to better voice their
freedom of expression is taking away from their rights when they invoke arguments of their
freedom. But as this thesis has shown, it also provides a new application of power for them
since these controversies serve as the basis of their material that they are able to distribute
through the resources they have as professional comedians.

Within the idea of freedom of expression came artistic expression as it relates to
comedic material, especially because of the qualities of comedy that are associated with
“pushing boundaries” or “punching up” in ways that are not formal or polite, but rather done in
the service of making people laugh. In a climate in which “cancellation” can apply to public
figures for a variety of different controversies, this makes the response to “cancellation”
distinct for the arts, especially comedy. It is this that plays a role in the section called the
culture, where “cancel culture” is discussed in a comedic context, usually on the comeback
special or tour that follows “cancellation.”

The culture combines both comedy’s distinct features as a field and the emergence of a

new public sphere that gives way to “cancel culture,” as comedians take what has happened to
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them and convert it into comedic currency by having it drive their next comedy routine. It goes
to show that “cancel culture,” despite what the term may imply, is not synonymous to comedy
being eliminated as a field. Rather, comedy as a field has withstood a new social climate that
has allowed for the emergence of a new public sphere. It is not being destroyed, but instead
employing new techniques to assert its importance as a field. Comedy in America has always
been a tool for commentary on contemporary culture through the lens of humor, which is why
controversies about comedic material stir up so much conversation in the first place. “Cancel
culture” is no exception to this trend, proving that comedy drives and thrives off of “the

culture.”

DAVE CHAPPELLE AS THE CURATOR OF COMEDY

Chappelle has long been considered a titan of comedy and as the most well-known of
all the comedians looked at in this paper, and his approach to “cancel culture” emerges as a
model that the rest of the comedians are situated in. He was “canceled” for jokes that many
thought were transphobic, and he responded by putting out material about his own
“cancelation.” But what also makes him stand out is that he discussed “cancel culture” in his
special before he was even “canceled,” - it was almost preemptive because he talked about
“cancel culture” as an idea in the special that would get him “canceled,” establishing his
position very early on in the “cancellation” process and making his subsequent actions seem in

line with who he is rather than being damage control.
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In fact, Chappelle has a demonstrated history of navigating the public sphere. He
famously left his famous sketch show, Chappelle’s Show, in 2006 after deciding that he did not
want to do the show anymore after signing a $50 million dollar contract (Porter 2020). In 2021,
it was announced that the show would be streaming on Comedy Central and Netflix - in
response, during a stand-up show in 2020, Chappelle talked about how he felt that the show
had ruined his life and how he never got his money because he left after signing the contract
(Rahman 2021). As a result, he asked Netflix to take down the show, which they did
immediately, unlike Comedy Central, and he asked his fans during the set to not watch the
show (Rahman 2021). Months later, Comedy Central financially compensated him for having
the show streaming on their platform, and with his blessing, the show also went back up on
Netflix (Rahman 2021). Chappelle said this during another show as he reflected on the
incident:

“I asked you to stop watching the show and thank God almighty for you, you did. You
made that show worthless because without your eyes it’s nothing. And when you stopped
watching it, they called me. And I got my name back and I got my license back and I got my
show back and they paid me millions of dollars. Thank you very much” (2021). The Closer was
released eight months after he said this.

He navigated an issue that had spanned over a decade for him by engaging with the
public sphere via stand-up, and that’s exactly what he did with his “cancellation.” He knew the
power that his audience could have and explicitly acknowledged how the mobilization of the

public sphere to support him is what gave him his “name back,” even though Comedy Central
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is a key financial institution that one might classify as “elite.” He similarly knew that in a
climate where he could be “canceled,” it was through his comedy that he both set up “cancel
culture” as something he didn’t agree with and used the idea of being “canceled” to prove the
point he was trying to make.

He was asked to host Saturday Night Live in November 2022, showing how another key
institution in the public sphere was willing to put their support behind him despite the
controversy that surrounds him. His monologue only embraced the fact that he had an
especially controversial year, wasting no time getting into heated territory by talking about
“cancel culture,” including jokes that some later deemed anti-semitic. He ended the monologue
by telling the crowd he loves them but is tired of doing stand-up:

“It shouldn’t be this hard to talk...it’s making my job a lot more difficult and to be
honest with you, I’m sick of talking to a crowd like this. I love you to death, and I thank you
for your support, and I hope they don’t take anything away from me...whoever they are”
(Chappelle 2022).

Chappelle once again addresses the viewers directly, making a statement against
“cancel culture” and what it has done to comedy, yet slyly ending with the punchline, “whoever
they are.”

These three words encapsulate why Dave Chappelle is an expert of the public sphere
and a model of the “canceled” comedian. It reinforces “cancel culture” as a social institution
that lacks a singular authority figure, but the answer can always be traced back to the public

sphere. While he may not use the term “public sphere,” based on this study, it is synonymous
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with the ambiguous “they” he describes, showing his knowledge of the landscape that he is in.
As this thesis moves into the conclusion, it will demonstrate this model in a tangible manner

and bring it back to the other comedians that were looked at.

Conclusion
From tracing the genealogy of the term “cancel” and its roots in CHIC’s “Your Love is

Canceled” in 1981 to analyzing Dave Chappelle’s most recent monologue on Saturday Night
Live, this study has shown that “cancellation” has always been particularly impactful on the
field of comedy. In the most current iteration, including the new public spheres, this study has
identified a Cancel Chronology, a model to represent the manifestation of “cancellation” for

comedians as seen below in Figure 3.4:
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Figure 3.4: Cancel Chronology

CANCEL
CULTURE

The process of
cancellation for a
comedian

"COMEBACK" TOUR

Comedian, post-cancellation, goes
on tour or films a special
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Throughout this study, we have contended with whether or not “cancel culture” is a real
thing. While no one has truly been “canceled,” the discourse around “cancel culture” is a
permanent fixture of the cultural vernacular and a very present idea in the current social
landscape. What is true within the idea of “canceling” is that a new public sphere beyond
Habermas’s notion of a singular public sphere has emerged. This is due to developments in
digital media as a result of what Foucault would classify as new locations of knowledge that
has given non-elites the power to generate social media backlash, and as a result, the notion of
“canceling” to begin with. That, rather than actual cancellation, is the issue people who are
“canceled” have to contend with.

“Cancel culture” as an idea is not going anywhere, and it has proved its prominence in
the public sphere particularly through comedy by allowing comedians to defend and redefine
their field. Dave Chappelle has become the model not just for the “canceled comedian” but for
the field as a whole, as in his work, he has brought the discourse away from himself and to the
public sphere with his material on cancel culture. Jon Stewart, an icon of political comedy, said
this about Chappelle on The Late Show with Stephen Colbert after Chappelle hosted SNL:

Comedy is reductive. We play with tropes because
everyone has their prejudices in their lives and the
way they view things, and comics rely on those
prejudices as a shorthand for our material, even the
wokest of comics plays with tropes to a certain
extent...you know, Dave said something in the SNL
monologue that I thought was constructive as well,
he said it shouldn’t be this hard to talk about
things....and whether it be comedy or discussion or
anything else, if we don’t have the wherewithal to

meet each other with what’s reality, how do we move
forward is my question.
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With “cancel culture,” comedy is being contested in a new way as material generates
more backlash, but comedians are able to turn this into currency for their profession by creating
material that challenges and addresses it head on.

These findings are particularly relevant due to the political polarization that is trying to
portray “cancel culture” as an issue that is destroying free speech. Comedy has long been
engaging with ideas of censorship, but comparisons made between contemporary discourse and
historical events such as arrests and supreme court cases are challenged by the findings in this
study. At most, these comedians had a canceled show or lost job opportunities, but particularly
in the digital age where they are able to put out their own material no matter who challenges
them, their comedy is not being censored. It is facing new critiques, but as this thesis has
shown, comedians are converting it into material. As Nimesh Patel, who many see as the first
comedian of the “cancel” era, said when his name was invoked in a documentary called “Death
of Comedy,” comedy is in fact “thriving” amidst a changing social climate. The nature of the
field has always been to be a commentary on contemporary issues, and “cancel culture” has
allowed artists to redraw the lines around the comedy as a field despite the new obstacles it
may pose for comedians initially.

This study has implications for future scholarship on “cancel culture.” For one, it
challenges many claims about “cancel culture” made in the public sphere that construct it as a
binary that either exists or doesn't. There is nuance to the idea which is not reflected in the
public debate. The focus on comedians in this thesis and the findings also reflect how the

umbrella of “cancel culture” manifests in specific ways depending on who or what is the target
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of cancellation, and it would be interesting if further research looked at “cancel culture” and its
impact on other fields. In addition, while at the moment it is best associated with public figures,
as discussed in the introduction, its entrance into the cultural lexicon is making it a term that
both comes up in conversations within the public sphere among “non-elites,” who feel that they
are being “canceled” on a smaller scale. It begs the question of how a non-celebrity without the
forum of Dave Chappelle can contend with being “canceled.”

In 1981, CHIC declared to a bad date that, “Your Love is Canceled” - 42 years later, the

same cannot be said about comedy, but the term is as popular as ever.
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Appendix A: Full Timeline

Date Event
Nov. 30th, 2018 Nimesh Patel kicked off stage at Columbia performance
Dec. 7th, 2018: Nimesh Patel writes op-ed in NYT about experience

Nimesh Patel appears on Joe Rogan to discuss experience
Dec. 19th, 2018 (7.5M views)

SNL hire Shane Gillis has video of him using anti-asian
September 12th, 2019 (afternoon) slurs on his podcast reappear

Gillis says on Twitter he is a comedian who “pushes
September 12th, 2019 (night) boundaries” in response

Gillis leaves SNL (allegedly fired after refusing to
September 16th, 2019 apologize)

Nimesh Patel uploads set to YouTube called “Why I Got
Kicked Off Stage at Columbia” that gets nearly 1 million

Dec. 10th, 2019 VieEwWs

Nimesh Patel uploads video of the set that got him kicked
October 7th, 2020 off stage to his YouTube account
July 21st, 2021 Gillis talks about firing on Joe Rogan

“Shane Gillis: Live in Austin” goes up on YouTube, getting
September 7th, 2021 11 million views

Dave Chappelle’s special, The Closer, is released by
October 5th, 2021 Netflix.

Terra Field, a software engineer at Netflix, tweets out
October 6th, 2021 against the special

Chappelle appears at The Hollywood Bowl where a
documentary of his is being screen, and he receives a
standing ovation and says “if this is what being canceled is
like, I love it” and also says “f*ck twitter. Fuck NBC
News, ABC News, all these stupid ass networks. I’'m not
October 7th, 2021 talking to them. I’m talking to you. This is real life."
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcICkrR6AYY
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/07/opinion/columbia-nimesh-patel-comedian-kicked-offstage.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3n9CsdcLP4g
https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/shane-gillis-snl-racial-slur-saturday-night-live-nbc-1203334216/
https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/shane-gillis-snl-racial-slur-saturday-night-live-nbc-1203334216/
https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/shane-gillis-snl-racial-slur-saturday-night-live-nbc-1203334216/
https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/shane-gillis-snl-racial-slur-saturday-night-live-nbc-1203334216/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/16/arts/television/shane-gillis-snl.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=adWs1LwgfbY
https://www.gq.com/story/dave-chappelle-the-closer-netflix-backlash
https://www.gq.com/story/dave-chappelle-the-closer-netflix-backlash
https://twitter.com/RainofTerra/status/1445914236668895236?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1445914236668895236%7Ctwgr%5E6857acf08b9c55a5784eec149c26c612dcfdc4bb%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theverge.com%2F2021%2F10%2F11%2F22720724%2Fnetflix-suspends-trans-employee-tweeted-dave-chappelle-the-closer
https://twitter.com/RainofTerra/status/1445914236668895236?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1445914236668895236%7Ctwgr%5E6857acf08b9c55a5784eec149c26c612dcfdc4bb%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theverge.com%2F2021%2F10%2F11%2F22720724%2Fnetflix-suspends-trans-employee-tweeted-dave-chappelle-the-closer

October 8th, 2021
October 12th, 2021

October 19th, 2021
October 20th, 2021

October 21st, 2021

October 25th, 2021

May 24th, 2022

May 25th, 2022

May 31st, 2022

Netflix suspends Terra Field and two other employees for
attending a business meeting for executives they were not
invited to, denying that the tweet had anything to do with
it. Unclear if the date of suspension was the 11th or if that’s
the date the information went public.

Netflix reinstates the three employees.

In an interview with The Hollywood Reporter, Sarandos
says he “screwed up” the memos by not acknowledging
pain and the line about real-world harm was simplistic, but
that he stands by Chappelle.

Netflix employees stage a virtual walk-out to protest.

Rep for Chappelle issues statement to TMZ saying he
stands by special but is willing to talk to transgender
community.

In a clip of a show posted by Chappelle on his instagram,
he reiterates willingness to meet with transgender
community and implies he’s in danger as opposed to trans
employees because he “can’t go into the office”. Says he’s
not meeting demands interlaced with a joke about Hannah
Gadsby. He also said that he had a documentary that people]
don’t want to put up anymore, with the exception of
Netflix who “thank god, they didn't cancel me.”

GLAAD denounces SuperNature (Ricky Gervais) as
transphobic.

Gervais says he will always “confront dogma and limits to
freedom of expression” and says “smart people”
understand the joke.

In an NYT interview, Sarandos defends Chappelle and
Gervais, saying “““We’re programming for a lot of diverse
people who have different opinions and different tastes and
different styles, and yet we’re not making everything for
everybody. We want something for everybody but
everything’s not going to be for everybody.”
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https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/11/business/dave-chappelle-netflix-transgender-criticism.html
https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2021/10/netflix-reinstates-terra-field-a-trans-employee-who-condemned-dave-chappelle-special
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/business/digital/netflix-ted-sarandos-dave-chappelle-walkout-1235033910/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/dave-chappelle-netflix-employees-walkout/
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/dave-chappelle-closer-transgender-community-1235036573/
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/dave-chappelle-closer-transgender-community-1235036573/
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/dave-chappelle-closer-transgender-community-1235036573/
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/dave-chappelle-closer-transgender-community-1235036573/
https://twitter.com/glaad/status/1529159333589680132?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1529159333589680132%7Ctwgr%5Eb3191e96723715fa6d71958c1a880d01dba5e735%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdeadline.com%2F2022%2F05%2Fricky-gervais-supernature-netflix-special-criticism-trans-jokes-1235031385%2F
https://deadline.com/2022/05/ricky-gervais-supernature-netflix-special-criticism-trans-jokes-1235031385/
https://deadline.com/2022/05/ricky-gervais-supernature-netflix-special-criticism-trans-jokes-1235031385/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/28/style/ted-sarandos-netflix.html

June 11th, 2022

July 8th, 2022

September 6th, 2022

November 12th, 2022

reported that Gervais’ special Armageddon will go on tour
and reach Netflix in 2024.

Netflix releases What’s In A Name, which consists of
Chappelle at his alma mater on June 20th. In addition to
reminiscing on time at school, he defended his special,
calling it a “misunderstood masterpiece.”

Gervais confirms Armageddon rumors on Twitter. He
explicitly says he hopes he gets canceled on upcoming
tour.

Chappelle hosts SNL, talking about anti-semitism, Kanye,
and ending with a statement against cancel culture saying
“It shouldn’t be this hard to talk...it’s making my job a lot
more difficult and to be honest with you, I’m sick of
talking to a crowd like this. I love you to death, and I thank
you for your support, and I hope they don’t take anything
away from me...whoever they are.”
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https://twitter.com/rickygervais/status/1567174480987815937
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/dave-chappelle-high-school-theater-netflix-whats-in-a-name-1379805/
https://twitter.com/rickygervais/status/1567174480987815937

Appendix B: Nimesh Patel Timeline

Date Event
Nov. 30th, 2018 Nimesh Patel kicked off stage at Columbia performance
Dec. 7th, 2018 Nimesh Patel writes op-ed in NYT about experience

Nimesh Patel appears on Joe Rogan to discuss experience
Dec. 19th, 2018 (7.5M views)

Nimesh Patel uploads set to YouTube called “Why I Got
Kicked Off Stage at Columbia” that gets nearly 1 million
Dec. 10th, 2019 views

Nimesh Patel uploads video of the set that got him kicked
October 7th, 2020 off stage to his YouTube account, getting over 800k views
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tcICkrR6AYY
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/07/opinion/columbia-nimesh-patel-comedian-kicked-offstage.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3n9CsdcLP4g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JbXsoyoZ1To

Appendix C: Shane Gillis Timeline

Date
September 12th, 2019 (morning)

September 12th, 2019 (afternoon)

September 12th, 2019 (night)
September 16th, 2019
July 21st, 2021

September 7th, 2021

Event
Shane Gillis announced as SNL cast member

SNL hire Shane Gillis has video of him using anti-asian slurs
on his podcast reappear

Gillis says on Twitter he is a comedian who “pushes
boundaries” in response

Gillis leaves SNL (allegedly fired after refusing to apologize)
Gillis talks about firing on Joe Rogan

“Shane Gillis: Live in Austin” goes up on YouTube, gets 11
million views
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https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/shane-gillis-snl-racial-slur-saturday-night-live-nbc-1203334216/
https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/shane-gillis-snl-racial-slur-saturday-night-live-nbc-1203334216/
https://variety.com/2019/tv/news/shane-gillis-snl-racial-slur-saturday-night-live-nbc-1203334216/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/16/arts/television/shane-gillis-snl.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=adWs1LwgfbY

Appendix D: Dave Chappelle Timeline

Date Event

Dave Chappelle’s special, The Closer, is released by
October 5th, 2021 Netflix.

Terra Field, a software engineer at Netflix, tweets out
October 6th, 2021 against the special

Chappelle appears at The Hollywood Bowl where a

documentary of his is being screen, and he receives a

standing ovation and says “if this is what being canceled is

like, I love it” and also says “f*ck twitter. Fuck NBC News,

ABC News, all these stupid ass networks. I’m not talking to
October 7th, 2021 them. I’m talking to you. This is real life."

Netflix suspends Terra Field and two other employees for

attending a business meeting for executives they were not

invited to, denying that the tweet had anything to do with it.

Unclear if the date of suspension was the 11th or if that’s
October 8th, 2021 the date the information went public.

October 12th, 2021 Netflix reinstates the three employees.

In an interview with The Hollywood Reporter, Sarandos

says he “screwed up” the memos by not acknowledging

pain and the line about real-world harm was simplistic, but
October 19th, 2021 that he stands by Chappelle.

October 20th, 2021 Netflix employees stage a virtual walk-out to protest.

Rep for Chappelle issues statement to TMZ saying he
stands by special but is willing to talk to transgender
October 21st, 2021 community.

In a clip of a show posted by Chappelle on his instagram,
he reiterates willingness to meet with transgender
community and implies he’s in danger as opposed to trans
employees because he “can’t go into the office”. Says he’s
not meeting demands interlaced with a joke about Hannah
October 25th, 2021 Gadsby. He also said that he had a documentary that people
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https://www.gq.com/story/dave-chappelle-the-closer-netflix-backlash
https://www.gq.com/story/dave-chappelle-the-closer-netflix-backlash
https://twitter.com/RainofTerra/status/1445914236668895236?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1445914236668895236%7Ctwgr%5E6857acf08b9c55a5784eec149c26c612dcfdc4bb%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theverge.com%2F2021%2F10%2F11%2F22720724%2Fnetflix-suspends-trans-employee-tweeted-dave-chappelle-the-closer
https://twitter.com/RainofTerra/status/1445914236668895236?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1445914236668895236%7Ctwgr%5E6857acf08b9c55a5784eec149c26c612dcfdc4bb%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theverge.com%2F2021%2F10%2F11%2F22720724%2Fnetflix-suspends-trans-employee-tweeted-dave-chappelle-the-closer
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/11/business/dave-chappelle-netflix-transgender-criticism.html
https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2021/10/netflix-reinstates-terra-field-a-trans-employee-who-condemned-dave-chappelle-special
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/business/digital/netflix-ted-sarandos-dave-chappelle-walkout-1235033910/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/dave-chappelle-netflix-employees-walkout/
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/tv/tv-news/dave-chappelle-closer-transgender-community-1235036573/

May 31st, 2022

July 8th, 2022

November 12th, 2022

don’t want to put up anymore, with the exception of Netflix
who “thank god, they didn't cancel me.”

In an NYT interview, Sarandos defends Chappelle and
Gervais, saying ““We’re programming for a lot of diverse
people who have different opinions and different tastes and
different styles, and yet we’re not making everything for
everybody. We want something for everybody but
everything’s not going to be for everybody.”

Netflix releases What’s In A Name, which consists of
Chappelle at his alma mater on June 20th. In addition to
reminiscing on time at school, he defended his special,
calling it a “misunderstood masterpiece.”

Chappelle hosts SNL talking about anti-semitism, Kanye,
and ends with a statement against cancel culture saying “It
shouldn’t be this hard to talk...it’s making my job a lot
more difficult and to be honest with you, I'm sick of talking
to a crowd like this. I love you to death, and I thank you for
your support, and I hope they don’t take anything away
from me...whoever they are.”
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https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/28/style/ted-sarandos-netflix.html
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-news/dave-chappelle-high-school-theater-netflix-whats-in-a-name-1379805/

Date

May 24th, 2022

May 25th, 2022

May 31st, 2022

June 11th, 2022

September 6th, 2022

Appendix E: Ricky Gervais Timeline

Event

GLAAD denounces SuperNature (Ricky Gervais) as
transphobic.

Gervais says he will always “confront dogma and limits to
freedom of expression” and says “smart people” understand
the joke.

In an NYT interview, Sarandos defends Chappelle and
Gervais, saying ““We’re programming for a lot of diverse
people who have different opinions and different tastes and
different styles, and yet we’re not making everything for
everybody. We want something for everybody but
everything’s not going to be for everybody.”

Reported that Gervais’ special Armageddon will go on tour
and reach Netflix in 2024.

Gervais confirms Armageddon rumors on Twitter. He
explicitly says he hopes he gets canceled on upcoming tour.
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https://twitter.com/glaad/status/1529159333589680132?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E1529159333589680132%7Ctwgr%5Eb3191e96723715fa6d71958c1a880d01dba5e735%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fdeadline.com%2F2022%2F05%2Fricky-gervais-supernature-netflix-special-criticism-trans-jokes-1235031385%2F
https://deadline.com/2022/05/ricky-gervais-supernature-netflix-special-criticism-trans-jokes-1235031385/
https://deadline.com/2022/05/ricky-gervais-supernature-netflix-special-criticism-trans-jokes-1235031385/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/28/style/ted-sarandos-netflix.html
https://twitter.com/rickygervais/status/1567174480987815937
https://twitter.com/rickygervais/status/1567174480987815937

TABLES

Table 3.2: The Career of a Canceled Comedian

Comedian

Impetus

Mobilization

How They Responded

State of Career

Dave Chappelle

Transphobic remarks in
Netflix stand-up
special, The Closer.

Major social media backlash, staged
walkout by employees of Netflix,
and a canceled show on his comedy
tour.

Chappelle doesn’t release
anything online, but goes on tour
- he appears at The Hollywood
Bowl where a documentary of his
is being screened, and he receives
a standing ovation and says “if
this is what being canceled is like,
I love it” and also says “f*ck
twitter. Fuck NBC News, ABC
News, all these stupid ass
networks. I’m not talking to them.
I’'m talking to you. This is real
life.”

Hosted SNL in
November 2022 and is
currently doing a joint
comedy tour with Chris
Rock.

Ricky Gervais Transphobic remarks in | Major social media backlash, Gervais responds by saying he Is doing a world tour,
Netflix stand-up including from LGBTQ will always “confront dogma and which will be filmed
special, SuperNature. organizations such as GLAAD. limits to freedom of expression” for Netflix in a comedy

and says “smart people” special called

understand the joke. Armaggeddon to be
released in 2024.

Gervais also embarks on a tour

called Armageddon, which he

announced on Twitter in

September 2022 will be on

Netflix in 2024. He explicitly says

he hopes he gets canceled.

Nimesh Patel Homophobic joke Kicked off stage during a Gets an op-ed published in the Has been touring and
during a live show at performance at Columbia New York Times called “I Was released a special on
Columbia University. University. Kicked Off Stage by College YouTube in 2022 that

Students. Did I deserve it?” on
Dec. 7th, 2018, saying he wishes
he wasn’t cut off but doesn’t think
what happens is representative of
a generation.

Appearing on Joe Rogan to talk
about the experience, the video
got 7.5M views. A year later, he
started posting sets to Youtube
titled “Why I Got Kicked Off
Stage at Columbia.”

got 9 million views.
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Shane Gillis

Anti-asian remarks
from a comedy podcast
resurfaced.

Major social media backlash
followed by being fired from
Saturday Night Live.

On Twitter (since deleted), Gillis
says he’s a “comedian who
pushes boundaries. I sometimes
miss.” He also says he’s “Happy
to apologize to anyone who’s
actually offended by anything
I’ve said” and that his intention is
“never to hurt anyone but [ am
trying to be the best comedian I
can be and sometimes that
requires risks.”

SNL opts to fire him after he
doesn’t want to apologize. He
would address it on his Joe Rogan
appearance in summer of 2021.

After being fired, he
was put in touch with
Louis CK and
befriended by Andrew
Yang for support. He
released a special on
YouTube in 2021 that
got 9.5 million views
and is continuing to
perform and do his
podcast.
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Table 3.3: General Timeline

Date

Event

Nov. 30th, 2018

Nimesh Patel kicked off stage at Columbia
performance.

Sep. 12th, 2019 (afternoon)

SNL hire Shane Gillis has video of him using
anti-asian slurs on his podcast reappear.

Sep 12th, 2019 (night)

Gillis says on Twitter he is a comedian who
“pushes boundaries” in response.

Sep 16th, 2019

Gillis leaves SNL (allegedly fired after refusing
to apologize).

Dec. 10th, 2019

Nimesh Patel uploads a set to YouTube called
“Why I Got Kicked Off Stage at Columbia” that
gets nearly 1 million views.

October 5th, 2021

Dave Chappelle’s special, The Closer, is released
by Netflix.

October 7th, 2021

Chappelle appears at The Hollywood Bowl
where a documentary of his is being screen, and
he receives a standing ovation and says “if this is
what being canceled is like, I love it” and also
says “f*ck twitter. Fuck NBC News, ABC News,
all these stupid ass networks. I’'m not talking to
them. I’'m talking to you. This is real life."

May 24th, 2022

GLAAD denounces SuperNature (Ricky Gervais)
as transphobic.

May 25th, 2022

Gervais says he will always “confront dogma and
limits to freedom of expression” and says “smart
people” understand the joke.

September 6th, 2022

Gervais confirms Armageddon rumors on
Twitter. He explicitly says he hopes he gets
canceled on upcoming tour.
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FIGURES

Figure 3.1:

Shane Gillis

Dave Chappelle Ricky Gervais

62



Figure 3.4: Cancel Chronology

CANCEL
CULTURE

The process of
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comedian
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on tour or films a special
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