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Abstract 

In today’s social media world, it is no secret that fans/fandoms are continually shaping 

culture, ideas, and behaviors on a global and virtual scale.  There has been an increase in 

cyberbullying, trolling, and mental abuse performed by fans especially within fandom 

communities, which is a phenomena that needs a close scholarly examination.  The rise of social 

media usage is not slowing down, therefore, fans and trollers are finding new ways of spreading 

hate and victimizing strangers.  It is important to analyze these social online behaviors 

performed by fans and trollers in order to reduce abuse and raise awareness about the 

psychological effects of cyberbullying.  The purpose of this paper will be to examine how online 

users are performing acts of cyberbullying– it will take a close examination on how 

communication takes place on social media platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, 

Tumblr, as well as using entertainment/gossip websites.  Three well known celebrity fandoms 

will be analyzed: Beyoncé, Justin Bieber, and Taylor Swift– in order to understand the online 

interaction that takes place (not only between fans and trollers, but between fans and their 

idols).  It is important to use both a psychoanalysis and discourse approach to understand why 

fans of these public figures feel the intense need to be threatening and defensive, as well as 

understanding their emotional attachment to these figures. 

 

Introduction  

In early February 2015, fans of American singer, Beyoncé, went on a defense attack 

when unretouched circulation of images of the singer surfaced.  The pictures showed a L'Oreal 

advertisement campaign starring Beyoncé, however, the singer appeared to have uneven and 

pimply skin under heavily applied foundation in the supposed pre-Photoshop images.  Beyoncé, 
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to no surprise, made headline news and her appearance was quickly scrutinized by online 

communities.  This particular incident represents how beauty is valued within American popular 

culture.  If celebrities such as Beyoncé look less than perfect, they are attacked and receive harsh 

backlash by online users.  In a Youtube video titled, Beyonce Photos Without Photoshop Spark 

Outrage, a YouTube user said “Like most negro females she's a hideous beast” 

(@robhalfordtate), while another user shared, “I genuinely think she looks hideous, if this your 

[sic]guys interpretation of a real women ill stay far away. Id rather have zero to minimal makeup 

or the port star look 24/7” (@maccajoe).  These comments are offensive and hurtful and 

although trollers only have negative comments to share, fans of Beyoncé quickly came to her 

defense and went so far as sending death threats to users who attack her. The rise of 

cyberbullying within fandoms of mainstream entertainers in the U.S. has become a prominent 

phenomena, as a result, there needs to be a focus on this practice of collective activity and a 

critical examination of the cyberbullying activities that take place online. 

In addition to Beyoncé’s “Beyhive” fandom, fans of Justin Bieber (“Beliebers”) and 

Taylor Swift (“Swifties”) are known for defending their idols when they are under attack.  The 

comments shared online raise concerns; users go so far as to send death threats and this is 

https://www.youtube.com/user/robhalfordtate
https://www.youtube.com/user/maccajoe
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considered a criminal threat that should never be ignored.  However, with so many hate 

comments baring similarities, people have become desensitized to the alarming/questionable 

comments as if this type of communication is acceptable and tolerable on online communities 

such as YouTube, social media platforms, and forums.  Through a psychoanalysis and discourse 

approach, these methods will aim to understand the psychology behind the cyberbullying and 

trolling that takes place. 

This paper will critically examine specific forms of communication such as hashtags, 

captions (of photos), and posts shared on certain social media platforms.  The paper will aim to 

answer the fundamental questions as to why anonymous users behave vastly different in online 

spaces and for what reason(s)?  Many acts of cyberbullying and trolling are performed online, 

yet not enough scholarly research has been done on the discourse that takes place on social 

media.  By examining the three prominent celebrity figures already mentioned,  it will be 

beneficial to understand how online users are using social media as a means of communicating 

not only by worshiping their idols, but how they are spewing harassment and hate. The paper 

will play close attention to how fans and trollers use online social communities to exchange 
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thoughts.  Cyberbullying and trolling can be easily identified on popular social media sites such 

as YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, as well as on popular entertainment/gossip websites.   

Literature Review 

Although the rise of cyberbullying seems to be a problematic phenomenon in terms of the 

harassment that occurs online, scholars have insight to share on this discourse.  According to 

Susan C. Herring, "over the past fifteen years, the Internet has triggered a boom in research on 

human behavior... Despite this potential, much research on online behavior is anecdotal and 

speculative, rather than empirically grounded" (Herring 338).  Due to the fact that there is a 

limited amount of research in properly examining online interaction, trolling, and cyberbullying, 

Herring suggests that it is important to begin the research on online users using the Computer-

Mediated Discourse Analysis (CMDA).  This approach to analyzing online interactive behavior 

aims to analyze "online behavior that is grounded in empirical, textual observations" that uses a 

linguistic perspective and observes the way language is used to communicate (339).  This is an 

interesting approach to use because there needs to be a focus in the way people interact with each 

other online.  The way people communicate globally varies; however, users around the world 

join online communities and have the freedom to communicate in whatever way they want to. 
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 Perhaps with a close examination of the online communication that currently takes place; 

scholars may be able to answer fundamental questions as to why people feel comfortable 

communicating online with anonymous users.   

Charlotte J. S. De Backer from the University of Antwerp suggests that as soon as 

pictures of a star enters a fan’s daily life, they have the impression that he or she belongs to that 

celebrity’s personal social network despite living on the other side of the world, which is a 

concerning thought.  Therefore, a fan’s admiration for a celebrity/public figure ties with the 

concept of intense-personal dimension “which measures strong, compulsive—almost 

obsessive—feelings about stars” (150).  This concept will be helpful in understanding why fans 

feel the strong need to protect idols and why hateful comments are exchanged.  Interestingly, De 

Backer suggests that “Visual representations of life closely resemble real life, as directly 

perceived with our eyes, in the same way that pictures of people closely resemble real people 

directly perceived with our eyes” (149).  It will be interesting to understand social media’s role 

in understanding a fandom’s attachment to a public figure.  For instance, when Beyoncé posts a 

picture on Instagram, fans react to it in a personal way as if they are directly receiving a personal 
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message from her.  De Backer’s analysis on studying celebrity culture and fandom surely 

provides a psychoanalysis approach in understanding a person’s fascination to a beloved figure. 

According to Su-Jen Chuang (Hsing Wu University) and Cherng Ding (National Chiao 

Tung University), they argue that “Celebrity worship, idolatry or fandom has been widely 

investigated in sociology and psychology; it is a form of interaction in which individuals become 

obsessed with or in love with one or more celebrities” (McCutcheon et al. 2003; Houran et al. 

2005).  More than 75% of young adults surveyed have been strongly attracted to one or more 

celebrities, especially musicians and movie stars, at some point of time in their lives (Boon & 

Lomore 2001).  According to Chuang and Ding, celebrity worship comes from how that public 

persona presents his/her image, which ties in with the notion of why fans adore their idols. 

 Chuang and Ding suggest that the celebrity singer image – a human brand image – is a 

perceptual phenomenon “formed through consumer interpretation, whether reasoned or 

emotional” and that it is forged through consumer attitudes.  These scholars primarily use a 

psychoanalysis approach in examining the relationship between a fan and public figure.  The 

way fans create imaginary and strong relationships with their idols is an uncanny behavior and as 

a result, their emotional attachment to the figure only intensifies. Therefore, the purpose of this 
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paper will aim to analyze the cyberbullying that is presently taking place among fan communities 

and it will lay a framework in understanding the alarming online behaviors.  

Defining Cyberbullying and Trolling 

When people think of the term cyberbullying, terms such as harassment, verbal abuse, 

mental abuse, trolling, and so on all come to mind.  Interestingly, a couple of scholars believe 

that there are many scientific definitions of cyberbullying that can actually be found in literature. 

 A common mistake among parents, students, and professional counselors is that they often 

associate traditional bullying with cyberbullying, however, there are slight differences between 

these two terms.  Traditional Bullying is defined “as an aggressive behavior that is repeatedly 

and intentionally carried out against a defenseless victim (Olweus 1993; Sticca and Perren). 

 Thus, “cyberbullying is defined as an aggressive behavior that is repeatedly and intentionally 

carried out against a defenseless victim using electronic forms of contact” (e.g., cellphones, 

Internet; see Menesini et al. 2012; Smith et al. 2008; Sticca and Perren).  Therefore, the medium 

is the vast difference between the two terms.  In Fabio Sticca and Sonja Perren’s research on 

analyzing cyberbullying and traditional bullying, they have noted little differences in these two 

acts in regards to the negative outcomes/consequences for the victims.  They still suffer from low 
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academic performance, psychosocial difficulties, and affective disorders (Sticca and Perren 740). 

 With the clarification of these two terms, how is trolling defined?  Interestingly, scholars view 

the term trolling as a recent phenomenon that takes place during online discussions, especially on 

popular social media platforms, such as YouTube.  However, this particular term can easily be 

searched on Google and multiple urban dictionary sites easily define the term, yet scholarly and 

credible definitions are not easily accessible.    

What exactly is trolling and how do scholars define the term?  Although Claire 

Hardaker’s scholarly text attempts to define the term, multiple scholars throughout her piece 

have their own translation.  In her text, “Trolling in asynchronous computer-mediated 

communication” trolling is defined as “the luring of others into useless, circular discussion, 

without necessarily involving argument.” (Herring et al. 2002: 372 and Turner et al. 2005). 

 However, a more commonly recognized definition describes trolling as “the posting of 

incendiary comments with the intent of provoking others into conflict” (Baker 2001, and Brandel 

2007: 32).   Ludicrous rants, personal insults, and abusive language add to the definition of 

trolling according to Hardaker (224).  Hardaker also notes that it is important to realize that 

trolling is a one-sided game of deception played unwitting others who assume that the troller is 
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sincere when, in fact, she/he is not…” (224).  Hardaker makes the argument that definitions 

involving trolling have not had any forms of extended analysis; it is important to do further 

research and take into consideration the online user discussions about trolling (for the purpose of 

properly understanding this concept).  With the way the online world is changing, especially in 

the way people communicate on various social media platforms, it is relevant in today’s digital 

world to critically examine how cyberbullying and trolling is being performed in virtual spaces. 

Understanding Fandom 

In contemporary American culture and around the globe, there seems to be a fandom for 

everything.  Before fandoms had a space in a virtual world, there were media fandoms dedicated 

to popular TV shows such as the “trekkies.”  In Karen Hellekson and Kristina Busse’s book, Fan 

Fiction and Fan Communities in the Age of the Internet, they share a brief history about how the 

definition of fandom has changed overtime.  “According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the 

word fandom was applied to sports and theatre before being adopted by science fiction literature 

enthusiasts, who developed much of the fannish infrastructure, jargon, and language still in use 

today” (42).  Before the Beliebers, the Directioners, and the Smilers, the first emergence of 

media fandoms began in the late 1960s.  “There’s some debate as to what was actually the first 
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media fandom, although there’s no debate that media fandom emerged within science fiction 

fandom around 1966 (43).  It was no secret that science fiction fans cultivated a strong 

fascination for Star Trek (1966-1969), but what was interesting was the fact that the show 

garnered many female fans (43).  Fast forward to the 2010s, media fandom has become an 

international phenomenon, it “clearly began its life in a very small pool” (44).  Science fiction 

fans really shaped the meaning of this term back in the 1960s; however, there are new ways of 

understanding fandom in a digital culture.  In Paul Booth’s book. Digital Fandom: New Media 

Studies, he argues that digital fandom “offers a new way of analyzing cult media fans… it 

provides us with a new way of analyzing cultural changes related to the media” (13).  It will be 

interesting to examine fan behaviors within certain fandoms since in contemporary digital 

culture; interaction between fans and their idols heavily takes place online.  In the next section, 

this paper will aim to examine how fans of Beyonce, Justin Bieber, and Taylor Swift 

communicate online and how cyberbullying is being performed.  

 

              Beyonce’s Fandom - The Beyhive 
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Beyoncé’s fandom, they are notoriously known as the Beyhive, gather together on online 

forums and social media platforms not only to worship, but constantly monitor and aggressively 

defend their idol.  On Twitter, one dedicated fan group called The BeyHive Team 

(@TheBeyhiveTeam) constantly shares intimate and personal images of Beyoncé and her family. 

 Having over twenty-one thousand followers on Twitter, this particular group shares short Vine 

videos, Instagram photos, and links for fans to purchase merchandise related to all things 

Beyoncé.  This particular group on Twitter is quite welcoming to those who adore Beyoncé, but 

they will also make sure to defend her by posting written attacks on just about anyone if the 

singer is scrutinized.  In early February 2015, it was reported that rocker, Kid Rock, had negative 

things to say about the singer that did not sit well with fans.  He tells Rolling Stone that he is 

“flabbergasted” by those who worship the singer.  He goes on to further provoke fans by telling 

the magazine, “Beyoncé, to me, doesn't have a fucking 'Purple Rain,' but she's the biggest thing 

on Earth. How can you be that big without at least one 'Sweet Home Alabama' or 'Old Time 

Rock & Roll'? People are like, 'Beyoncé's hot. Got a nice fucking ass.' I'm like, 'Cool, I like 

skinny white chicks with big tits.' Doesn't really fucking do much for me.'”  When word of Kid 

Rock throwing shade at Beyonce spread, fans were quick to come to the singer’s defense.  One 

https://twitter.com/thebeyhiveteam
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popular fandom group replied to Kid Rock by sharing, “Bey's last album sold your whole weak 

week prediction in the 1st 15 min @KidRock go kick rocks. Your album is set to scan brick 

#priorities” (Feb. 27, 2015, Twitter) and they go on to say, “Bey would NEVER look your 

broke ugly pasty skeleton way @KidRock did u cure the herpes you got from 

@PamelaDAnderson yet? #priorities” (Feb. 27, 2015, Twitter).  Another Twitter user said, 

“@TheBeyHiveTeam @KidRock name droppin Bey to save his struggle faded ass .. Dude can't 

even sell venues anymore he just wants attention” (@Souchkin, Feb 27, 2015 via Twitter).  The 

feud between the Beyhive and Kid Rock received nationwide coverage -- outrage and the verbal 

abuse from fans was spotted on just about every social media platform.  There was an article and 

video made by The Huffington Post that even acknowledges the notion that Beyonce fans are a 

force to be reckoned with.  In the article, “When Beyoncé Fans Attack: Inside The Beyhive” it 

was reported by Ryan Buxton that, “Kid Rock learned this firsthand when he sparked the fury of 

her fanatical fans after he dissed the ‘Drunk In Love’ songstress during an interview with Rolling 

Stone, prompting her loyal followers to attack by commenting on every photo he's ever posted to 

Instagram with a swarm of bee emojis. The bees represent the Beyhive, devoted Beyonce lovers 

who were probably big fans of The Beygency.”’ Caitlyn Becker, a host from HuffPost Live, goes 

https://twitter.com/KidRock
https://twitter.com/hashtag/priorities?src=hash
https://twitter.com/hashtag/priorities?src=hash
https://twitter.com/KidRock
https://twitter.com/pameladanderson
https://twitter.com/pameladanderson
https://twitter.com/hashtag/priorities?src=hash
https://twitter.com/TheBeyHiveTeam
https://twitter.com/TheBeyHiveTeam
https://twitter.com/Souchkin
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/27/kid-rock-beyonce-rolling-stone-magazine_n_6770004.html
http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/beyonce-fans-attack-kid-rock-online-after-derogatory-comments-20150227
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rGxe83lXgJg
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on to describe extreme Beyoncé fans (and any hard core fan of any public figure) as militants. 

 However, she is curious as to why people behave in that way; she takes an in-depth critical 

approach in trying to figure out what makes fans take extreme measures in protecting their idol. 

In a video by the Huffington Post, bearing the same name as the article previously 

mentioned (Inside the Beyhive), there are experts who share their opinions about how fans 

communicate across social media.  Host of Pop Life Podcast, Naima Cochrane, argues that the 

conversations that take place between users is just a part of social media culture.  Julee Wilson, 

who is a HuffPost Style Fashion and Beauty Editor, attempts to answer fundamental questions on 

why fans are protective over their idols, particularly on online platforms.  She goes on to argue 

that, “I think it is a really immediate and intimate way for fans to have an interaction with the 

star without having a direct interaction with them like ‘I’m going to stand up for them, everyone 

is going to see me stand up for them… on social media.’”  One has to realize that there is a 

communal aspect to the online conversations that take place according to Journalist and Culture 

Critic, Kathy Landoli.  When people are giving fan groups a name and a community establishes 

over time, certain artists will address the fan group based on the name established.  Therefore, 

according to Landoli, fans begin to develop a personal connection to their idols when the stars go 
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on to acknowledge their existence.  Beyoncé, according to Landoli, does address the Beyhive 

fandom by interacting with them on social media, such as thanking them and even mentioning 

them in her acceptance speeches when she wins at award shows.  Stars like Rihanna and Nicki 

Minaj have also responded to supporters by directly replying back to them via their Twitter 

handles.  Cochrane enters the conversation again and gives insight to a common trend that is 

common among stars.  Celebrities often reward their supporters by giving them VIP access to 

shows; inside label groups, project managers of the singers can pinpoint the super fans and 

without them realizing, fans actually help stars in marketing merchandise and making certain 

campaigns successful.  Makael Mclendon from Philadelphia, PA gave a video comment to the 

HuffPost Live and offers valuable insight as to why fans are so infatuated with Beyoncé.  He 

says, “She’s really devoted to her fans, she makes sure she puts out quality music, and she makes 

sure she gives her all when she is on stage performing. It does not matter if she is at an awards 

show or on tour; you’re going to get your money’s worth when you go to see Beyoncé and that 

kind of devotion to her work and to her craft and to the people who are out there supporting her, 

I can’t help but to make sure that I am even more devoted to her as a fan and making sure that I 

support her in everything that she does.” Now that a fan explains his reasons as to why he is a 
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Beyoncé supporter, a more psychological analysis will aim to explain why fans deeply feel that a 

personal relationship exists with their idols. 

In the article, “Making Monsters: Lady Gaga, Fan Identification, and Social Media” 

scholars, Melissa Click, Hyunji Lee, and Holly Holladay have an answer as to why fans “feel 

close” to their idols. “The imaginary relationships with media figures, including celebrities, are 

encouraged by the media industries, which ‘lavish considerable effort on techniques that not only 

invite but virtually force this kind of identification’” (Melissa Click et al.362).  Fans displace an 

“intense admiration” for a media figure and fans “often describe such a relationship by 

comparing it to an actual social relationship… Such relationships can be compensation or 

substitutes for dissatisfying actual experiences (49) and/or function as ‘an ideal self-image’” 

(362).  The scholars go on to argue that it is essential to focus on how fandom contributes to 

fans’ identities because fans use objects/texts such as books, TV shows and celebrities for “self-

reflection” (363).  Another major point that Click, Lee, and Holladay argue is that “when fans 

develop relationships with celebrities, they can also adopt those celebrities’ attitudes and values, 

resulting in personal and, possibly, social transformation’” (363-364).  Lastly, the scholars make 

the conclusion that “Twitter and Facebook enable fans to become more involved and invested in 
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celebrities’ lives, yet even the most ‘authentic,’ intimate, and reciprocal communication that fans 

have with celebrities online is mediated and is constructed’” (377).  Going back to Beyoncé’s 

superfan, Makael Mclendo, the fact that he states that he feels that the singer is devoted to her 

fans/fanbase is a statement that the three scholars would find questionable.  Fans often believe 

that the relationship between the celebrities and their fans are genuine; however, Click, Lee, and 

Holladay would make the argument that companies/record labels promote this type of online 

interaction in order for the celebrity to benefit (perhaps in a financial way).  Therefore, this 

journal article in some way asks for the questioning of how genuine are fan/celebrity 

relationships?  Justin Bieber is known to have the most hated fan base, but what makes him an 

interesting figure to examine is the how he constantly makes his fans feel important.  In response 

to the love he has for his fans, the Beliebers fiercely vow to come to his defense when he is 

under scrutiny.  However, his fan base is known for going to extreme lengths– even so far as 

sending dangerous threats when he is being attacked  

Justin Bieber’s fandom - Beliebers 

Bieber, the second most followed person on Twitter (second to Katy Perry) has over 

sixty-three million followers who pay attention to his every tweet.  In January 2015, supermodel 
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Lara Stone got many hateful and concerning death threats from Bieber fans following her racy 

Calvin Klein spread alongside the singer.  The #mycalvins campaign features Stone and Bieber 

posing with each –both appearing topless in the black and white photo spreads.  When images of 

the model and the singer surfaced, some fans were either supportive, jealous, or straight up 

furious.  The following examples/comments come from Twitter users and these tweets were 

featured in an article by Complex Magazine: 

Example 1: A Twitter user that goes by the handle @marybiebsxo tweeted, “Don’t touch 

him again or I will kill you @LaraStone @justinbieber” (Jan. 8, 2015). 

Example 2: Twitter user Melina said “I want to kill Lara Stone and stay with Justin 

Bieber in the campaign of Calvin Kelin” (@heartbrekrd – Jan. 7, 2015) 

Example 3: Tatiana Loves Matt commented, “@Lara Stone hi bitch I hate u. touch 

justins dick again and ill kill u im not joking” (Jan. 7, 2015).  

These tweets were featured in an article by a well known fashion magazine, but what was 

alarming was the fact that the magazine did not make an effort to question the alarming tweets. 

 Although death threats made by fans/trollers seems to be ordinary language that has become 

acceptable in social media culture, it is alarming to see how online users are easily able to ignore 
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the incessant threats.  In the article, “Justin Bieber's Fans Are Sending Death Threats to Lara 

Stone, the Model Featured in the New Calvin Klein Ads” Joshua Espinoza concluded his piece 

by saying “Here’s hoping these fans wise up and realize their little celebrity crush is no reason to 

act like a lunatic.”  Comments like the one made by Espinoza make it clear how desensitized the 

media has become in regards to anonymous death threats made by strangers.  In Gayle Stever’s 

study, “Fan Behavior and Lifespan Development Theory: Explaining Para-social and Social 

Attachment to Celebrities” he states that “In my 20 years of observation of intense attraction and 

attachment to celebrities, one of the commonalities in every fan base studies has been the 

fascination on the part of the fan with the face of the target celebrity… A hypothesis to be tested 

with a more systematic study of larger numbers would be: Anyone who looks frequently enough 

at pictures of a media figure is likely to form an attachment to that figure. When surrounded by 

photographs of a particular media persona, fans exhibited feelings of familiarity, i.e. emotions 

like concern, care, and attraction” (4).  The hypothesis that Stever proposes is one to take into 

consideration because he goes on to discuss that when fans are bombarded with images or 

anything related to their beloved idol, it is difficult for them to make the distinction “between 

someone known and someone known throughout media” (Restak 1991; Stever 4).  Fans truly 
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believe that their idol is someone they know because they feel as though social media allows 

them to get a glimpse of an idol’s private life through photos.  The two worlds: reality and 

fantasy overlap and fans have a hard time distinguishing from these two worlds; as a result, an 

obsession with a media figure starts to develop.  Stever concludes that, “fans are simply people 

who have chosen relationships with celebrities in order to meet psychosocial needs” (6).  In his 

text, Stever discusses that those who have primary social relationships with friends and family 

members usually have secondary relationships with celebrities that are not considered important 

(6).  However, some individuals felt that they had a strong connection with a celebrity figure and 

that it was “one of the most important in their lives” (6).  He then asks “Is this purely because of 

the lack of available real relationships or is this simply a choice some people make?  Further 

study is needed to consider this question as well” (6).  Those who lack meaningful social 

relationships are often thought of as the bullies and the trollers who send out meaningless death 

threats.  Although Stever hints this notion, there needs to be a way for people to build 

relationships and not heavily rely on the internet to make them.  People are losing face-to-face 

interaction and the exchange of information that takes place is performed online without people 

verbally communicating.  In Gary Small and Gigi Vorgan’s excerpt, "Your Brain is Evolving 
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Right Now," they share how digital technology is changing the way people live and 

communicate, and how it is altering the human brain (77).  They raise an interesting point on 

how verbal communication skills are negatively affected when people spend most of their time 

on the web.  If people rarely interact face-to-face, how would they be able to hold a conversation 

properly for a long time?  Despite the increase in a person’s online communications skills, their 

verbal (and face-to-face) communication skills are at risk, which can explain why people have 

trouble creating meaningful/physical relationships.  Although helping those who may feel 

alienated (such as the cyberbullies/trollers) is indeed a difficult issue to solve, social media 

platforms and online users have the responsibility for making online spaces safe spaces for 

online communication to occur.  In a Washington Post article, “Twitter takes death threats 

seriously … at least when they’re directed at its own employees,” author Caitlin Dewey 

comments that “Twitter’s support team can act quickly, and decisively, on serious abuse reports 

— when it wants to. That just doesn’t seem to always be the case.”  Indeed online death threats 

are pervasive and they appear everywhere; although users have the option to report the negative 

comments as “abuse” on just about every social media platform, they fail to do so, which is why 

this hate language circulating is not disappearing .  Unfortunately, the media and social media 
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users see it as common everyday language; it is a sad reality to witness how people have become 

desensitized to exchangement of online death threats.  Stars, online users, and social media 

customer service teams have a responsibility to not tolerate death threats, therefore, there is 

absolutely no excuse as to why these comments are not reported.  According to the website 

thetoptens, it lists the Beliebers as the most annoying fan base due to their extreme ways of 

“protecting” Justin, however, the site also lists Taylor Swift’s fanbase (Swifities) as one of the 

worst top ten fan bases as well. 

                                            Taylor Swift’s fandom - Swifties 

The people who attack Taylor Swift often make fun of her because of her random 

dancing at award shows, and she is notoriously known for writing break up songs for just about 

every guy she dates.  Twitter users slam Taylor Swift because of her many relationships with 

men, but is that a justifiable reason to attack the singer?  The following tweets were featured in 

an article by hitfix.com: 

Example 1: @YungBlastoids tweeted, “Taylor Swift is one of the biggest whores in 

America. I hope one day Amanda Bynes bites off her ear” (Aug. 26, 2013). 
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Example 2: @marisolbruin tweeted, “Words can’t describe how much I hate Taylor 

Swift. Such a vindictive, low-class, overrated skeeze (Aug. 26, 2013). 

Example 3: A Tumblr user, flowercrownsandnoserings: posted a photo that says “God I 

want to fucking murder you. Fuck you Taylor Swift and your fucking ugly face” using the 

hashtag #ihatetaylorswift (Tumblr, i-hate-taylor-swift).  When people use hashtags such as 

#ihatetaylorswift on just about any social platform, videos, memes, and abusive language is 

easily identifiable.  Haters are able to store collective hateful data about Taylor Swift (or on any 

other celebrity by simply creating hashtags).  Currently there are 10,777 images/videos via 

Instagram that use the ihatetaylorswift hashtag and unfortunately, this number is increasing. 

Although online users do not have much of a reason to troll on Taylor Swift, they find 

alarming reasons to offend her.  Due to the constant hate that Taylor gets, fans are quick to come 

to the singer’s defense especially after rapper/DJ, Diplo, made negative comments about the 

singer’s body (focusing on her buttocks).  In a February 2015 interview with GQ Magazine, he 

tells Mark Byrne about the hateful comments he received from Swifties and says, “the 

repercussions are really bad. Like, Taylor Swift fans are really crazy. They threatened to murder 

me and stuff. It's really bizarre, and disgusting. They're the worst people in the world. And I'm a 

http://flowercrownsandnoserings.tumblr.com/
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pretty big fan. But they're like ‘I wish your kids had Down syndrome.’ They're so evil. I dissed 

Lady Gaga before, and the gays were never even this mean. They're funny. These people are like 

mean-spirited, evil human beings. I'm not a politician. I shouldn't have to be under the 

microscope for people like that.’”  The hatred that spreads between fans and trollers of Swift 

continues on a daily/hourly basis and to no surprise, users continue to find ways on bringing up 

the feud between these two artists.  Although dealing with the hatefulness that comes from 

fans/trollers seems to be a part of digital culture, one online website offers valuable insight on 

how to deal with the hate that circulates online.  The website called, Webroot, offers online users 

information about trolling and how to tackle trollers.  The website states that, “Trolls agitate to 

start fights between friends or strangers; They disrupt forums with off-topic comments, brag 

nonstop about themselves, ridicule the thoughts of others or insert controversial comments to 

disrupt conversations.  Trolls spread lies, deceive and cause damage, and they enjoy every 

minute they can make someone else miserable.  They may be obnoxious teens, but more often 

than not they’re seemingly ‘normal’ adults who use internet anonymity to shed their veneer of 

decency and show their ugly selves. Trolls are basically cyberbullies on steroids – cowards afraid 

to show their face but nastier and more dedicated than garden-variety bullies. They are often 
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fairly tech savvy, willing to dig up a comment or information from your past to distort, thereby 

‘justifying’ their actions.’” (Webroot).  The website provides an insightful explanation on why 

trollers behave negatively.  Taylor Swift trollers need a victim pool and are usually looking for 

an audience, therefore, they tend to spread to blog sites and social networks.  According to the 

website, trollers “thrive on sites with lots of kids and teens who may be particularly vulnerable to 

attack - unless there is a strong moderator that can control their behavior or kick them off a site.” 

 Hence, in order for one to protect himself/herself from the mental abuse that they may feel from 

trollers, the website enforces the notion for users to: 

“Understand that where there’s one troll, there may be many more waiting to pounce once the 

first troll has started. All too frequently, you see cases where others pile on with additional nasty 

comments. This just means there may be more than one troll that needs ignoring.  Alert the site 

moderator if there is one, but even on unmediated sites there is usually a ‘report abuse’ feature. 

Sometimes this is found directly on the discussion page, other times – like with Facebook – you 

first go to the help center using the help link at the bottom of the page, then select ‘report abuse,’ 

and file a bullying report.”’   
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Taylor Swift made headlines not too long ago when she defended a fan who was insulted 

by an anonymous cyberbully.  The fan , Lucy, told BuzzFeed that “Her support means everything 

to me,’…I’ve supported her for eight years now, and to know that she knows me, a teenage girl 

who just blogs about her, and to know that she always has my back, means everything to me. It 

definitely gives me a sense of comfort.’”  Understanding the way fans, trollers, and celebrities 

interact with each other online is a difficult task.  As long as the internet exists, fans and trollers 

will continue to shape the way users communicate online.  However, people have no filter on 

sharing their thoughts and this will continue to be a problem.  There are cyberbullies and trollers 

who, unfortunately, have the freedom to express their dangerous opinions and messages. 

 Celebrities such as Taylor Swift will continue to get threats and hate messages, however, this 

kind of mental abuse that exists should never be tolerated and ignored.   

                    Conclusion  

Fans of different fandoms have the power in making videos, comments, and photos viral. 

 Oftentimes, fandoms garner negative attention based on their online bullying tactics, which has 

made scholars wonder why disturbing behaviors occur.  The various scholars featured in this 

study make the argument that a majority of the trollers who perform cyberbullying acts lack 
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physical and social relationships.  The same notion can be said about fans as well; scholars also 

make the argument that fans tend to replace their dissatisfying relationships with their imagined 

and important relationships they develop towards their idols.  Scholars have also enforced the 

notion that a fan’s intense need to defend an idol is problematic; with the abuse that circulates 

online, users have become desensitized to the acts of cyberbullying.  As a result, online users 

often do not report the abuse they encounter online nor do they contact the customer services 

offered by the various social media platforms.  The reason being is that this type of foul language 

that spreads on social media platforms is constantly seen on a daily basis, therefore, people just 

go on with their everyday lives.  Furthermore, it has been argued that the relationship between 

the celebrity/fan is not genuine and that it is something pushed and promoted by music labels in 

order for artists to benefit financially.  The cyberbullying issues are relevant in today's digital 

media world because many of the threats sent out are by adolescents; cyberbullying acts will 

continue to rise in numbers as long as social media and the internet exist.  A proposal for further 

research would be to examine how fans of American fandom(s) differ from fans of Korean 

(Kpop) fandom(s).  Are there any similarities in terms of how online behaviors are performed 

and is cyberbullying a problematic concern for those abroad?  There is room for further 
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discussion and research to be followed about cyberbullying within the various fandoms that exist 

around the world. 
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