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Editor’s Note 

Echoes of Hate: Digital Communication, Populism, and the Regulation of Hate 
Speech brings together a set of contributions that explore how digital technolo-
gies, political communication, and social tensions increasingly shape the presence 
of hate in contemporary public life. This book is the outcome of the international 
conference of the same title, held at Ghent University, which convened scholars, 
practitioners, and policy experts to examine the evolving challenges posed by 
digital communication in an era marked by polarisation and technological trans-
formation.  The chapters in this volume were written during a period of rapid 
change in the digital environment, when online platforms have become central 
to political debate, everyday interaction, and the spread of both information and 
disinformation.

A central message of this book is that online hate speech does not arise in 
isolation. It develops within a wider context marked by political polarization, 
economic anxiety, and the growing influence of populist movements. Digital 
platforms amplify these dynamics by rewarding messages that provoke strong 
emotional reactions. As several authors in this volume show, hateful or divisive 
messages often circulate faster and more widely than thoughtful or balanced 
communication. This makes digital spaces powerful arenas where identities are 
shaped, conflicts are intensified, and vulnerable groups can become targets of 
open hostility.

Another important theme in the book concerns the legal and regulatory chal-
lenges raised by online hate. Governments, especially in the European Union, 
have attempted to address these challenges through new regulations. These laws 
aim to increase transparency, strengthen content-moderation systems, and clarify 
the responsibilities of digital platforms. However, the authors also point out that 
laws alone cannot solve the problem. The border between harmful expression 
and protected speech remains difficult to define, and enforcement is complicated 
by the global nature of digital platforms. For this reason, the chapters stress the 
need for balanced approaches that protect users from harm while safeguarding 
freedom of expression.

Populism is another recurring focus in the volume. The contributors show 
how populist leaders use digital communication to construct a sharp divide be-
tween “the people” and “the enemies of the people.” This rhetorical strategy often 
portrays minorities, immigrants, or political opponents as threats to the nation, 
thereby legitimizing negative stereotypes and encouraging online hostility. Digi-
tal tools—especially social media—allow such messages to be spread quickly and 
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to reach large audiences without traditional editorial mediation. The result is an 
environment where emotional, confrontational, and sometimes hateful language 
becomes normalized.

A further key focus of the volume is gendered hate and online misogyny, 
which has become one of the most visible and troubling forms of digital hostil-
ity. Several chapters highlight how influential online figures, far-right women’s 
groups, and anti-gender movements weaponize digital communication to attack 
women, undermine gender equality initiatives, and stigmatize sexual education. 
These contributions show that gender is not a side theme but a central axis of 
contemporary hate dynamics, deeply intertwined with broader political narra-
tives and cultural anxieties.

Part I, “Governing Hate Online: Law, Responsibility, and Platform Power,” 
examines the regulatory and institutional challenges raised by digital hostility. 
Lavinia Pedol analyzes the relationship between online hatred and offline vio-
lence, focusing on the EU’s evolving legal response and the capacities—and limi-
tations—of the Digital Services Act. Stephanie Reynolds’ chapter investigates the 
unique political influence of platform owners, concentrating on Elon Musk’s dual 
role as owner and user of X. Her contribution illustrates how private power and 
algorithmic visibility shape public debate, showing that online hate cannot be 
separated from the broader question of platform governance and responsibility.

Part II, “Populism and Digital Polarization,” explores how divisive rhetoric 
and political communication fuel hostile online climates. Ibrahim Kurt discusses 
how populist strategies normalize hate by constructing sharp divisions between 
“the people” and “the other,” and how social media magnifies these narratives. 
Francesca Cassano’s chapter turns to the European Court of Human Rights, ad-
dressing the tension between protecting individuals from harmful expression and 
avoiding the chilling of legitimate speech. This part highlights how political mes-
saging and legal doctrine together influence the boundaries of acceptable dis-
course.

Part III, “Gendered Hate and Online Misogyny,” addresses one of the most 
visible and persistent forms of digital hostility. Elizabeth Pearson examines the 
rise of extreme misogynist communities, including the cultural influence of fig-
ures like Andrew Tate. Gwenaëlle Bauvois analyzes how far-right feminist groups 
strategically adopt the language of women’s rights to advance exclusionary nar-
ratives. Katrien Jacobs and Katelijne Lievens study how anti-gender movements 
frame sexuality education as a threat, showing how fear-based rhetoric travels 
across digital spaces. These chapters reveal the gendered dimensions of online 
hate and the political projects it often serves.

Part IV, “Media, Journalism, and Countering Hate Narratives,” turns toward 
information ecosystems and the role of journalists and fact-checkers. Carla Sentí 
Navarro discusses how disinformation targeting minorities corrodes democratic 
debate. Juliana da Cunha Mota provides a systematic review of fact-checking as a 
tool for addressing hate speech, assessing both its potential and its limits. Kezban 
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Karagöz offers an important perspective on journalism in exile, reflecting on the 
vulnerability of reporters who confront political hostility while navigating threats 
to personal safety.

Part V, “Emotions, Psychology, and the Human Experience of Hate,” explores 
how people interpret and internalize hostile narratives. Aneta Szarfenberg docu-
ments how hate speech targeting individuals associated with the Gülen movement 
can move from digital labeling to real-world harms through administrative and 
legal decisions. Soraya Afzali discusses digital platforms as tools of influence in 
polarized political environments, emphasizing how emotions and identity shape 
political behavior. This final section underscores that hate speech is not only a 
legal or technological issue—it is also deeply psychological and experiential.

As editors, we hope this collection contributes to a deeper understanding of 
how digital communication and political developments influence the spread of 
hate speech. The authors offer valuable insights into both the risks and the op-
portunities created by today’s digital environment. Their analyses remind us that 
protecting human dignity and democratic values requires constant attention and 
cooperation across disciplines.

We thank all contributors for their thoughtful work and the conference par-
ticipants whose discussions helped shape this volume. We extend our sincere 
gratitude to Human Rights in Context, Ghent University; Bonavero Institute of 
Human Rights, University of Oxford; Human Rights Implementation Centre, 
University of Bristol, Institut de Drets Humans, Universitat de València; Solidar-
ity with OTHERS. We also hope that this book encourages further research and 
public debate on how societies can respond effectively to hatred in the digital 
age, without losing sight of the essential freedoms on which open democracies 
depend.

Editors.
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Part I 

Governing Hate Online: 
Law, Responsibility, and Platform 

Power
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From Online Hatred to Violence: The Archi-
tecture of Digital Hostility and 

the EU’s Juridical Response 

Lavinia Pedol, University of Milan

1. Introduction 
In recent years, the issue of hate speech has gained increasing prominence 

within legal, political, and social debates, driven by the profound transformation 
of communicative spaces brought about by digital platforms (A. Siegel, 2020: 66 
ss.). The speed at which online content is produced, shared, and disseminated has 
amplified not only opportunities for expression but also dynamics of hostility, 
discrimination, and verbal violence (Cavagnoli, 2022: 20 ss.). In this context, 
identifying a legally sound and practically workable notion of hate speech rep-
resents a significant challenge, as it involves regulatory, technological, and socio-
cultural dimensions that are deeply intertwined.

The growing prevalence of online hate speech has prompted international in-
stitutions – and the European Union in particular – to reflect on the role of major 
digital intermediaries, which are called upon to balance freedom of expression, 
the protection of fundamental rights, and responsibility in content moderation 
(Ferrucci, 2019; Goisis, 2019; D’Amico, 2023). EU initiatives, ranging from the 
non-binding Code of Conduct on Countering Illegal Hate Speech Online to the 
recent adoption of the Digital Services Act (DSA), reflect an attempt to develop a 
regulatory framework capable of responding to the transnational and technically 
complex nature of digital platforms (Wilman, Kaleda, 2024; Correra, 2024).
However, significant concerns remain between the regulatory ambition of the 
DSA and the operational reality of digital ecosystems. While the new Regulation 
introduces innovative tools for addressing illegal content and ensuring algorith-
mic transparency, doubts persist regarding the actual capacity of the obligations 
imposed to align with the economic and technical dynamics of the private actors 
that dominate the market.

This contribution, therefore, aims to provide a critical analysis of the phenom-
enon of online hate speech, reconstruct the framework of the European response, 
and assess the actual scope of the DSA in bridging the gap between normative 
objectives and concrete implementation. In this context, particular attention is 
also devoted to the role of criminal law, both as a traditional instrument for ad-
dressing the most serious forms of hate speech and as a benchmark for evaluat-
ing the proportionality and effectiveness of regulatory measures in the digital 
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environment. The objective is to offer a systematic examination that brings into 
dialogue the theoretical, legal, and regulatory dimensions of the topic, thereby 
contributing to the broader debate on the governance of digital content in an 
ever-evolving environment.

2. Hate Speech: An Attempt to Define a Complex Phenomenon
Few concepts in contemporary public discourse are as elusive and disputed 

as hate speech (see, among many others, Assimakopouloss, 2020, Anderson & 
Barnes, 2022; Ermida, 2023). Its definition continues to resist consensus, reflect-
ing the social, moral, and theoretical tensions that underlie its many forms (Wein-
man, 2006). The difficulty stems from the fluid boundaries between intolerance, 
verbal aggression, and outright incitement to discrimination (Ermida, 2023: 35 
ss.). Some scholars equate hate speech with offensive or abusive language; others 
restrict it to expressions that explicitly promote hostility (Neller, 2023: 28 ss.; 
Duff & Marshall, 2028: 115). Each perspective captures only part of a broader, 
far more intricate reality. The resulting semantic uncertainty has long hindered 
the construction of a coherent and stable theoretical foundation.

At the heart of this debate lies a delicate equilibrium between two competing 
imperatives: the safeguarding of freedom of expression – an indispensable cor-
nerstone of democratic life – and the protection of equality and human dignity, 
which hate speech directly undermines (Crusschina & Gianollo, 2024). The thin 
line separating legitimate opinion from communicative harm remains the subject 
of intense philosophical and legal reflection.

The diversity of national legal systems compounds the problem, each guided 
by its own historical and cultural sensibilities. What is protected speech in one 
jurisdiction may constitute a criminal offence in another. The values at stake – 
freedom, equality, and dignity – acquire different meanings and relative weights 
depending on the sociopolitical context. For this reason, any attempt to elaborate 
a single, exhaustive definition of hate speech is inevitably fraught with difficulty 
(Cabo Isasi and García Juanatey 2016).

The modern category of hate speech took shape in post-war jurisprudence 
and philosophical debate (Ruscher, 2024: 6 ss.). It gained visibility in the United 
States during the 1970s, when university campuses became sites of confrontation 
over racial and ideological discrimination (Di Lisio, Sorrentino, Trezza, 2022: 50 
ss; Guillèn-Nieto, 2023: 109 ss.). The landmark case Brandenburg v. Ohio (1969) 
crystallised the fundamental tension between advocacy and incitement (Galluc-
cio, 2020: 286; Guillèn-Nieto, 2023: 40-42). The American model, grounded 
in the First Amendment’s broad protection of expression, diverges sharply from 
the European approach, which treats freedom of speech as a right to be balanced 
against other fundamental rights (Galluccio, 2020: 196; Guillèn-Nieto, 2023: 
23 ss.).

In Europe, the recognition of the Internet as a global conduit for hatred and in-
citement to violence has prompted the gradual evolution of a legal and regulatory 
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framework designed to protect individuals’ fundamental rights (Ruscher, 2024: 6 
ss.). These efforts build upon the post-war human-rights architecture. Article 7 of 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) guarantees protection against 
discrimination and incitement, while Article 20 of the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (1966) explicitly prohibits advocacy of national, racial, 
or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to hostility or violence.

Within the Council of Europe, the European Commission against Racism 
and Intolerance (ECRI) has played a central role in shaping this normative re-
sponse. Its recommendations – beginning with General Policy Recommendation 
No. 1(1996) and culminating in No. 15 (2015) – chart a widening of concern 
from racism and xenophobia to gender, disability, and sexual orientation. The 
2015 document provides one of the most comprehensive definitions to date, 
describing hate speech as any advocacy, promotion, or justification of hatred, 
denigration, or defamation based on identity characteristics such as race, colour, 
language, religion, nationality, or sex (Bello & Scudieri, 2022: 8 ss.).

Within the framework of the Council of Europe, the European Commission 
against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) has played a crucial role through a series 
of recommendations promoting equality and combating discrimination. These 
include General Policy Recommendation No. 1 (1996), on combating racism, 
xenophobia, antisemitism, and intolerance; No. 2 (1997), condemning all forms 
of discrimination based on ethnicity, language, religion, nationality, sex, sexual 
orientation, or gender identity; and No. 7 (2002), emphasizing the urgency of 
legislative measures to counter racial discrimination.

On 30 October 1997, the ECRI also adopted a specific recommendation 
against hate speech, further developed in General Policy Recommendation No. 
15 (2015), which defines hate speech as any advocacy, promotion, or incitement 
of denigration, hatred, or defamation of individuals or groups, as well as the 
justification of such expressions, based on characteristics such as race, colour, 
language, religion, nationality, ethnic origin, age, disability, sex, gender identity, 
sexual orientation, or other personal status.

At the international level, the Additional Protocol to the Convention on Cy-
bercrime (Budapest Convention) – in force since 2006 – is also significant, as it 
criminalizes specific racist or xenophobic acts committed via computer networks. 
Equally fundamental are the provisions of the European Convention on Human 
Rights (ECHR), particularly Article 10, which protects freedom of expression 
while balancing it against the need to prevent hate speech and incitement to 
violence.

The normative framework is further enriched by the European Social Charter, 
Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 13(5) of the 
American Convention on Human Rights, as well as numerous declarations and 
recommendations of the Council of Europe and the United Nations – all con-
verging in condemning hate propaganda and promoting responsible freedom of 
expression.
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In general terms, the concept of hate speech encompasses all forms of ex-
pression manifesting hostility or intolerance toward individuals or social groups, 
with the potential risk of generating or amplifying violent reactions (Pino, 2008). 
Hate speech may take different forms: verbally, it manifests using derogatory la-
bels for groups, dehumanizing metaphors, or negative exemplifications; visually, 
it may appear through threatening symbols or imagery (Culpeper, 2021; Ruscher, 
2024). Hatred may be expressed in face-to-face contexts or through mass media, 
including websites and social media platforms, characterized by their broad pub-
lic accessibility. 

UNESCO identifies several features that distinguish online hatred from its 
traditional forms: its endurance across time and platforms; its replication capac-
ity; the anonymity that digital tools afford; and its transnational character, which 
often renders national legal instruments ineffective (Ziccardi & Perri, 2022). 
These characteristics make online hate not only more pervasive but more insidi-
ous, embedding intolerance within the very architecture of communication.

The consequences are profound. For individuals, exposure to sustained hostil-
ity generates anxiety, fear, and alienation, while reinforcing negative stereotypes 
and self-perceptions (Neller, 2023: 29). For society, the normalisation of hate 
corrodes trust and civic dialogue, polarises communities, and fosters environ-
ments conducive to harassment and, ultimately, to hate crimes (Goisis, 2019). 
Lawmakers face the daunting challenge of distinguishing genuine hate advocacy 
from satire or legitimate opinion, of defining the responsibilities of digital plat-
forms, and of redrawing the boundaries between freedom and harm in a world 
where speech is instantaneous and borderless.

3. The Role of Online Hate within Digital Platforms
Once relegated to the margins of the Internet, online hatred has become a 

structural component of the digital ecosystem (A. Siegel, 2020: 56 ss.). No longer 
confined to extremist forums, it now permeates mainstream social networks and 
comment sections, shaping the tone of public debate and the forms of political 
engagement (Irene Spigno, 2018: 19). The Internet thus emerges as a paradoxical 
arena where freedom of expression and human dignity coexist in constant ten-
sion, posing a challenge to the democratic resilience of contemporary societies 
(Francisco Javier Ansuategui Roig, 2017: 35 ss; Conti, 2018).

Hatred can be understood as a complex psychological and social phenom-
enon composed of three elements: rejection of intimacy, aversion towards what 
is perceived as different, passion – emotions such as anger or fear directed at 
what is perceived as threatening, and commitment, the will to devalue or destroy 
the other (Spigno, 2018: 19 ss.). Legally and morally, hatred differs from mere 
dislike: it is a deep, prejudice-driven hostility capable of fuelling resentment, dis-
crimination, and violence (Sternberg, 2005: 45-58). Once disseminated, it can 
evolve into hate crimes motivated by bias against the victim’s identity.
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The causes of hatred are manifold: personal prejudice, social tensions, sym-
bolic conflicts between groups, and structural inequalities (Cortese, 2006). In 
its contemporary form, hatred is often normalised through everyday language, 
rhetorical dramatization of evil, and processes of blame and stigmatization (Wal-
dron, 2014). No longer limited to overt acts of violence, it thrives through online 
discursive practices, comments, memes, and posts that are produced and circu-
lated daily by ordinary users (Frosini, 2024).

Digital technologies have turned the Internet into a global public sphere in 
which verbal aggression has become routine (Boccia Artieri & Marinelli, 2018: 
350-360; Ziccardi & Perri, 2022: 95 ss.). Social media, initially conceived as tools 
of connection and democratic participation, now function as powerful amplifiers 
of hostility (Parekh, 2012: 40-56). Online platforms admittedly keep the world 
open to millions and allow communicators to creatively interact on a global scale, 
but they also set traps for the unwary user (Ermida, 2023: 4; Frosini, 2024). 
Algorithms designed to maximise engagement favour emotionally charged con-
tent, nurturing polarisation and radicalisation (Blanks, 2010; Duffy, Poell & Nie-
borg, 2019; Ermida, 2023; Tommasi, 2023). Within such closed communicative 
loops, commonly described as filter bubbles and echo chambers (Corazza, 2022), 
users encounter mainly opinions that reinforce their own, thereby intensifying 
intolerance (Correra, 2024: 177).

The Internet’s accessibility has transformed every user into both consumer 
and producer of content (Benkler, 2006; Carr & Hayes, 2015: 8; Conti, 2018). 
This unprecedented participatory model has broadened the public sphere but also 
diluted the sense of responsibility attached to speech. The illusion of anonymity 
fosters disinhibition; empathy fades behind the screen. What is written online 
persists, often indefinitely, leaving tangible traces of hostility and fear (Benesh, 
2014).

Consequently, the language of the web has become saturated with derision 
and aggression. Insults, body shaming, and disparaging comments are no longer 
exceptions but integral features of digital communication (Buyse, 2014: 778-
796). These expressions both reflect and reinforce existing social hierarchies, 
disproportionately affecting vulnerable groups and minorities. Perpetrators, 
meanwhile, derive from such behaviour a false sense of superiority and belonging 
(Neller, 2023).

Contemporary hatred manifests in two main trajectories: the traditional, di-
rected against minority groups perceived as “different,” and the interpersonal, 
aimed at specific individuals (Cruschina & Gianollo, 2024: 3 ss.). This discussion 
focuses on the former – online hostility towards social minorities in conditions of 
particular vulnerability. These so-called target groups include communities his-
torically exposed to oppression or discrimination: women, people with disabili-
ties, members of the LGBTQIA+ community, and ethnic or religious minorities 
(Bell, 2002: 181; Brown, 2017: 23-25; Bianchi, 2024). Bias indicators – analyti-
cal tools used to detect discriminatory intent – reveal how online campaigns of 
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denigration often serve not only to humiliate victims but also to reaffirm the 
aggressor’s sense of power and belonging (Goisis, 2019).

Online hatred thus performs a social function: it draws symbolic boundaries 
between “us” and “them,” legitimising exclusion and reinforcing collective identi-
ties built on opposition (A. Siegel, 2023). 

The immediacy of digital communication and the illusion of impunity inten-
sify this phenomenon. The Internet is perceived as a realm of expanded freedom, 
where one can express anger or prejudice without consequence. Yet this perceived 
liberty frequently translates into new forms of verbal violence. Incivility, once 
marginal, now shapes the tone of online discourse, often under the guise of hu-
mour or authenticity (Ruscher, 2024).

Although online hatred is not new, its recent escalation is striking. Global 
events such as migration crises, terrorist attacks, political polarisation, and the 
COVID-19 pandemic have amplified speculative narratives grounded in fear 
and misinformation (Di Lisio, Sorrentino, Trezza, 2022; Retta, 2024: 233-280; 
Safina: 2024:  111-149). The overabundance of news, combined with the absence 
of editorial mediation, has turned social media into fertile ground for hostility. 
Increasingly, hate speech – whether explicit or subtle – has become embedded in 
public discourse itself, blurring the line between political opinion and aggression 
(Waldron, 2021).

As Rega and Marchetti (2019) observe, forms of communicative incivility 
are no longer marginal; they are amplified and normalised through participatory 
digital dynamics. Yet hate speech occupies a paradoxical position: it can represent 
both an exercise of free expression and a violation of human dignity. Because it 
touches the constitutional foundations of democracy, it demands a legal and ethi-
cal response (Pollicino & De Gregorio, 2019).

The digital transformation has thus redefined the dynamics of hostility, en-
dowing hate with unprecedented reach and complexity. Confronting it requires 
more than censorship or criminalisation: it calls for critical reflection on the cul-
tural, educational, and institutional tools necessary to prevent its diffusion. In 
this light, the struggle against online hatred emerges as one of the most urgent 
and challenging tasks facing democratic societies today.

4. The European Union’s Response to Online Hate Speech
In light of the continuous evolution of hateful content on the Internet and the 

parallel transformation of social contexts, it is necessary to reflect on which strate-
gies are most effective in containing and countering the phenomenon of online 
hate (Scamuzzi, Belluati, Caielli, Cepernich, Patti, Stecca & Tipaldo, 2021).

Criminal law (and liability law more generally) is confronted with complex 
questions: to what extent can a digital platform be held liable for unlawful con-
tent (including content amounting to hate speech)? What “notice-and-action” 
obligations does the platform bear? What role is played by user reporting?
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In an attempt to provide an organic, multi-level response to the dissemination 
of unlawful online content, the European Union has progressively developed a 
normative and para-normative framework aimed at reinforcing the accountabil-
ity of online platforms and, more broadly, of digital communication intermediar-
ies (Bassini, 2021). The objective has been to create a synergistic alliance between 
private actors and European institutions (Iannotti Della Valle, 2020: 142 ss).

A first fundamental reference point is Directive 2000/31/EC on electronic 
commerce (the e-Commerce Directive), transposed in Italy by Legislative Decree 
No. 70 of 9 April 2003, which laid the foundation for online commerce and 
established rules governing intermediary liability. The directive introduced the 
safe-harbour principle – namely, a general exemption from liability for Internet 
Service Providers (ISPs) concerning user-generated content (Correra, 2024). This 
principle rests on the assumption that intermediaries are not subject to a duty of 
prior control over transmitted or stored information and, consequently, prohibits 
Member States from imposing general monitoring obligations. The duty to in-
tervene arises only once actual knowledge of the unlawfulness of the content has 
been obtained (“notice and takedown”).

Parallel developments occurred at the international level. The Additional Pro-
tocol to the Budapest Convention on Cybercrime (2001) broadened the scope of 
cooperation among States in combating cybercrime, laying the groundwork for 
increased attention to online hate content and incitement to violence.

From the second half of the 2010s onward, the European Commission pro-
moted several soft-law initiatives and co-regulated self-regulation mechanisms 
intended to enhance the responsibility of digital platforms. In this context, the 
“Code of Conduct on Countering Illegal Hate Speech Online,” signed in 2016 
between the Commission and major global technology companies (Google, Fa-
cebook, Twitter and Microsoft), is of particular importance (Di Lisio, Sorrentino, 
Trezza, 2022; Correra, 2024). Based on voluntary commitments, the Code estab-
lished structured cooperation between public institutions and private operators 
to ensure faster and more effective review and removal of content reported as hate 
speech.

The experience of the Code of Conduct fits within a broader European strat-
egy of multi-level governance, which also includes the “EU Internet Forum” 
project (2015), designed to coordinate national governments, Europol and tech-
nology companies in combating terrorism and hate-related online content. This 
approach reflects the Union’s intention to construct a public–private cooperation 
network capable of serving as a regulatory umbrella for national policies (Sca-
muzzi et al., 2021).

Despite the progress made in terms of raising awareness and increasing con-
tent-moderation procedures, soft-law instruments have proven fragile, being 
rooted in voluntary and non-binding commitments. Further challenges stem 
from the linguistic and cultural diversity of the European context – which com-
plicates the development of a uniform definition of “hate content” – and from 
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the persistent reluctance of certain Member States to implement EU recommen-
dations consistently, at times perceived as intrusive vis-à-vis national sovereignty.

To overcome these limitations, the Commission has gradually oriented its ac-
tion toward the adoption of hard-law instruments capable of converting the good 
practices developed under the Codes of Conduct into legally binding obligations. 
In this respect, a significant step was taken with the revision of the Audiovisual 
Media Services Directive (Directive 2018/1808/EU), which extended monitor-
ing and removal obligations to video-sharing platforms, imposing specific meas-
ures to counter the dissemination of illegal content, particularly content inciting 
hatred or violence.

These regulatory developments find further consolidation in the Digital Ser-
vices Act (Regulation (EU) 2022/2065), which marks the transition from a logic 
of mere self-regulation to a model of shared and transparent responsibility (Cag-
giano, 2021: 4 ss.). The DSA introduces obligations of due diligence, algorithmic 
transparency and notice-and-action systems aimed at safeguarding fundamental 
rights within the European digital sphere (Bolognini, Pelino, Scialdone, 2023).

The Digital Services Act (DSA) maintains systematic continuity with Direc-
tive 2000/31/EC, of which it represents a substantial evolution. It establishes a 
more articulated and stringent regulatory framework for providers of informa-
tion-hosting services – including large online platforms – redefining their duties 
and responsibilities in terms of transparency, traceability, and systemic risk man-
agement (Tommasi, 2023).

The reform leading to the adoption of the DSA forms part of the Union’s 
broader project to build a safe, predictable and trusted online environment, with-
in which the protection of fundamental rights, legal certainty and fair competi-
tion coexist in a dynamic equilibrium between technological innovation and legal 
oversight (Pollicino & De Gregorio, 2019; Correra, 2024).

The DSA contains provisions specifically targeting unlawful online content, 
including online hate speech, through the imposition of new obligations on digi-
tal service providers. While maintaining the core logic of the 2000 e-Commerce 
Directive – namely, the exemption of platforms from liability for user-generated 
unlawful acts and the prohibition of ex ante content monitoring – the DSA com-
bines these principles with a series of procedural and substantive obligations. 
These include the establishment of internal mechanisms for the removal of un-
lawful content and the requirement to provide reasons for, and allow appeals 
against, decisions taken.

In principle, the provider remains exempt from liability until it gains actual 
knowledge of the unlawful content: this moment marks the dies a quo from 
which a duty of prompt action arises to identify the source, block dissemination, 
and prevent access. This regime of so-called “conditional liability” is implemented 
through various measures, including quicker and more structured procedures for 
eliminating illegal items or products, user reporting mechanisms, and the intro-
duction of specialised service categories required to inform the judicial authority 
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of the Member State where the service is established whenever a suspected offence 
poses a threat to the life or safety of one or more persons (Article 18).

To ensure the effective suppression of unlawful online content, the DSA 
adopts a decentralised approach involving cooperation between public authori-
ties and organisations or stakeholders with recognised expertise. Within this 
framework, content oversight is entrusted to entities defined as “trusted flaggers” 
(Article 20): authorities or NGOs with proven experience and competence in 
detecting and reporting unlawful online content. Reports submitted by such ac-
tors must receive priority handling to guarantee timely and effective platform 
intervention (De Gregorio, 2021).

Article 16 introduces notice-and-action tools, requiring all hosting services – 
not only platforms – to implement simple and accessible mechanisms enabling 
both users and authorities to report problematic content, including hate speech. 
Platforms must respond promptly, assessing reports accurately and transparently 
and informing the reporting party of the decision taken.

Under Article 15, when a platform decides to remove unlawful content or 
restrict access to it, it must provide the user with a clear, precise and compre-
hensible explanation. Furthermore, platforms must establish internal complaint 
mechanisms allowing users to contest removals they deem unjustified, thus en-
suring a balance between freedom of expression and online safety (Article 17).

Particularly relevant are Articles 34 and 35, which focus on Very Large Online 
Platforms (VLOPs) – platforms with more than 45 million users in the European 
Union. These platforms are required to identify and mitigate systemic risks aris-
ing from their services, with special attention to content-moderation processes 
and algorithmic transparency. The aim is to enhance platform accountability, 
ensuring that the scale of their influence does not compromise user safety or 
fundamental rights.

VLOPs – defined through a quantitative criterion – must periodically con-
duct assessments of systemic risks associated with their services, evaluating them 
according to the gravity and probability of potential harms. Notably, in cases of 
non-compliance, Member States may impose financial penalties on large plat-
forms that may reach up to 6% of their annual turnover (Article 52).

Ensuring the prompt and rigorous interruption of the flow of unlawful con-
tent thus constitutes one of the central duties imposed on digital platforms, re-
flecting the growing expectation that intermediaries actively contribute to safe-
guarding the integrity of the online information ecosystem.

5. The DSA Between Ambition and Reality
The Digital Services Act (DSA) constitutes one of the European Union’s most 

ambitious remarks in the regulation of digital platforms, representing a com-
prehensive attempt to redesign the architecture of digital governance (Tommasi, 
2023). Nonetheless, its actual capacity to shape the European information and 
communication ecosystem remains subject to empirical and doctrinal assessment. 
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Given the recency of its application, it is still premature to formulate definitive 
judgments concerning its systemic effects; yet some initial interpretative and op-
erational challenges can already be identified.

As previously noted, the DSA introduces innovative mechanisms of transpar-
ency and accountability for providers of intermediary services, with the stated 
aim of ensuring a safer, fairer, and more rights-respecting digital environment. 
Despite its ambitious regulatory design, the framework presents several areas of 
uncertainty that risk undermining the uniformity of its implementation.

A first critical issue concerns Article 3 of the DSA, where the definition of 
unlawful content appears intentionally broad and indeterminate. Although such 
openness serves the purpose of allowing interpretative flexibility, it risks resulting 
in heterogeneous applications across Member States and in conferring excessive 
discretionary power upon platforms in content removal. It therefore seems de-
sirable to adopt EU-wide interpretative guidelines capable of providing clearer 
criteria for identifying sanctionable conduct.

A second problematic aspect relates to the identification of the authors of 
online hate speech. In practice, enforcement is hampered by the fact that access 
to users’ identifying data remains contingent on the cooperation of platforms, 
which only rarely provide the requested information, notwithstanding the rel-
evant provisions of the GDPR on the processing of personal data. The widespread 
use of pseudonyms, fake accounts, and anonymisation tools (VPNs, the Tor net-
work, proxy servers) further complicates traceability, making it necessary to adopt 
measures aimed at preventing the abuse of digital anonymity (Woods & Ruscher, 
2021; Frosini, 2024: 120 ss.).

A third interpretative challenge concerns the balancing of freedom of expres-
sion with the public interest in collective security. The progressive privatisation 
of content control – through the delegation to platforms of moderation powers – 
risks resulting in a form of discretionary enforcement which, in the absence of ef-
fective judicial oversight, may compromise the protection of fundamental rights. 
Such dynamics can generate a chilling effect, prompting users to self-censor for 
fear of sanctions or arbitrary removal.

The boundary between hate speech and hate action has become increasingly 
blurred, thus justifying restrictive intervention by platforms in relation to content 
that incites hatred or violence. Although freedom of expression is a cornerstone 
of democratic systems, it cannot be exercised without limits, particularly where 
hate speech produces tangible social effects and contributes to the proliferation of 
violence, discrimination and insecurity. The events in Halle (2019) and Christch-
urch (2019) represent emblematic cases in which online radicalisation manifested 
in real-world violence, demonstrating that digital hatred transcends the confines 
of cyberspace.

This underscores the need to assign platforms a proactive role in countering 
unlawful content, especially where it constitutes incitement to hatred or violence. 
The challenge for the DSA – conceived as a new digital constitution for the EU 
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– is to reconcile the protection of collective security with the safeguarding of plu-
ralism and open democratic debate.

From this perspective, it is essential that platforms continue to invest in ar-
tificial intelligence technologies for the automatic detection of hateful content, 
improving algorithmic accuracy so as to avoid over-blocking and to ensure pro-
portionate and non-discriminatory ex post review. However, technological solu-
tions alone are insufficient: it is necessary to promote a widespread culture of 
digital responsibility, grounded in critical awareness of algorithmic functioning, 
content-amplification mechanisms and the social consequences of online interac-
tions.

Only through the integration of legal, technical and educational instruments 
will it be possible to achieve the DSA’s ultimate objective: a European digital eco-
system that is pluralistic, secure and respectful of human dignity.
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Profiting from Hate or Participating in De-
bate? Critiquing the Unique Political Reach of 

Elon Musk as Owner-User of X

Stephanie Reynolds, University of Liverpool

 

Introduction
Over the last few years, Elon Musk has used his X account to make what many 

would view as increasingly populist interventions in European politics. His posts 
have, for instance, been accused of “fan[ning] the flames of unrest and rioting 
across the UK” (Griffin, 2024). Interestingly, other than a brief stint as a public 
actor whilst heading up the constitutionally questionable (Raul, 2025; Sneed, 
2025; Moynihan, 2025) US Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), 
Musk’s political comments are usually presented as those of a concerned private 
citizen (Musk, n.d.-a). Yet as the world’s richest person (Forbes, n.d.), and owner 
– rather than mere user – of X, Musk is no ordinary participant in online debate. 
Indeed, while a central concern about social media platforms is their algorithmic 
fostering of echo chambers (Willis, 2020), Musk’s position as X owner, with 220 
million followers, means such filtering is less likely to affect his own posts. In 
short, Musk’s offline power extends his online reach, furnishing him with an 
extensive platform to voice his often-controversial views and to boost those of 
others.

Accordingly, Musk’s unique position as owner-user of X offers a useful lens 
through which to explore the overarching themes of the Echoes of Hate con-
ference. Section one of this paper thus outlines some of Musk’s choices as X 
owner, his contentious interventions as X user, and some of the allegations lev-
elled at him about the link between these online activities and offline violence. 
It posits that his privileged capacity to amplify populist rhetoric places him in 
a position of responsibility at the nexus between digital hate speech and hate 
crime, regardless of whether he commits such acts himself. Section two argues 
that Musk’s ability to amplify populist messaging is not only underpinned by his 
online interjections. The reactions to Musk’s online speech by established consti-
tutional actors, as a result of his societal power, cement rather than counteract 
the megaphone Musk can offer his chosen narratives. Musk’s consequent ability 
to operate as a populist leader (Musk, n.d.-b) throws into sharp focus broader 



concerns about unchecked private power, which operates outwith the checks and 
balances of public constitutional frameworks whilst still drawing on established 
tenets of liberal constitutionalism to legitimise and enable its dominance. These 
findings inform section three’s assessments of the UK’s regulatory response to 
online hate speech. Examination of whether Musk’s posts leave him liable to 
conviction for any criminal offences, as a user, under the UK’s Online Safety Act 
2023, or impose any responsibility on him as an owner demonstrate the weak-
nesses in the UK legislation. Yet, it also highlights the hamstrung nature of any 
regulatory attempt to balance curbs on populist narratives against the need to 
protect free speech. Consequently, the section asks whether constitutional and 
societal attempts to address the specific drivers of Musk’s – and others’ – private 
societal power might offer a surer means of undercutting the seductive nature 
of the narratives he arguably perpetuates, and which also thrive among ordinary 
social media users. In other words, addressing societal inequality and practical 
disenfranchisement might be more effective than futile regulatory attempts to 
square the free speech circle.

1. A position of responsibility at the nexus of online hate speech and 
hate crime? An overview of Musk’s contentious interventions in UK 
politics

When Musk became the owner of X – then Twitter – in October 2022, he 
declared that the “bird [was] freed,” later underscoring that the platform’s cen-
tral purpose was to be a “global town square – from the people, for the people” 
(Musk, n.d.-c). For Musk, this meant re-instating accounts of certain commenta-
tors who had been banned from the platform under its content moderation poli-
cies, since, he argued, X should house all political views (Rawlinson, 2018; Anon, 
2025; Statista, n.d.-a). Alongside these changes, Musk disbanded the platform’s 
Trust and Safety Council (Anon, 2022)– an advisory group comprising nearly 
100 independent civil, human rights, and other organisations – and fired Twit-
ter’s Chief Executive in charge of Trust and Safety (Ortutay et al., 2022; Brewster, 
2024).

Although it is methodologically difficult to track the relationship between 
social media activity and offline incidents, it is at least arguable that some of these 
decisions were contributing factors to recent political unrest in the UK (Spring, 
2024a). This includes the rioting that took place across the country following the 
tragic killing of children in Southport during a Taylor Swift-themed dance class 
(Merseyside Police, 2024). In the aftermath of the attack, misinformation quickly 
spread on social media that it had been carried out by a Muslim refugee who 
had arrived by small boat in 2023 (Spring, 2024b). In fact, the perpetrator, Axel 
Rudakubana, was born in Cardiff and had been living in the Southport area since 
2013. Nevertheless, re-instated X user, and “self-proclaimed misogynist” (BBC 
News, 2025a) Andrew Tate, who at the time of the attacks had around 9 million 
followers (BBC News, 2025a), was reported as posting that the attacker was an 
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“illegal immigrant” and that people needed to “wake up” (Cumming, 2024; Mil-
mo & Quinn, 2024; Browning, 2024). On the day the 2024 riots began, former 
English Defence League leader and re-instated X user, Stephen Yaxley-Lennon 
– known as “Tommy Robinson” (Lindsay, 2018) – used the platform to push an 
anti-Muslim narrative and to argue that “[p]eople need to rise up…our daughters 
are being butchered” (Robinson, n.d.-a). The post received over 630,000 views.

This pales into insignificance when compared with the total number of in-
teractions with Robinson’s extensive X postings over the course of the riots. A 
video, posted the day they began, arguing that there was “evidence” that “[I]
slam is a mental illness” garnered 1.5 million views and 41,000 “likes,” while a 
video he posted on 2nd August, when the riots were ongoing, of a police station 
being destroyed as “the people revolt” was watched 5.4 million times and “liked” 
38,000 times (Community Note on X, n.d.; Robinson, n.d.-b). On the same 
post, Robinson tagged Prime Minister Keir Starmer, telling him that he “should 
have listened.” The next day, Robinson used X to “report” that two “#EnoughisE-
nough” protestors had been stabbed by Muslims (Robinson, n.d.-c). This post 
was viewed 2.7 million times. Fact-checking service FullFact.org subsequently 
reported that this information was false (Full Fact, n.d.). While it cannot be sug-
gested that Robinson single-handedly instigated the rioting, he clearly did not 
shy away from supporting those engaged in them. Indeed, he explicitly accused 
Starmer of calling protestors “thugs” (Spring, 2024b), when they were “justified 
in their anger” (Milmo & Quinn, 2024; Unknown, 2024). Certainly, Robinson 
became something of a figurehead during the riots, with protestors heard chant-
ing his name during rallies (Marshall, 2024).

Crucially, various media outlets (Griffin, 2024; The Times, 2024) and NGOs 
have argued that, as well as reinstating Robinson’s account, changes made by 
Musk to X when he became owner resulted in the greater visibility of Robinson’s 
content (Centre for Countering Digital Hate, 2024). Robinson holds a “blue 
tick” on the platform, which was identified even prior to Musk’s takeover as 
lending credibility to account content regardless of its actual veracity (House of 
Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 2020). Musk, however, 
explicitly linked the “blue tick” to X’s “premium service” and the consequent 
prioritisation of content in algorithmic rankings (X, n.d.-a). Robinson himself 
clearly considers this service to be beneficial, frequently posting statistics on the 
interactions his content receives on the platform (TrobinsonNewEra, n.d.-d; 
Centre for Countering Digital Hate, 2024). Even without this paid-for benefit, 
X’s algorithmic coding might favour content like Robinson’s. An analysis of X’s 
open-source code, conducted by Amnesty International, suggested that “the 
platform’s content ranking algorithms prioritise the type of content that can 
spread misinformation and hate, with deeply inadequate safeguards to prevent 
human rights abuses…these design choices significantly exacerbated human 
rights risks for racialised communities in the wake of the Southport riots”
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Similarly, the Centre for Countering Digital Hate has argued that “X’s algo-
rithm is designed to reward controversial content that gets views and engage-
ment” (Centre for Countering Digital Hate, 2024). The result, they posited, was 
that Robinson’s posts, which linked the Southport murders to Muslims, were 
viewed 13 million times. Crucially, as the CDH highlights, engagement with 
Robinson’s posts increased dramatically during the riots. While he accrued an 
average of 11.1 million daily views prior to the Southport attacks, he garnered 
54.3 million during the unrest (Centre for Countering Digital Hate, 2024). This 
suggests a feedback loop between online content and real-world activity. While it 
might be argued that Robinson’s posts were a driver of the riots, it can also be pos-
tulated that civil unrest generated further interest in Robinson’s content, which 
in turn enhanced his opportunity to increase his platform and further fuel the 
protests. This finding adds nuance to the otherwise well-founded concern that 
“online false information contributes to political polarisation [via] echo chambers 
and filter bubbles, in which political opinions and prejudices are fostered through 
insular engagement” (Coe, 2023, p. 224; see also Dowdeswell & Goltz, 2020). 
Indeed, social upheaval might expand the reach of controversial commentators 
beyond their usual demographic.

Robinson’s ability to overcome the usual presumptions about algorithmic fil-
tering, facilitated by Musk’s decisions as owner, might have been further strength-
ened by the direct support Musk often offers him as user. For instance, when 
Robinson accused the UK Prime Minister of labelling everyone upset about the 
Southport murders as “thugs,” Musk responded with two exclamation marks 
(Spring, 2024b). Musk is known to reply to or repost other X users’ content with 
emojis, exclamation marks or one-word comments (Maxwell, 2023), and while 
this might be because he genuinely finds associated content “cool” or “true,” the 
fact this creates a link between the content and Musk’s 200 million X followers 
cannot be ignored. Nor can the New York Times’ reporting that X’s algorithms 
prioritise its owner’s content (Conger et al., 2024; Schiffer & Newton, 2023). 
Musk’s interventions during the riots, however, were not limited to boosting the 
reach of Robinson’s posts. When conservative commentator Ashley St Clair ar-
gued on X that the UK riots were “the effects of mass migration and open bor-
ders” (St Clair, n.d.), Musk responded with the words “civil war is inevitable” 
(Musk, n.d.-c). This received 10 million views and 33,400 “likes” (Musk, n.d.-c). 
Downing Street’s response not only called Musk’s comments “unjustified” but 
also implied a link between them and the riots: “anyone who is whipping up 
violence online will face the full force of the law” (Brown & Culbertson, 2024).

Musk, however, was not deterred. When Starmer publicly pledged protection 
for the UK’s Muslim communities during the protests, Musk shared a video of 
“armed ‘Muslim patrol’ members…looking for white right-wingers to attack” 
asking: “Why aren’t all communities protected in Britain @keirstarmer?” (Musk, 
n.d.-d). Later, he used X to draw attention to riot-related arrests, particularly 
those resulting from online activity. His query, posted while the riots were ongo-
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ing, as to whether this was “Britain or the Soviet Union” was viewed 48 million 
times (Musk, n.d.-e). His post “#TwoTierKeir,” also uploaded during the riots, 
implying that under the Labour government Muslims received preferential treat-
ment over the white population, received 7.2 million views, 86,000 “likes,” and 
15,000 reposts (Musk, n.d.-f ).

Musk’s accusations of anti-white racial profiling continued after the riots. 
When Safeguarding Minister Jess Phillips opted to encourage a locally-led, rather 
than national, inquiry into grooming gangs in Oldham, Musk reposted a tweet 
from another X user, which accused Phillips of “refus[ing] an inquiry into [M]
uslim grooming gangs,” and asked “someone [to] tell her she is supposed to be 
safeguarding children not the gangs.” Musk added his own view that “Jess Phil-
lips is a rape genocide apologist.” This post garnered 43.6 million views, 240,000 
“likes,” and 51,000 reposts (Musk, n.d.-g). In a separate post, viewed 60.2 mil-
lion times and shared 46,000 times, Musk accused Starmer of being “complicit 
in the RAPE OF BRITAIN when he was head of the Crown Prosecution for 6 
years. Starmer must go and he must face charges for his complicity in the worst 
mass crime in the history of Britain” (Musk, n.d.-h).

On the one hand, while extreme, it could feasibly be argued that Musk’s posts, 
at least in relation to Phillips, were political speech and reflected his views on 
the decision to focus on a locally-led inquiry. On the other, Musk’s unparalleled 
online reach, combined with the attention his posts inevitably receive from the 
traditional UK media (Sigsworth, 2025), arguably places him in a position of 
responsibility because there is a greater chance that his online speech could en-
courage digital and real-world hate crime. Indeed, Phillips reported that “threats 
to her own safety had gone up since [Musk’s] social media posts” (BBC News, 
2025b; see also Fenwick & Coe, 2025). A 39-year-old man was later convicted of 
sending malicious communications “saturated in hate and intolerance” to Phillips 
under s.1 of the Malicious Communications Act 1988 (Malicious Communica-
tions Act, 1988; PA Media, 2025). District Judge Smith stated that his email had 
caused the Safeguarding Minister “great distress” and that she “was concerned for 
[Bennett’s] potential to escalate or encourage others for violence against her, hav-
ing in mind the murder of her colleague Jo Cox” (PA Media, 2025). The Crown 
Prosecution Service noted that Bennett sent his email to Phillips “one day after 
Musk said the MP ‘deserves to be in prison’ for denying requests to the Home 
Office for a public inquiry into child sexual exploitation in Oldham” (PA Media, 
2025).

As the above examples demonstrate, Musk stands in a position of responsi-
bility at the nexus of online speech and real-world unrest. While he cannot be 
blamed for triggering the UK’s summer 2024 riots, which were caused by a num-
ber of factors, his decisions to re-instate individuals who spread misinformation 
and/or emerged as figureheads of civil unrest, alongside his influence over X’s 
content moderation and algorithm policies, and his personal choices as X’s most 
high-profile user (Buchholz, 2025) mean he is uniquely positioned to amplify 
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his chosen narratives. Indeed, the extent of his online reach means that he could 
claim to be a populist leader even in situations where he simply places a couple 
of exclamation marks over the posts of far-right activists. Crucially, as the next 
section underscores, this capacity is further buttressed by his offline influence and 
societal power.

2. Amplifying hate through societal power: Musk as a populist leader   
The use of social media to express strong political views is hardly news. In-

deed, at its advent, it was hoped that its transformation of the internet consumer 
into participant would unlock the web’s democratising potential (Obar & Wild-
man, 2015; Ceron, 2017). Ordinary people could now disseminate their politi-
cal views to the world at large. Not only was there no need for parliamentary or 
media intermediaries but these estates could now be held to account by this “fifth 
estate” of power (Dubois & Dutton, 2014). Yet further research has revealed “the 
attention economy of social media [to be] highly unequal” in practice (Ojala et 
al., 2018). As section one highlights, Musk provides the paradigm example. The 
online speech of a social media user, who also happens to be its owner, who pos-
sesses over 200 million followers, and who can influence algorithmic prioritisa-
tion is clearly going to have greater reach than the average citizen. These things 
alone enable Musk to operate as a populist leader and not just in the UK. It is 
well-documented that Musk has chosen to platform populist political parties in 
European elections. His tweet claiming that “only the AfD can save Germany” 
– sections of which have been found to be right-wing extremist by German au-
thorities (Parker, 2025) – has been viewed 52.5 million times, liked 147,000 
times, and shared 29,000 times (Musk, n.d.-i). Crucially, Nenno and Lorenz-
Speen document a spike in the online reach of Alternative für Deutschland co-
chair Alice Weidel around the time of Musk’s post (Nenno & Lorenz-Speen, 
2025). Importantly, they also outline that Musk’s reach extends beyond online 
activity. His interview endorsing Weidel in Die Welt, combined with a related ex-
change of X posts between Musk and Weidel, similarly coincided with an upturn 
in Weidel’s X followers and the number of views her posts received. Interestingly, 
from the data available to them(Nenno & Lorenz-Speen, 2025; House of Lords 
Communications and Digital Committee, 2024; Dowdeswell & Goltz, 2020), 
Nenno and Lorenz-Speen found “no evidence of an adjustment to the algorithm 
in Weidel’s favour,” concluding that while such changes might have been subtle, 
the more obvious contributor might have been “that Musk’s statements on X 
are particularly visible and a retweet from him can lead to a shift in discourse” 
(Nenno & Lorenz-Speen, 2025). Accordingly, it is significant that Musk handed 
Weidel extended access to his user-base via a 74-minute livestream from his X 
account, during which he interviewed the AfD co-leader and endorsed the party 
(Anon, 2025)

Other German politicians view Musk’s interventions as democratically prob-
lematic. Dirk Wiese of the centre-left SPD party alleged that Musk “use[s] his 
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influence for deliberate provocations, misinformation, and the spread of popu-
list narratives” (Watling & Hagopian, 2025). Of course, such statements are ex-
pected from politicians whose parties are in electoral competition with the AfD. 
Nevertheless, that constitutional actors feel it necessary to comment points to an 
understanding of Musk’s societal influence, which in turn points to his poten-
tial to lead populist narratives. Accordingly, having acknowledged Musk’s online 
reach above and in section one, this section now turns to examining the reactions 
of established constitutional actors to Musk’s political interventions. It argues 
that these responses, reluctant or otherwise, risk cementing rather than counter-
acting Musk’s messaging. This raises imperative questions about unchecked pri-
vate power, which escapes constitutional checks and balances whilst drawing on 
those same safeguards to perpetuate populist narratives and further commercial 
dominance.

Certainly in the UK, various high-profile political figures have considered it 
wise to work with, rather than against, Musk. Even after he had been accused 
of fanning the flames of the 2024 riots and at a time when he had just labelled 
the UK “a Stalinist state” (Musk, n.d.-j), Labour party grandee Peter Mandelson 
publicly called on Keir Starmer to ease tensions with the X owner for unavoidable 
pragmatic reasons. Mandelson declared Musk “a sort of technological, industrial 
and commercial phenomenon [who]…it would be very unwise in my view for 
Britain to ignore… You’ve got to get over it…he’s got to be re-introduced to 
the British government” (Maddox, 2024). While Starmer did not opt for this 
approach at that time, he did still recommend Mandelson for ambassador to 
Washington, just as Musk was heading up DOGE (Keate, 2025). This is perhaps 
only a small illustration of a wider problem identified by Alemanno and Veraldi, 
who argue that Musk’s “multi-industry influence gives rise to profound questions 
about the limits of individual influence and power accumulation in a complex 
geopolitical landscape” (Alemanno & Veraldi, 2025, p. 11).

Beyond these subtle government responses, the constant interest in Musk by 
another established constitutional actor – the traditional media – risks diverting 
attention from pertinent issues towards more sensationalist matters, which in 
turn can impact upon the execution of constitutionally essential accountability. 
For instance, when the UK Prime Minister delivered a speech on his Govern-
ment’s strategy for reducing waiting lists in the country’s National Health Service, 
the press nonetheless asked him to comment on an X poll run by Musk as to 
whether “America should liberate the people of Britain from their tyrannical gov-
ernment?” (Musk, n.d.-k). Starmer refused to comment and so was asked about 
Musk again (Cooke, 2025). This time the question concerned the risks posed by 
Musk’s online posts to Jess Phillips. Despite asserting that “on the question of 
Elon Musk, I think most people are more interested in what is going to happen 
with the NHS quite frankly,” Starmer was forced to provide a comment when 
pressed on the matter yet again: “those that are spreading lies and misinforma-
tion as far and wide as possible are not interested in victims, they’re interested in 
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themselves. They are cheerleading Tommy Robinson, a man who went to prison 
for nearly collapsing a grooming case” (Cooke, 2025).

Critically, although the media reported on Labour’s waiting list reduction 
strategy (Crerar & Campbell, 2025), any criticism of its approach (Gregory, 
2025) quickly became chip paper in the face of continued press and parliamen-
tary attention to the question of “Muslim grooming gangs” as pushed by Musk. 
This despite the fact that the chair of an independent inquiry into child sex abuse, 
which had taken place as recently as 2022 (Independent Inquiry into Child Sex-
ual Abuse, 2022), had publicly stated that a further inquiry would “certainly 
cause delays” to the implementation of its recommendations (Mercer & Zeff-
man, 2025). “Galvanised” by Musk (Rigby, 2025a), the Conservative Opposi-
tion tabled an amendment to the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill to cover 
the issue despite having rejected similar calls when in power themselves (Anon, 
2025b). Importantly, this amendment would not have brought an inquiry into 
existence but would incidentally have “killed the government’s legislation, the 
aim of which [was] to reform…the children’s care system and raise educational 
standards” (Brown, 2025).

Ultimately, given Labour’s large parliamentary majority, the amendment was 
defeated. The media underscored, however, that it was “largely symbolic”; its 
role being to contribute to broader political pressure on Government “following 
days of headlines after comments by Elon Musk” (Brown, 2025). Subsequently, 
although the UK Government resisted a full U-turn, it did announce a “national 
review” into grooming gang evidence (Whannel & Thomas, 2025), alongside 
funding for five Government-backed local inquiries into child sexual abuse. Per-
haps in light of Musk’s personal attacks on Jess Phillips over the issue, Govern-
ment Ministers “utterly rejected” any notion that his interventions had triggered 
the policy shift (Francis, 2025). The BBC’s chief political correspondent, Henry 
Zeffman, however, begged to differ: “we should not lose sight of the fact that 
there is no chance [Home Secretary Yvette] Cooper would have been standing up 
in the House of Commons [announcing a national review] today if Elon Musk 
hadn’t taken an interest in it…and that remains an extraordinary…fact that I just 
think we need to continue to reflect on because it could well be heralding…a 
whole new way in which our information and political systems interact” (Rigby, 
2025a).

Indeed, the above illustrations of Musk’s political influence suggest that even 
if it is sometimes begrudging, established constitutional players do not always 
counteract but rather cement or even amplify his narratives. The next question 
is why? This might simply be a case of political strategizing, as the UK Con-
servatives’ own U-turn on grooming gangs when going from Government to 
Opposition implies. This would nonetheless emphasise Veraldi and Alemanno’s 
argument that Musk is not only an “economic behemoth but now wields dis-
proportionate influence over the information ecosystem, civic discourse and the 
shaping of political agendas” (Veraldi & Alemanno, 2025, p. 155), enabling “per-
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sonal bias to shape…narratives” (Veraldi & Alemanno, 2025, p. 155). Crucially, 
such developments point to a wider shift as regards the position of private power 
in contemporary constitutional landscapes. As Koulierkis highlights, “there is a 
striking yet neglected interplay between immense economic power and high poli-
tics” (Koulierkis, 2025, p. 109).

How then has this interplay come about? Of course, the answer seems intrin-
sically obvious. Musk is the world’s richest person and the on-again-off-again 
right-hand man of US President Trump (Drenon, 2025; Cai, 2025). Yet discus-
sion of the relationship between economic might and the constitutional impacts 
born from growing populism and political polarisation is arguably rather neglect-
ed in the UK constitutional literature, which despite being heavily focused on 
political components tends to restrict political analyses to parliamentary figures 
and practices (Reynolds, 2025). Knox, however, has convincingly advanced that 
what constitutes constitutional activities, impacts and/or actors is shaped by the 
“legislative and material conditions” of the time (Knox, 2022, pp. 324, 339). He 
draws clear links, for instance, between the socio-democratic model pursued in 
the UK during the post-war consensus, the legislative interventions of the Attlee 
Government, and the strengthening of trade unions’ societal power during the 
1970s (Knox, 2022).

In a similar way, we might look to the neo-liberal model, with its promotion 
of the individual, of capital accumulation, and free markets, as a driver of Musk’s 
societal heft and therefore as an enabler of his de facto populist leadership. Von 
Thun postulates:

[W]hen it comes to the extreme concentration of wealth and power in the 
hands of a small number of American oligarchs and corporations, the US govern-
ment itself naturally bears most of the blame. By slashing taxes on high incomes 
and wealth, weakening labour unions and crippling competition enforcement 
under President Reagan onwards, the US government denuded itself of some of 
the most powerful tools for tackling plutocracy. (von Thun, 2025, p. 81)

Furthermore, he posits, “Europe imported neoliberal thinking from the US, 
which placed market efficiency above all other considerations – including demo-
cratic and societal resilience” (von Thun, 2025). A key aspect of neo-liberalism 
has been to bring private sector innovation into public service delivery. When 
these innovators also run the social media platforms that proliferate hate speech, 
governments find themselves hamstrung. Thus, “tens of thousands of Europe-
ans are dependent on [Musk’s] Starlink for Internet connectivity,” while Musk’s 
SpaceX rockets are being “used by the EU to launch satellites and telescopes” 
(Alemanno & Veraldi, 2025, p. 12). As evidenced by his threats to remove sup-
port, Starlink and SpaceX are pivotal to the Ukrainian war effort (Alemanno 
& Veraldi, 2025). More broadly, as von Thun highlights, Europe is dependent 
on Amazon, Microsoft, and Google for cloud computing infrastructure, and on 
Google for search and digital advertising, all of which have come under fire for 
the contributions their technology can make to the spread of dis/misinformation 
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(von Thun, 2025). The result, perhaps, is that despite Keir Starmer’s clear irrita-
tion when it came to Musk’s intervention on grooming gangs (Rigby, 2025b), “no 
political European leader seems capable or willing to oppose his frontal attack on 
the European continent” (Alemanno & Veraldi, 2025, p. 12).

For Golia, the problem, however, is not just neo-liberalism’s effects on the 
constitutional environment but the presumptions of liberal constitutionalism it-
self and, in particular, its maintenance of a public/private divide (Golia, 2024). 
As Grimm highlights, private actors have progressively gained a greater share of 
public power without being integrated into constitutional accountability frame-
works designed to constrain the coercive powers of the State (Grimm, 2010). In 
the context of online speech, the literature’s focus has been on State exploitation 
of this divide via mechanisms that utilise private platforms’ terms of use, rather 
than legislation, to police speech because, as private actors, social media platforms 
are not subject to formal human rights obligations (Alkiviadou, 2024). These 
concerns remain legitimate. However, an additional consideration must now be 
the private co-opting of this divide, and of the individual right to freedom of 
expression, by tech magnates in ways which permit the perpetuation of online 
content, including hate speech and mis/disinformation, which entrenches their 
commercial position.

Musk has declared himself a “free speech absolutist,” claiming that he did not 
buy Twitter in order to “make more money. I did it to help humanity” (Anon, 
2022b). Prior to his takeover of the platform he was highly critical of its content 
moderation policies, using his own account to launch a poll asking “what should 
be done?” given that “Twitter serves as the de facto public town square [and] fail-
ing to adhere to free speech principles undermines democracy” (Milmo, 2022). It 
is entirely possible that Musk is genuine when he communicates this belief, even 
if he has been accused of hypocrisy in this regard (Counts, 2023). His decision 
to reactivate the account of previously banned users and to weaken the platform’s 
content moderation policies when he took over could well reflect this. After all, 
such an approach reflects established arguments about the marketplace of ideas 
made in the literature and case law. John Stuart Mill argued that the “founda-
tions and reasoning upon which opinions are based must be continually tested 
and, as a result, the acceptance of alternative views by others, and ultimately 
the reliable discovery of truth, must derive from effective persuasion rather than 
coercion” (Coe, 2023, p. 244). In the US case of Abrams v United States, Justice 
Holmes concluded that “the best test of truth is the power of the thought to get 
itself accepted in the competition of the market” (Abrams v. United States, 1919, 
p. 630). Meanwhile in Packingham v North Carolina, Justice Kennedy referred 
to the “internet [as] the modern public square” (Packingham v. North Carolina, 
2017, p. 1737). The admittedly much-contested s.230 Communication Decency 
Act, which protects platforms from responsibility for content posted on their 
sites by users, reflects the US view that free speech requires heightened protection 
from Government interference; itself underscored by the core tenets of liberal 
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constitutionalism, which seek to safeguard individual liberty from State power.
Yet, as Coe has argued, in practice, social media undermines the marketplace 

of ideas and the Habermasian concept of discourse in a rational public sphere 
because it “proliferates a huge amount of information that is poorly researched or 
simply untrue, yet has the potential to, and very often does emerge as the domi-
nant ‘view’ regardless of the detrimental impact this may have on individuals or 
society” (Coe, 2023, p. 225). Despite this, following the election of President 
Trump, Meta’s owner Mark Zuckerberg announced changes to its moderation 
policies, including the elimination of fact-checkers in order, he claimed, to pri-
oritise freedom of expression, which, he implied, had been undermined as a result 
of government pressure (Bayer, 2025).

While Zuckerberg’s reasons might be genuine, it is interesting that these 
changes coincided with the arrival of President Trump, increased focus by the 
US administration on alleged free speech restrictions and censorship in Europe 
(Bourne & Whannel, 2025), and stronger European attempts to regulate digi-
tal platforms, for instance via the UK’s Online Safety Act 2023 and the EU’s 
Digital Services Act. These are understood to introduce commercial risks for the 
tech bros. In other words, as Davies and Cogen identify, “having amassed huge 
amounts of wealth by placing themselves at strategic chokepoints in the econo-
my, [tech oligarchs] have shown themselves to be adept at converting economic 
power into political and cultural power and then back again” (Davies & Cogen, 
2024, p. 13). As the UK’s House of Commons Committee on Digital, Culture, 
Media and Sport observes:

The prevalence of disinformation online must be understood within the 
business context of tech companies. Tech companies generate revenue primarily 
through advertising targeted at users based on observed or perceived tastes and 
preferences, which is maximised by increasing the user base, data collection, aver-
age user time and user personalisation. We know that novelty and fear (along with 
anger and disgust) are factors which drive “engagement” with social media posts; 
that in turn pushes posts with these features further up users’ newsfeeds – this 
is one reason why false news can travel so fast… The more people engage with 
conspiracy theories…the more platforms are incentivised to continue surfacing 
content, which theoretically encourages users to continue using the platform so 
that more data can be collected and more adverts can be displayed. (House of 
Commons Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee, 2020, p. 13; see also 
Mattiuzzo & Nicolini de Morais, 2024)

Similarly, Ong and Toh argue that platforms’ digital dominance “has ena-
bled them to pursue profit-driven operational strategies that promote extremist 
viewpoints, polarise public opinion, facilitate dissemination of information and 
jeopardise physical and mental well-being” (Ong & Toh, 2023, p. 563). Van der 
Kerkhof concedes that Musk has “delivered on his promise of free speech abso-
lutism and has indeed created a virtually lawless public square” but notes that 
“[i]n that promise he downplays his role in amplifying certain voices” within it 
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(van der Kerkhof, 2025, p. 96). Once again, the public/private divide in liberal 
constitutionalism and associated human rights law reinforce Musk’s prerogatives 
in this regard. As a report to the European Parliament confirmed, under “US free 
speech doctrine, private companies are not obliged to respect free speech and are 
[generally] allowed to act as they like against the free speech of others” (Bayer 
et al., 2021, p. 84). This is reinforced by the protections liberal constitutional 
models afford to private property. As Cowls et al. observe, “platform owners are 
able to engage in content moderation through their rights of ownership” (Cowls 
et al., 2020, p. 3). Even in Europe, where meaningful attempts have recently 
been made to regulate digital services – triggering the ire of the likes of Musk and 
Zuckerberg – the legitimate need to balance curbs on hate speech with the pro-
tection of free expression have largely left the world’s private “digital governors” 
in control despite the fact that “informational capitalism remains at the core of 
their business model” (Golia, 2024, pp. 510–511). An assessment of whether the 
UK’s recent Online Safety Act 2023 could do anything to address Musk’s posts 
demonstrates this.

3. Testing the Online Safety Act 2023 against Musk’s X posts
The UK Government has touted its Online Safety Act as legislation that makes 

the UK “the safest place in the world to be online” (HM Government, 2023). The 
OSA has, however, come under fire for “fail[ing] to further democratic ends while 
also failing to curb anti-democratic harms” (Fenwick & Coe, 2025, p. 87), largely 
because with the exception of some new criminal offences and limited removal 
requirements, the Act largely relies on platforms’ own terms of service, despite its 
original objectives of bringing an end to self-regulation. These accusations seem 
to be made out when the Act is tested against Musk’s tweets. Section 181 OSA 
makes it an offence for an individual to send a message that conveys the threat 
of death or serious harm with the intention, or being reckless, as to whether the 
individual encountering the message would fear that that threat would be carried 
out. However, while Jess Phillips reported feeling increasingly threatened follow-
ing Musk’s online posts), it seems highly unlikely that his calls for her to be jailed 
or his accusations that she was a “rape genocide apologist” would meet the high 
threshold set for this offence.

Likewise, these interventions seem unlikely to trigger the OSA’s “false com-
munications offence” under s.179. This has a high mens rea threshold, requiring 
the defendant to know that the information he/she was sending was false and to 
intend that information to cause non-trivial harm to “a likely audience.” There 
must also be an absence of “reasonable excuse.” The extreme language used by 
Musk aside, it seems unlikely that political comment on a decision not to launch 
a national inquiry into grooming gangs would qualify. The same conclusions 
seem likely in relation to Musk’s accusations against “TwoTierKeir” and his re-
lated sharing of a video, claiming to be of the aftermath of a Muslim stabbing of 
white protestors. It would be hard to establish that Musk knew the information 
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attached to the video was false and that he intentionally shared it anyway. In 
any case, ss.179 and 181 only have territorial application if the act is done by an 
individual habitually resident in England and Wales or Northern Ireland (On-
line Safety Act 2023, s.185). While it is perhaps more significant to ask whether 
charges of this nature would ever realistically be brought against Musk, in any 
case, given the increasing public dependence on his private endeavours, the high 
thresholds attached to these offences also apply to the ordinary user.

Section 127(1) of the Communications Act 2003 does render it an offence to 
“send by means of a public electronic communications network a message…that 
is grossly offensive.” As Fenwick and Coe acknowledge, this provision has been 
“deployed on a number of occasions in relation to online threats to female MPs” 
but is not categorised by the OSA as “priority illegal content” that would trigger 
an obligation on social media platforms to remove it (Fenwick & Coe, 2025, p. 
87). When it comes to “legal but harmful content,” the OSA simply imposes du-
ties on large service providers like X to impose their own terms and conditions. 
The Government conceded that “legal but harmful” content might include “rac-
ist, misogynistic” posts, simply saying that “the largest and riskiest companies will 
need to set out clearly in terms and conditions what harmful material is allowed 
on their site.” The need to “protect our core democratic rights, including freedom 
of expression… [meant that] it would be inappropriate for the Government to 
require companies to remove legal content accessed by adults” (HMG, 2022). 
As Fenwick and Coe underscore, “leaving it up to the services to determine the 
content that is covered in their service terms, and relying on them to apply it 
consistently, makes those services de facto arbiters of free speech…some speech 
of political value might be removed while, conversely, some harmful expression of 
anti-democratic tendency might not be” (Fenwick & Coe, 2025, pp. 125–126). 
Arguably, the recognition in X’s terms of service that “sometimes it might be in 
the public interest to allow people to view posts that would otherwise violate our 
policies” (X, n.d.-b) will work to the benefit of Musk and other high-profile users.

The crux of the matter is that free speech concerns are legitimate. It might, 
therefore, be almost impossible to square the free speech circle when it comes to 
regulating out hate speech. Coe, for instance, “is not convinced that the OSA, 
and regulation generally, is the appropriate way to meet the challenge we face, 
as it is not the radical panacea for protecting us from online harms that it has 
been presented as” (Coe, 2023, p. 240). Instead, he points, inter alia, to proper 
funding for regulators and the improvement of digital education to build digital 
resilience as important first steps (Coe, 2023, p. 240; see also Counts, 2023, 
p. 499). While these will be crucial contributors to tackling the problem, these 
solutions still approach its causes as though they were constrained within the 
digital realm. As Golia highlights, “digital tech and globalisation have not created 
but made more visible and urgent, questions left unaddressed by state-centred 
liberal constitutionalism” (Golia, 2024, pp. 510–511). In particular, we might 
look to the public/private divide it reinforces and to neo-liberalism’s promotion 
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of private power. Populism, Loughlin emphasises, works from within and is a 
symptom of the degradation, rather than overthrowing, of our constitutional 
democracies (Loughlin, 2019). This has been caused, inter alia, by expansions 
in global trade, global communications and global investment and the weaken-
ing of national legislatures as compared with executives and non-majoritarian 
institutions, which have removed citizens’ participation from things that affect 
their lives. Neo-liberal approaches have created rules to protect the market whilst 
overlooking the preservation of democratic self-determination. Resulting “ex-
treme wealth imbalances raise constitutional issues by undermining the common 
feeling that sustains republican government” (Loughlin, 2019). In this context, 
it pays for billionaire populists to divert the attention of disempowered popula-
tions away from themselves and towards other groups, while internet conspiracies 
make those same populations “feel empowered” (Wright, 2024, oral evidence, 
HC 175). The real challenge for the modern state, therefore, is to restore citizen 
empowerment, thereby stripping hate speech of its seductive power.
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1. Introduction
Around the world, populist politics have significantly increased in popularity 

in the twenty-first century. Populist politicians have used popular social worries, 
economic disparities, and political disenchantment to create compelling narratives 
of “the people” against “the elites” in a number of European countries, including 
Brazil, the United States, and Turkey. Populism portrays itself as a movement that 
empowers “ordinary citizens” in opposition to the establishment’s indifference, 
bureaucracy, and corruption (Kurt, 2023: Kyle et al., 2018). Beneath its democratic 
appeal, though, is frequently a divisive language that feeds on animosity, fear, 
and anger toward those who are viewed as outsiders. The moral limits of public 
discourse have been altered and hate speech has become more accepted as a result 
of this rhetoric’s increased dissemination through digital media (Wodak, 2015; 
Farkas & Schou, 2018).

Populism’s emotional connection and simplicity make it a powerful 
communicator. To engage big audiences, populist leaders frequently use 
symbolic communication and straightforward, passionate language. They 
portray minorities, immigrants, academics, and political opponents as dangers 
to the country’s moral and cultural fiber while claiming to speak for “real people 
(Krzyżanowski, 2020; Moffitt, 2016).” This “us versus them” dichotomy reduces 
complicated socioeconomic issues to moral conflicts, and populist rhetoric 
serves as a tool for marginalization and stigmatization. The language that results 
normalizes animosity and offers a moral defense of discriminating against beliefs 
that might otherwise be considered intolerable.

These dynamics have been exacerbated by the emergence of digital media, 
which provides populist actors with a decentralized, unmediated platform for 
direct audience communication. Emotionally charged content spreads quickly 
thanks to social media networks, online discussion boards, and algorithm-driven 
environments, which frequently prioritize indignation over thoughtful analysis 
(Gerbaudo, 2018). Populist politicians like Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, Jair Bolsonaro, 
Donald Trump, and other right-wing European leaders have adeptly used digital 
tools to create devoted online groups that reinforce and magnify their divisive 
views (Freelon et al., 2020; Kurt 2024). Under the cover of “free expression” or 
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“patriotic truth-telling,” hate speech is made more visible and socially acceptable 
by this digital populism.

Furthermore, populist rhetoric’s impact extends beyond communication. 
It reshapes social relations, weakens trust in institutions, and erodes the shared 
norms that sustain democratic societies. When hate-laden narratives dominate 
digital discourse, they contribute to polarization, marginalization, and even 
violence. The stigmatization of vulnerable groups—whether migrants, religious 
minorities, or political dissidents—undermines human rights and threatens the 
social cohesion necessary for peaceful coexistence (United Nations, 2019).

Analyzing how political rhetoric impacts societal harmony, how populist 
communication legitimizes hate speech, and how online platforms both support 
and undermine these trends becomes critical in this environment. Thus, this study 
explores populist groups’ communication tactics and their wider ramifications for 
human rights and democratic integrity. In addition to exploring the potential 
for reestablishing civility and inclusiveness in public discourse, it aims to offer 
a nuanced understanding of the ways in which digital populism turns language 
into a vehicle of divide.

The research specifically addresses three interrelated questions:
1. How do populist communication strategies legitimize hate speech?
2. What is the impact of political rhetoric on societal cohesion?
3. How do online platforms enable or restrain the spread of populist hate 

narratives?
In order to contribute to the ongoing scholarly and policy debates regarding the 

regulation of hate speech and the preservation of democratic communication in 
the digital age, this paper will examine these questions through an interdisciplinary 
lens that combines insights from political science, sociology, psychology, and 
human rights studies.

2. Conceptual Framework: Populism, Hate Speech, and Digital 
Communication

According to Mudde and Kaltwasser (2017), populism is a political ideology 
and communication tactic that portrays society as being split between two 
opposing factions: the honest people and the dishonest elite. Although populist 
rhetoric is not intrinsically anti-democratic, it frequently serves as a vehicle for 
the mobilization of animosity and exclusion. Fundamentally, populism reduces 
complicated social and political concerns to emotionally charged stories that play 
on feelings of annoyance, anxiety, and self-identity (Salmela& von Scheve, 2017). 
Supporters’ sense of belonging can be reinforced by this emotional appeal, which 
also serves to justify animosity toward alleged outsiders.

To understand how hate speech becomes accepted in public life, a good 
understanding of the communication aspect of populism is required. Populist 
leaders use performative acts of communication in addition to political programs 
to create significance. They assert moral superiority and condemn opponents as 
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enemies of the country, religion, or tradition by presenting themselves as the true 
voice of “the people (Krzyżanowski, 2020).” Moral hierarchies are established 
by this process of others, which stigmatizes specific social groups as dangers to 
societal stability and cultural purity. These groups are frequently migrants, ethnic 
minorities, or political dissidents. Ordinary people are turned into participants 
in symbolic battles for identity and belonging by the language of fear and rage 
(Moffitt, 2016).

2.1. Populism and the Logic of Stigmatization
The core of populist discourse is the logic of stigmatization. Stigma serves as a 

social control mechanism, designating and excluding people who are thought to 
be inferior or different. By encouraging followers to see themselves as victims of a 
corrupt system and to focus their resentment on a scapegoated “other,” populist 
rhetoric uses this technique to keep followers emotionally united. In addition to 
dividing society, this rhetorical device also affects how the general public views 
authority, morality, and the truth.

According to Kurt (2023), stigma has the power to change how people view 
the world and rewrite social narratives, which can have an impact on how societies 
are structured and how people interact with one another. The boundaries of 
acceptable discourse are gradually shifted by the frequent use of pejorative terms 
and exclusionary metaphors in political communication, such as “invaders,” 
“traitors,” or “fake patriots.” Repetition and emotional reinforcement normalize 
things that were previously deemed offensive. Therefore, populism, frequently in 
the name of upholding traditional values or defending the country, legitimizes 
stigmatization by turning prejudice into a moral virtue (Wodak, 2015).

2.2. Digital Platforms and the Amplification of Hate
Populist rhetoric has gained more traction and influence as a result of the 

digital revolution in political communication. Populist actors have direct, 
unfiltered access to the audience through social media sites like Facebook, 
YouTube, and X (formerly Twitter) (Freelon et al., 2020). Digital spaces thrive 
on virality and engagement, frequently giving preference to emotionally charged, 
contentious, and sensational messages, in contrast to traditional media, where 
content is regulated by gatekeeping and editorial standards.

In this procedure, algorithms are essential. Digital platforms produce echo 
chambers where users are constantly exposed to affirming information by 
giving preference to content that elicits strong emotional responses. By isolating 
people inside ideologically homogeneous groups, confirming their prejudices, 
and limiting exposure to opposing viewpoints, these computational dynamics 
exacerbate polarization (Farkas & Schou, 2018; Kurt, 2023). Hate speech can 
spread freely in these virtual communities under the guise of “patriotic defense” 
or “truth-telling”. Such language has become more commonplace, which erodes 
civic trust and democratic discourse by fostering an intolerance-based culture 
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(Müller & Schwarz, 2021).
Furthermore, people can express animosity without fear of social repercussions 

due to the anonymity and speed of online communication, which lowers 
accountability. Thus, “micro-populism,” a pervasive kind of populist attitude 
that permeates ordinary discussions, memes, and viral narratives in addition 
to formal politics, thrives in the digital sphere (Gerbaudo, 2018). This change 
makes hate speech a cultural phenomenon as well as a political one, obfuscating 
the distinction between social radicalization and political mobilization.

2.3. Human Rights Perspective
Human rights are seriously threatened by the confluence of stigmatization, 

populism, and digital communication.  International human rights law’s core 
tenets of equality, nondiscrimination, and human dignity are all violated by the 
spread of hate speech (United Nations, 2019; European Commission, 2023).  
However, defending the right to free speech frequently makes attempts to control 
offensive speech more difficult.  Populist actors usually take advantage of this 
contradiction by attacking vulnerable communities while posing as advocates of 
“free speech” (Farkas & Schou, 2018).

Addressing digital populism from a human rights standpoint necessitates 
striking a compromise between preventing harm and preserving the right to free 
speech.  This entails creating thorough frameworks that comprise:

• Legal measures to hold individuals and platforms accountable for hate 
speech and incitement (European Commission, 2023).

• Educational initiatives to promote media literacy and critical thinking 
(UNESCO, 2022);

• Civic engagement programs that encourage dialogue and empathy among 
diverse groups (Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Kurt, 2023).

Moreover, it is impossible to separate the battle against hate speech from larger 
social and economic injustices. People who feel ignored by political institutions 
or shut out of economic opportunities frequently connect with populist 
narratives. Therefore, tackling the root causes of populists’ exploitation—poverty, 
unemployment, social exclusion, and a decline in institutional trust—is essential 
to advancing human rights in the digital era.

2.4. Toward an Interdisciplinary Understanding
An interdisciplinary perspective is necessary to comprehend how populism, 

hate speech, and digital communication are all convergent. Human rights studies 
give normative frameworks to counteract the negative consequences of populist 
narratives (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017; Moffitt, 2016), sociology and psychology 
unveil the social and emotional mechanisms that make them attractive, and 
political science sheds light on the tactics and structure of populist groups. 

This research aims to shed light on how digital populism alters communication 
ethics and calls into question the fundamental tenets of democratic coexistence 
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by including these viewpoints. Building on this conceptual framework, the 
ensuing sections examine the actual expressions of populist hate narratives in 
several political contexts and suggest inclusive, human rights-based tactics to 
mitigate their effects.

3. Populist Communication and the Normalization of Hate Speech
Emotionally charged, oversimplified, and moralized narratives that split the 

political landscape into two opposing camps—the good people and the corrupt 
elite—are the foundation of populist communication (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 
2017). This dichotomous reasoning, however, does not end there; it also applies to 
people who are depicted as “enemies of the people” or “outsiders.” By portraying 
exclusion and discrimination as moral obligations, brave deeds, or patriotic 
duties, populist politicians use communication tactics to justify hate speech. Hate 
speech is normalized—even celebrated—in the public domain by means of these 
methods (Kurt, 2023; Moffitt, 2016).

Scapegoating, or assigning blame for complicated societal issues on a 
particular group or society, is a key component of populist discourse (Goffman, 
2009). Moral deterioration, economic suffering, or national instability are often 
attributed to immigrants, religious minorities, LGBTQ+ people, and political 
dissidents (Wodak, 2015; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). 

This rhetorical technique shifts resentment toward weaker targets by 
transforming structural or policy shortcomings into moral disputes. For instance, 
building the wall between the United States and Mexico during Donald Trump’s 
administration represented the protection of national identity against a purported 
“invasion” and went beyond simple policy (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Under Jair 
Bolsonaro, similar dynamics developed in Brazil, where journalists, environmental 
campaigners, and minorities were portrayed as dangers to national sovereignty or 
traditional values (Gerbaudo, 2018). Recep Tayyip Erdoğan frequently portrays 
political opponents, Kurds, and secularists in Turkey as internal adversaries who 
plot to undermine the country’s unity (Mulvey, 2025). To rally people, far-right 
populist movements throughout Europe make use of anxieties about immigration 
and Islamization. 

Scapegoating functions as a short communication cut in each of these 
situations, simplifying reality, directing public ire, and instilling a phony sense of 
unity among supporters. By converting prejudice into a shared identity, it enables 
people to feel that their animosity is ethically justifiable.

Populist discourse is intensely sentimental. Populist leaders appeal to feelings 
of fear, rage, and resentment rather than using reasoned reasoning (Salmela & 
von Scheve, 2017). The impression that the country is under siege and that only 
strong leadership can restore order and purity is one of the carefully constructed 
feelings that are meant to arouse feelings of crisis and urgency. 

Hate speech becomes “legitimate” inside this emotional economy because it 
is viewed as an act of truth-telling or resistance against censorship and political 
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correctness (Wodak, 2015; Kurt, 2023). When populist leaders make fun of 
minorities or disparage opponents, their supporters see these acts as displays of 
bravery and honesty rather than verbal abuse.

This emotional dynamic is amplified by digital media. Short films, slogans, 
and images distill complicated reality into emotionally charged, readily shared 
symbols. This content is then rewarded by algorithms, which promote postings 
that elicit strong reactions, particularly outrage (Vosoughi et al., 2018). 
Consequently, anger is turned into amusement via internet communication, 
which instills animosity in regular political conversation.

The way populist speech is received and disseminated has changed due to 
online media. Echo chambers, which are self-reinforcing environments where 
users only come across content that supports their own opinions, are made 
possible by social media. There is little opposition to hate speech in these virtual 
communities (Sunstein,2018). 

By organizing internet campaigns that combine false information, conspiracy 
theories, and emotionally charged material, populist players exploit this setting. 
For example, concerted disinformation campaigns depicted Muslims, refugees, or 
left-wing activists as existential threats during significant election campaigns in 
the U.S., Brazil, and portions of Europe.

Platforms like Facebook, YouTube, and TikTok favor sensational and 
polarizing content due to their algorithmic design (Ribeiro et al., 2021). This bias 
in technology makes hate speech a lucrative and viral commodity by expanding 
the reach of populist rhetoric. As a result, what starts out as fringe rhetoric 
gains traction and is accepted by both political elites and the design of digital 
communication.

Social standards are progressively altered by populist discourse as it permeates 
daily media and political discussions. Racist jokes, disparaging comments, or 
overt xenophobia—things that were formerly deemed unacceptable—become 
“normal” or “authentic”. Hate speech is justified as free speech, and political 
correctness is reframed as censorship (Urbinati, 2019). 

It is frequently difficult for institutions like the media, academics, and the 
court to react in an efficient manner. Occasionally, populist administrations 
deliberately weaken these establishments by designating them as “enemies of the 
people.” Further radicalization is made possible by this delegitimization, which 
also erodes democratic protection.

In Turkey, for instance, critical journalists and academics have been 
characterized as conspiracies or “foreign agents.” To suppress opposition, populist 
regimes in Hungary and Poland have reorganized media outlets and employed 
nationalist rhetoric. Such events demonstrate how, once accepted, hate speech 
undermines accountability and freedom while posing as a defense.

Human rights are significantly impacted by the normalization of hate speech. 
The legitimization of disparaging speech frequently results in physical violence, 
harassment, and discrimination (Gelber, 2021). Hate speech serves as a prelude to 
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hate crime, which is a process by which dehumanization comes before exclusion 
or violence. 

Populist regimes, by stigmatizing disadvantaged populations, create an 
environment where human rights breaches become socially and politically 
acceptable. The fundamental idea that all people are created equal in terms of 
their rights and dignity is compromised by this blurring of moral and legal lines.

Therefore, the battle against digital populism must address the ideological 
and structural underpinnings of hatred, such as institutional mistrust, economic 
inequality, and the exploitation of cultural fear, in addition to regulating hate 
online.

4. The Impact of Political Rhetoric on Social Cohesion and Democratic 
Integrity

Politics’ language creates reality rather than just describing it(Fairclough, 
2013). Political speech has become a key component in determining how 
societies’ collective conceptions, identities, and connections are shaped, especially 
in populist movements. The moral foundation that underpins democratic 
cooperation is undermined when political discourse increasingly turns to divisive 
and exclusive narratives (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). It will be examined here 
how populist language erodes civic trust, threatens social cohesiveness, and turns 
democratic discourse into a battleground of animosity and hatred.

Political communication should encourage discussion, compromise, and 
deliberation in robust democracies (Habermas, 1996). But populist discourse 
substitutes hostility for this pluralistic paradigm. Politics is delegitimized and 
disagreement is turned into animosity by portraying it as a conflict between “the 
pure people” and “the corrupt elite.” 

This change is an example of symbolic violence, which is the process by which 
representations and words cause moral injury (Bourdieu, 1991). Political leaders 
alter the social boundaries of inclusion and exclusion when they refer to journalists 
as “enemies of the people,” migrants as “invaders,” or critics as “traitors.” Such 
verbal anger justifies physical violence against marginalized people in addition to 
verbal animosity (Gidron & Bonikowski, 2013).

This change is best illustrated by Donald Trump’s designation of the media as 
“fake news” and “the enemy of the people” (Norris & Inglehart, 2019).  Similar 
to this, populist groups in Europe and Latin America use derogatory language 
to stigmatize minorities, refugees, and LGBTQ+ people, which feeds into cycles 
of prejudice and division. Political discourse in Turkey has progressively reduced 
the scope of public discourse by portraying civil society activists and dissenters as 
foreign conspiracies or “terror sympathizers.”

Trust is essential to social cohesiveness, both between individuals and between 
institutions (Putnam, 2000). Both are undermined by populist speech. Populist 
politicians undermine accountability and collective governance by consistently 
portraying institutions like the media, courts, and universities as biased or corrupt. 
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When trust is damaged, people withdraw into ideological camps characterized 
by mistrust and terror rather than participating in cooperative public life. The 
end effect is a fractured society in which people view one another as enemies 
rather than collaborators in a common democratic endeavor.

For example, studies conducted in Brazil and the United States show that 
party affiliation has progressively supplanted civic identity, creating a strong 
feeling of moral and cultural divisiveness (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Populist 
regimes have strengthened majoritarian nationalism at the price of pluralism 
in Turkey and other Central European countries, encouraging conformity and 
suppressing dissent (Mulvey, 2025). The inclusive basis of democratic solidarity 
is weakened by this dynamic.

Though in a warped form, populist discourse takes use of identity politics 
(Brubaker, 2017). Populist actors use identification as a means of divide, whereas 
progressive identity groups aim for equality and acknowledgment. They create 
“imagined communities” centered on cultural, religious, or ethnonationalist 
lines, claiming that outsiders or liberal elites are attacking these identities. 

By generating fragmented micro-publics—online venues where individuals 
consume content specific to their identification group—digital platforms 
exacerbate this dynamic. Algorithms strengthen the gap between “us” and “them,” 
rather than encouraging communication across divides (Tucker et al., 2018).

As a result, what was formerly thought of as a forum for logical discussion 
turns into a network of echo chambers controlled by ideology and emotion. In 
addition to undermining mutual understanding, this digital fragmentation makes 
reaching a democratic consensus more difficult (Krzyżanowski, 2020).

When inflammatory discourse is repeated, psychological desensitization 
results. People become used to verbal abuse and accept it as a common occurrence 
in public conversation. As cynicism and animosity take the place of empathy and 
compassion, this desensitization adds to the moral decline of civilizations (Haidt, 
2012). 

Furthermore, historical awareness and communal memory are altered by 
ongoing exposure to hate speech. In order to exalt the country’s past and demonize 
minorities or foreign powers, populist politicians frequently alter history. By 
doing this, they create emotionally charged narratives that defend repression and 
discrimination under the guise of national rejuvenation or cultural purity.

In addition to fostering bias, this distortion of historical narratives obstructs 
intergenerational understanding. Younger generations may adopt intolerance as 
a valid form of civic engagement if they are raised in surroundings where hate 
speech is prevalent (Hertzoff, 2025).

Populist discourse has the cumulative impact of democratic backsliding, 
which is the slow deterioration of civic liberties, pluralistic standards, and checks 
and balances (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Under the pretense of defending the 
“will of the people,” political leaders can consolidate power and stifle opposition 
by inciting hatred and terror. 
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Viktor Orbán’s talk of “illiberal democracy” in Hungary serves as an example 
of how populist rhetoric in Hungary justifies authoritarian policies (Pappas, 
2019). Erdoğan has frequently used religious morality and national unity in order 
to bolster his authority over the press, the court, and civil society in Turkey (Kurt, 
2023). Trump’s “Make America Great Again” campaign created an atmosphere 
where electoral legitimacy and institutional norms were publicly challenged on 
the other side of the Atlantic (Norris & Inglehart, 2019).

These instances show how populist discourse serves as a sign of democratic 
deterioration as much as its cause. It erodes the civic underpinnings necessary 
for democratic cooperation by normalizing animosity and weakening respect for 
one another.

A multifaceted approach is necessary to address the effects of populist discourse. 
Although vital, legal prohibition of hate speech is insufficient (UNESCO, 2022). 
Societies must also make investments in ethical communication, or public debate 
based on respect, empathy, and critical thinking. 

Rebuilding social cohesion and trust requires civic education, interfaith and 
intercultural discussions, and responsible media literacy initiatives (Hertzoff, 
2025). Promoting forums for discussion that cut across ideological divides ought 
to be the responsibility of academic institutions and civil society groups.

In the end, combating hate speech is simply one way to counteract populist 
division; another is to foster an inclusive narrative of our common humanity, one 
that views variety as a strength rather than a danger.

5. Digital Platforms and the Dynamics of Online Hate
The production, dissemination, and consumption of political ideas have all 

been completely transformed by the digital revolution in communication. Online 
platforms have made it easier for people to participate and access information, but 
they have also made it easier for hate speech and populist propaganda to spread 
(Castano-Pulgarín et al., 2021). Digital spaces have become effective instruments 
for political manipulation due to attention-based economics, algorithms that 
emphasize participation, and lax regulatory oversight (Gillespie, 2018). This part 
looks at how internet platforms facilitate, legitimize, and occasionally limit the 
spread of hateful populist narratives.

Social media sites like YouTube, Facebook, TikTok, and X (previously Twitter) 
are not impartial middlemen. Because strong emotional responses—such as 
wrath, outrage, or fear—drive engagement, its design naturally favors material 
that evokes these kinds of feelings (Brady et al., 2017; Vaidhyanathan, 2018). 

This digital logic has been mastered by populist movements and politicians. 
They take advantage of the computational architecture that favors virality over 
truth by producing divisive, emotionally charged statements.

Hate speech and conspiracy theories spread more quickly than accurate, 
balanced information because of this architecture of amplification, which turns 
contentious language into entertainment (Marwick & Lewis, 2017). Such 
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content becomes more visible the more people respond, share, or comment on it. 
As a result, digital media influences the environment in which political discourse 
takes place in addition to spreading populist themes. 

In the attention economy in which digital platforms function, visibility 
is equivalent to value (Wu, 2016). In order to optimize online time and turn 
interaction into ad income, algorithms are constantly learning from user behavior 
(Zuboff, 2019). 

By creating dramatic, conflict-driven material that captivates viewers, populist 
leaders take advantage of this economy.

The populist goal unintentionally coincides with this capitalist logic. 
Conspiracy theories, hate speech, and moral panic all lead to high engagement, 
which makes platforms money. Thus, the politics of hatred and the economics of 
attention are intertwined. 

Populist actors gain legitimacy by their online presence; the more often they 
show up in feeds, the more people view them as genuine representatives of “the 
people” (Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017). They frequently silence moderate views 
because to their dominance in the digital public realm, undermining pluralism 
and turning public debate into a marketplace of indignation.

Algorithms reinforce established ideas by filtering and personalizing material 
based on user preferences (Tambini, 2021). This eventually results in algorithmic 
polarization, or echo chambers where individuals are only exposed to viewpoints 
that align with their own. 

Populist rhetoric flourishes in these echo chambers. Misinformation is allowed 
to flourish unchecked because hateful or conspiratorial comments are rarely 
contested (Guess et al., 2019). Because people mistake the uniformity of their 
online networks for broad consensus, this digital isolation encourages radicalism.

Recommendation algorithms on websites like YouTube and TikTok frequently 
steer people away from popular political content and toward more extremist 
or hateful content (Ribeiro et al., 2021). Although the algorithm does not 
“intentionally” radicalize, people are inexorably drawn to emotionally charged 
content since it is optimized for interaction. 

As a result, the digital realm splits into ideological hotspots that erode social 
cohesiveness and increase intergroup mistrust.

Governments and social media corporations have started enacting laws to stop 
hate speech in recent years (UNESCO, 2022). Regulating hate speech online is 
still difficult, though. 

First, enforcement is made more difficult by the worldwide reach of digital 
communication. In one legal system, what is considered hate speech could be 
protected speech in another (United Nations, 2019). Second, overly stringent 
regulations run the danger of violating the fundamental democratic value of 
freedom of expression (Tambini, 2021). Third, platforms’ content moderation 
procedures are sometimes opaque, which raises questions about censorship, 
prejudice, and political manipulation (Gorwa et al., 2020).
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The Digital Services Act (DSA) of the European Union and the NetzDG of 
Germany are significant initiatives to hold digital corporations accountable by 
mandating the prompt removal of unlawful information and more algorithmic 
transparency. However, rather of being preventive, these initiatives continue to 
be reactive. 

Eliminating dangerous content is only one aspect of true digital control. 
It ought to encourage civic education, algorithmic accountability, and ethical 
design, all of which enable people to interact critically with information.

Digital platforms represent a paradox: they allow people to express themselves, 
but they also make them vulnerable to division and manipulation.  Although 
they give voice to underrepresented communities, they also act as loudspeakers 
for populist demagogues who take use of these same liberties to promote violence 
and hatred (Urbinati, 2019; Kurt, 2023).

This contradiction illustrates a more fundamental moral conundrum facing 
contemporary democracies: how to maintain free speech without allowing it to 
be used as a weapon.

 A democratically valid regulatory framework that protects human dignity 
without compromising intellectual freedom is necessary to resolve this conflict.

Three fundamental ideas must be incorporated into every effective solution:
1. Transparency – Platforms should disclose how algorithms prioritize and 

moderate content.
2. Accountability – Companies must be held responsible for the social impact 

of their technologies.
3. Empowerment – Users must be equipped with digital literacy to identify 

manipulation and resist polarization.
Societies need to develop a new kind of digital citizenship to stop the 

propagation of hate online (Binny et al., 2019; Mihailidis, 2018). This means 
encouraging consumers to think critically, be empathetic, and act ethically. 

Building resilience against populist narratives requires educational initiatives 
that teach youth how to avoid false information, value diversity, and have 
productive conversations.

Furthermore, cooperation between governments, academic institutions, civil 
society organizations, and IT firms is essential. The problem is cultural as well 
as technological. Any legislation that lacks a common moral commitment to 
human dignity will remain shallow. 

The most effective remedy for the poisonous dynamics of digital populism is 
a culture of responsible communication that is based on respect for one another 
and civic consciousness.

6. Regulation, Responsibility, and the Protection of Human Dignity
One of the most difficult problems facing contemporary democracies is 

the control of hate speech online. The protection of fundamental rights, most 
notably freedom of expression, must coexist with the need to keep people and 
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groups safe. The challenge for policymakers, academics, and civil societies is to 
create frameworks that are both successful and politically acceptable as populist 
leaders and movements use internet communication as a weapon to spread hatred 
(Moffitt, 2016). 

This part integrates knowledge from political science, communication studies, 
law, and human rights ethics to present a normative and useful framework for 
dealing with hate speech in the digital age.

The dichotomy between unrestricted freedom and official censorship 
frequently ensnares attempts to control hate speech. Neither extreme is sufficient. 
While unregulated areas allow hatred to spread, overly restrictive ones run the 
danger of stifling criticism and undermining democratic liberties. 

Therefore, the goal of a democratic framework must be to foster an environment 
that encourages discussion, plurality, and respect rather than to stifle expression. 
Legitimate political speech should not be restricted by regulations that shield 
people from dehumanization.

This calls for a change in approach from reactive deletion to proactive 
prevention, with a focus on ethical responsibility, openness, and user empowerment 
(Gillespie, 2018).

A sustainable approach to combating digital hate must rest on three interrelated 
principles:

1. Human Dignity as a Core Value
The protection of human dignity, the cornerstone of all human rights, must 

be given top priority in regulations (United Nations, 2019). Since hate speech 
aims to exclude and humiliate people by definition, protecting dignity entails 
limiting such communication while yet allowing for free discussion (UNESCO, 
2022).

2. Proportionality and Accountability
Prohibitions of hate speech must be reasonable, responsive to the situation, 

and democratically supervised. Both corporate platforms and governments must 
answer for the impact of their actions on civil freedoms and public discourse 
(Gorwa, 2019).

3. Transparency and Due Process
Users ought to have the right to know how algorithms filter information, why 

content is deleted, and how choices about moderation are made. Building trust 
and ensuring that regulations serve the public interest rather than corporate or 
political goals are two benefits of transparent government (European Commission, 
2023).

Governments are essential in defining the moral and legal guidelines for 
online communication. The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and 
the Digital Services Act (DSA) of the European Union offer useful examples of 
how to strike a balance between user protection and personal liberty (European 
Commission, 2023). 
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But in a digital world with no borders, national policies are not enough. 
Hate speech frequently crosses national boundaries, necessitating international 
cooperation. Organizations like the United Nations and the Council of Europe 
can promote uniform norms that safeguard free speech while outlawing incitement 
to violence and hatred.

However, it is important to avoid political abuse of anti-hate laws, which 
might be used for authoritarian purposes while masquerading as moral defense 
(Norris & Inglehart, 2019).

Digital platforms serve as private regulators of public conversation, whether 
they are new networks or multinational companies like Meta and Google 
(Gillespie, 2018).  Their decision-making is frequently unaccountable, despite 
their enormous potential to influence public opinion.

In order to establish a more democratic digital environment, platforms need 
to:

• Disclose algorithmic criteria for content ranking, recommendation, and 
moderation.

• Establish independent oversight boards that include scholars, ethicists, and 
civil society representatives.

• Invest in counter-speech initiatives that promote diversity, empathy, and 
factual accuracy.

• Develop ethical AI frameworks that minimize bias and reduce the 
amplification of divisive or hateful content.

In a world where digital design shapes political reality, corporate responsibility 
and algorithmic transparency are not just technological concerns (Elliott et al., 
2021); they are moral requirements.

A knowledgeable and compassionate populace, rather than just regulations, 
is the most resilient defense against hate speech on the internet. It is imperative 
that academics, cultural institutions, and civil society groups collaborate to create 
digital literacy initiatives by identifying false information and deceptive populist 
language. People can learn how to have civil conversations across ideological 
differences and effectively and ethically report hate speech. 

Thus, resilience is built on education. Both authoritarian populism and the 
allure of hatred may be resisted by a culture that values empathy, critical thinking, 
and respect for one another.

Laws and algorithms alone will not be sufficient to defeat digital hate speech; 
a shift in communication culture is needed. The ethics of dialogue—respect for 
diversity, the pursuit of truth, and the preservation of our common humanity—
must be internalized by people, media organizations, and political actors alike. 

Where fear and frustration are prevalent, populist discourse flourishes. Societies 
may counteract the emotional attraction of divided narratives by reestablishing 
faith in democratic institutions and highlighting human unity.

The establishment of forums where debate does not turn into dehumanization 
is essential to an ethical public sphere, both online and offline.
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Moreover, finding a balance between freedom and responsibility is necessary 
to promote democracy. One of the most important tests for modern democracy 
is the policing of hate speech on the internet (Rodríguez-Peralet al., 2025).  
Creating a communication climate where all voices are heard without fear or 
hatred is the task, not stifling them.

Therefore, a democratic framework for combating hate speech and online 
populism must be incorporated:

•	 Legal clarity, to define and sanction harmful conduct.
•	 Technological responsibility, to ensure algorithms serve human dignity.
•	 Civic empowerment, to build awareness, dialogue, and resilience.
Societies can only progress toward a digital future that preserves freedom, 

protects human rights, and reestablishes the moral underpinnings of public life 
by bringing these three dimensions—law, technology, and education—together.

 Fighting online hatred is ultimately a moral commitment to the notion that 
how we choose to talk to and about one another determines the fate of democracy 
itself, not just a regulatory endeavor.

7. Conclusion
This study has investigated how internet platforms influence the spread of 

populist hate narratives, how political rhetoric affects social cohesiveness, and how 
populist communication tactics legitimate hate speech. It has been demonstrated 
through an interdisciplinary approach that integrates political science, sociology, 
psychology, and human rights studies that the emergence of digital populism is 
both a sign of and a cause of the deterioration of democracy. 

Populist movements and leaders create a moral division between “the corrupt 
elite” and “the pure people.” By doing this, they turn justifiable complaints into 
sentimental stories that arouse rage, fear, and bitterness. By taking use of digital 
channels, they use affective communication—such as memes, hashtags, slogans, 
and emotionally charged videos—to magnify these feelings, circumventing 
logical thought and promoting animosity based on identity.

There are two main ways in which this rhetorical dynamic validates hate 
speech. First, it makes prejudice socially acceptable by normalizing stigmatization, 
which portrays migrants, minorities, or dissenters as dangers to national identity. 
Second, by using freedom of speech as a weapon, populists assert their moral 
superiority and intentionally undermine pluralism while presenting censorship 
resistance as a democratic defense. 

Social cohesiveness is weakened as a result, with tribalized speech and digital 
echo chambers replacing common narratives of empathy and belonging. In 
addition to undermining interpersonal trust, polarization and stigmatization 
foster authoritarian inclinations.

Digital platforms have a conflicting role in this change. While their 
algorithms encourage controversial material and favor emotional extremes, they 
also democratize access to knowledge and facilitate civic engagement. Thus, the 
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exact populist processes that propagate hatred are maintained by the social media 
architecture, which is based on virality and engagement metrics. 

A multifaceted democratic framework that strikes a balance between freedom 
and responsibility is needed to address these issues. Beyond harsh penalties, 
regulation must incorporate moral principles of openness, responsibility, and 
respect for human dignity. Citizens must be prepared by education to critically and 
sympathetically traverse information environments. As a moral counterbalance, 
civil society must establish forums for discussion and inclusiveness.

Fighting the echoes of hatred in the digital era is ultimately a cultural and 
ethical task rather than just a technological or legal one. Democracies must 
reassert that human rights continue to be the cornerstone of all acceptable 
communication, that variety unites rather than divides, and that the right to free 
speech entails a duty to respect. Democracy’s future rests not just on who can talk 
loudly but also on whether or not we can still listen to each other with respect 
and understanding.
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Digital Hate to Real World Harm: Online 
Platforms, Populist Leader Rhetoric and The 

Escalation of Hate Crime

Sahil Lohia, Jamia Hamdard University

1. Introduction
Across existing democracies, hate speech has transformed from a fringe 

communication phenomenon into a digitally driven real world violence. The 
growth of digital platforms has fundamentally changed how hostility is articulated, 
circulated and acted upon. In comparison, traditional forms of hate required 
physical proximity, organisational coordination and influential intermediatory. 
Digital infrastructure enables populist leaders and micro populist influencers to 
broadcast hate to millions of global citizens in seconds. These speeches, when 
algorithmically amplified, acquire moral force: it normalise hostility, legitimises 
organised aggression and allows violence to be reframed as a moral civic duty 
rather than criminal conduct (Bandura, 1999; Benesch, 2014). The escalation in 
populist rhetoric is not accidental. It is a by-product of digital platform structure 
that rewards sensational, emotionally charged content. (Sunstein, 2017; Gillespie, 
2018). This populist rhetoric is now disassembled into a 30 second video clips 
that compress the erstwhile newsletters into a cluster of emotional triggers. 
Populist leaders have played a key role in this shift. They frame their messages 
around a binary moral world: a pure people and a corrupt enemy (Mudde, 2004). 
In this discursive world, minorities, immigrants, religious groups, tribes, political 
opponents are just competitors but existential threats. These narratives create 
“permission structures”, Discursive atmosphere in which ordinary citizens begin 
to treat violence as the only rational response to imaginary danger (Bandura, 
1999). This paper examines how hate emerges online, how platforms magnify 
it and how rhetoric translates into a real-world hate crimes. It further argues 
that digital platforms do not distribute political content evenly, However the 
algorithmic incentive system rewards it in the form of communicative violence: 
the more provocative or outrageous a speech is, the more its distribution is 
amplified. India offers the clearest global cases as its digital ecology is uniquely 
powerful, as it merged a large population with cheap internet, high rate of 
smartphone penetration, decentralised group encrypted messaging dominated by 
WhatsApp (in these groups speeches are already validated by kinship) (Chadha 
& Guha, 2016). India demonstrates the most intense connection between 
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rhetorical violence and real-world harm via riots, lynching, communal programs 
and vigilant attacks. The same transformation of credible threats rarely occurs in 
open high-friction digital spaces like X. Populist figures from The Unites states of 
America, Brazil and Hungary engage in xenophobic or demonising rhetoric that 
has been extensively documented (Berman, 2019; Wodak, 2015; Pappas, 2019). 
This section, therefore, frames digital hate not as a sequence of isolated hateful 
messages but as a socio technical system involving three components: populist 
rhetoric, platform amplification and real world mobilisation. These elements 
create a cyclical model in which extremism once seeded is reproduced and 
intensifies through feedback loops of spectacle and collective emotion  (Ribeiro 
et al., 2020). 

2. Literature and Conceptual Background 
The study of hate speech and its relationship with violence sits at the 

intersection of political communication, criminology, platform governance and 
digital sociology. Each field approach this phenomenon through a different lenses, 
but converges on a common point that hate speech is not merely descriptive; it 
is performative. Hate speech reconstitutes social boundaries, creates permissive 
moral environments and reframes the ontological status of its targets. In this sense 
it functions not as a linguistic aggression but as a behavioral script , preparing 
people to reinterpret aggression as a social necessity (Bandura, 1999; Benesch, 
2014).

Hate speech as a Precursor 
Criminological models treat hate speech as a precursor mechanism. Through 

insults, conspiracy narratives, dehumanising labels isolates minority groups 
from the moral community and gradually lowers inhibitions to harm. Bandura’s 
theory of moral disengagement is foundational here: individuals do not commit 
violence because they lack ethical framework, rather they commit violence when 
rhetorical cues allow them to label themselves as protectors and their victims 
as parasite, traitorous or parasites(Bandura, 1999). These victims are targeted as 
existential threats rather than citizens, violence recasted  as moral duty rather than 
criminality. Digital circulation intensifies this transformation through repetition, 
virality and memeification. This process mimics psychological grooming. The 
first exposure is shocking and tenth is banal.  Benesch (2014) terms dangerous 
speech as language thtat increases the likelihood of violence even without issuing 
expilict instructions. This distinction is important because digital hate authorises 
rarely commands. The difference between they are destroying us and go and kill 
them is legally vast but functionally narrow in this ecosystem.

Populist Rhetoric and “we the People”
Populism operates as rhetorical engine that makes a mythical unity the 

people as opposed to a designated enemy. This ideological core claim is moral 
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rather than policy driven. In Europe, Viktor Orban repeatedly framed migrants 
as cultural poison threatening to contaminate Hungarian civilization (Wodak, 
2015).  Populist leaders rarely demand violence, instead they narrate hostility as 
a patriotic responsibility. Through this displacement, aggression is recoded from 
emotion to duty. This rhetorical shift mirrors the moral disengagement processes 
where aggressors become protectors, minorities become invaders, and violence 
becomes defence. (Bandura,1999)

2.3 Digitally Networked Hate Patterns.
Digital infrastructure amplifies these rhetorical patterns by converting them 

into economic incentives. The networked mobilisation demonstrates that digital 
platforms catalyses mobilisation without traditional organisational hierarchies. 
Digital platforms also provides an attention economy through which a digital 
platform rewards emotional extremity because outrage produces comments,shares 
and time on screen, these behaviors maximises profits (Zuboff, 2019). 

Instagram reels and you tube shorts is used to compress complex political 
discourse into emotionally charged fragements. A speech on citizenship 
reservation policy or freedom of speech is remixed in to a weaponised soundbite 
accompanied by dramatic music, nationalist iconography and motivational text 
overlays. Whatsapp multiplies this escalation through private group networks 
“digital villages”. Unlike X or youtube, where content is publicly contested. 
Whatsapp messeges are circulated into extended family,caste group, alumni 
batches, religious communities (Chakravartty & Roy, 2017; Chadha & Guha, 
2016). In this encrypted ecosystem speech is presumed more credible because it 
arrives through social proximity rather than algorithmic recommendation 

Comparative Context: Populists Who Authorise Hate
This section briefly examines international precedents that illustrate how 

populist leaders authorises violence without commanding it 

Vikar Orban (Hungary)
Hungary populist leader anti-immigrant campaigns reframed refugees as 

existential threats rather than humanitarian subjects. His speech portrayed 
migrants as toxic infiltrators intended to dismantle European civilisation (Wodak, 
2015). State television then reproduced those narratives through sustained 
informational campaigns resulting in hate crimes against refugees increased in 
parallel: street act justifies as patriotic act. Later on, Orban defended restriction 
on civil liberties as necessary to protect Europe (Berman, 2019). 

Jair Bolsonaro (Brazil)
Bolsonaro speeches targeted gender minorities, tribes and afro Brazilians 

communities. Brazilian leader went further to describe indigenous Brazilians as 
animals. Jair’s rhetoric celebrated cruelty as a masculine courage and transformed 
social hostility into performance of patriotism. The vigilantes did not quote any 
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ideology, but they quoted him during his tenure activists, land defenders and tribal 
leaders were murdered at unprecedented rates (Human Rights Watch,2019).

Donald Trump (United States)
Donald trump’s anti-immigrant rhetoric escalated from acquisition of 

criminality to claim soft treason and invasion of American identity. Trump 
never issued explicit instructions to attack, but he simply questioned democracy, 
legitimacy and framed resistance as a patriotic duty resulted in on the capital riots 
in with thousands of supporters physically occupied congress. (Pappas, 2019).

Across these examples, rhetoric did not command violence, but it licences.

India as a Global Case of Digital Hate Escalation
India presents a world’s most complex ecology of digitally mediated hate. 

The origin of hate speech is decentralised: speeches here do flows from regional 
strongman, caste entrepreneurs’ religious influencers. These figures command 
audiences built through moral charisma symbolic purity not through state 
machinery. In this digital arena a social influencer with 300,000 digital followers 
may mobilise as many audiences as a cabinet minister in another country. This 
algorithmic infrastructure enables WhatsApp forwarding loops, telegrams 
channels and Instagram reels functions as amplification circuits.  Messages 
pass through broadcasting channels, WhatsApp group and even stories. This 
information enter communities as assumptions not as arguments (Chakravartty 
& Roy, 2017).

Memory of Permission: Rajiv Gandhi and the Sikh Riots (1984)
The most enduring textbook case of permission rhetoric in India is aftermath 

of former Primer minister’s Indira Gandhi’s assassination in 1984. While 
addressing a crowd in New Delhi after Sikh riots in Delhi, then prime minister 
Rajiv Gandhi stated:

“When a big tree falls, the earth shakes.”
The sentence in his speech did not condemn it, nor instruct violence. Instead, 

it offers moral grounding for the Sikh’s slaughter. This shift in interpretive 
horizon continues to echo through Indian political psychology: when elected 
leaders characterise collective violence as a logical response, vigilantism becomes 
a form of civic housekeeping. (Staff, O. 202)

Unlike Western world rhetoric, which often emphasises spontaneity, 
the statement by the late Prime Minister of India reframed mass atrocity as 
equilibrium. “The big tree” metaphor becomes shorthand for justifiable revenge 
in communal discourse. It laid a political foundation for later populists to narrate 
violence not as an unlawful insolence but as an organic reaction.

This legacy matters because in today’s digital world, the hate template carries 
more interpretive templates. When leaders or sectarian entrepreneurs frame 
minorities as threats, their audiences automatically draw on this memory: if they 
provoke us, we are justified in response. In this way, a single historic sentence 
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becomes an endlessly reusable permission structure.

Monks and Mobilised Vigilantism
The most explicit modern example of populist hate documented in India 

concerns self-styled monks. These monks built their political and public brand. 
The core semantics of these self-styled monks’ rhetoric mimics global populist 
grammar: minorities are framed out not as neighbours but as civilisational 
opponents. These speeches are not rumours; they exist on record, forming a 
base of many FIRs and attract judicial scrutiny. Yet unlike Orban or Bolsonaro, 
these monks’ speeches travel almost immediately into news headlines, WhatsApp 
chats, YouTube shorts. Now a days police officials in numerous districts reported 
local mobs engaging in cow vigilantism. The mobs did not quote manifestos but 
speeches, “if they touch our cows, we will respond…… this is our country”. The 
indirect support from local functionaries pushed the boundaries, transforming 
hate speech into de facto directive. PTI. (2022)

This is Indian innovation: speech escalates to policing substitution. Vigilante 
justice becomes governance.

Misappropriated Permission: Owaisi Brothers.
Akbaruddin Owaisi a populist leader occupies a paradoxical role within digital 

hate ecosystems. An almost 15-year-old short video, barely one minute, captures a 
speech in which he said, “We are 25 crores and you are 100 crores. Remove police 
for 15 minutes, Let’s see who survives.” . This clip is now circulated predominantly 
as a reel among young Muslim viewers; this fragment is consumed not as political 
rhetoric but as evidence of minoritarian aggression and resilience. The clip 
exemplifies, how digitally compressed speech generates affect, more efficiently 
than reasoned argument. The emotional high point, captured at the moment 
the audience erupts, becomes a memetic artefact that travels independently of 
intention or context (Udupa & Pohjonen, 2019. The paradox is accentuated 
by contrast. Asaduddin Owaisi, Member of parliament and his elder brother is 
known for his articulate, constitutionalist defence of minority dignity and rights, 
an oratory grounded in legal protections and democratic inclusion. Yet the viral 
15-second Jibe overshadows such carefully reasoned speeches, demonstrating 
how digital infrastructures incentivise provocation and brevity over deliberative 
discourse. The leader no longer requires a structured argument: a moment of 
performative bravado substitutes for sustained ideological communication.

This mode of mobilisation is hybrid. Speech becomes both ammunition 
and content, a single phrase functions as a mnemonic device, a unit of political 
identity, and a cue for collective mobilisation. Even in periods when India’s 
digital penetration was incomplete, such fragments operated as secondary 
vectors, enabling speech to circulate detached from its original narrative frame. 
Traditional legal categories are ill-equipped to address this phenomenon. India’s 
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criminal law targets intentional incitement, authorship, and explicit calls to 
violence, not remix, memeification, or adversarial clipping Platforms similarly 
struggle: moderation systems respond to virality, not context; acceleration 
triggers action, whereas interpretive harm remains invisible to automated systems 
The result is the emergence of digital shadow riots, wherein leaders speak in two 
languages simultaneously one literal, legally defensible, and one memetic, capable 
of producing hostility without overt instruction. In such regimes, accountability 
dissolves: the law sees a speech, while the digital public hears a battle cry.

Extremist Religious Entrepreneurs: The Dharam Sansad Model
The cleanest articulation of digital to physical escalation in India is observed in 

one of the religious conclaves known as Dharam Sansad. During 2020 to 2022, 
certain Hindu monks issued explicit genocidal calls against Muslims. The videos 
were not coded or whispered, but included direct appeals to procure weapons and 
prepare for ethnic cleansing. Participants recorded these speeches themselves and 
posted it on YouTube and telegram. These uploads circulated in WhatsApp group 
that organised self defence training sessions and roving vigilante patrols. They are 
not legislators nor executives, but they have digitally mediated moral authority. 
When they demand blood, it is interpreted as divine instruction because they are 
saints for their audience. This makes their rhetoric exceptionally dangerous. Their 
legitimacy bypasses democratic accountability entirely.

 The Indian state’s reluctance to intervene has been itself a permission signal. 
Arrests following Dharam Sansad’s were delayed, cautious and often partial. 
Courts reprimanded organisers, but without consistent enforcement mechanism. 
Platform moderation removed some clips but many again resurfaced. The lesson 
transmitted to listeners was unmistakeable: the law does not punish your speech. 

Caste Populism as Hate Infrastructure
Caste populism operates as a systematized hate infrastructure that leverages 

digital technologies to perpetuate discrimination and violence against marginalised 
communities (Teltumbde, 2018). This infrastructure transforms caste-based 
prejudice from isolated incidents into organised technologically enabled systems 
that normalize exclusion from society (Chakravarti, 2019). Digital platforms 
have altered the basis of how caste-based hate operates. Social media algorithms 
amplify inflammatory content, giving unprecedented reach to these narratives 
framed as defending this inhumane act (Raman, 2022). 

Populist leaders exploits grievance politics, portraying affirmative action 
policies as attacks against merits, such rhetoric creates majoritarianism. Where 
democratic institutions are captured to enforce hierarchies rather than protection 
of rights (Appadurai, 2017).

Migrant Hate in North-East India
In North eastern India populist leader have targeted non tribals natives. 
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Their rhetoric emphasises on resource theft, cultural pollution and demographic 
erosion. Short clips of this rhetoric circulate in local digital networks often under 
the guise of community protection updates and broadcast. These types of groups 
compiles photographic dossiers and intimidate campaigns against migrant 
workers. These channels are invisible to regulators, as they are small but densely 
connected, forming retaliatory micro ecosystems, but this hate volcano erupts, it 
is synchronised, targeted and inorganic.

Regulation, Governance and Rights: India and European Comparative 
Framework

Law, Regulation and the Human Rights Dilemma
If digital hate were only a matter of speech legal systems could treat it under 

the familiar doctrines of expression, public order or defamation and incitement. 
The problem is that online hate is not confined to expression; but it is structurally 
entangled with patterns of criminal conduct- targeted assault, sexualised violence, 
force displacement, lynching, rioting. At this point question is not merely whether 
a sentence is “offensive”; it whether the digital infrastructure and populists’ 
leaders are jointly producing conditions of foreseeable harm, which the state has 
an obligation to prevent. 

International human rights law recognises that freedom of expression is not 
absolute. Under the international Covenant on civil and political rights (ICCPR), 
Article 19 protects expression, but article 20 explicitly requires states to prohibit 
“any advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to 
discrimination, hostility or violence” (United Nations, 1966).

The difficulty is operational: when does rhetoric constitute “incitement” in an 
age where speech is fragmented, remixed and re-circulated beyond the author’s 
direct control?

In the Indian context, domestic criminal law already contains provisions 
against this type of hate crimes, but enforcement has been selective, politically 
mediated and inconsistent. Populist leaders are rarely prosecuted, proceedings 
are slow and often inconclusive, whereas ordinary citizen expressing far less 
influential content sometimes faces swift and disproportionate sanctions. This 
asymmetry produces a legitimate crisis: the law seems to function as a instrument 
of power not neutral safeguard.

In India from a human rights perspective two obligations collide, firstly the 
duty to protect the freedom of speech and expression inc. political and religious 
speech, even when it is unsettling or disruptive. Secondly the duty to protect 
vulnerable group from targeted hostility, specially when it translates to violence. 
The first duty is often invoked rhetorically, while the second is neglected in 
practice. Populist narratives attempt to regulate hate speech as anti-majoritarian 
censorship, allowing perpetrators to recast themselves as victims of an authoritarian 
state, even where they benefit from state protection.
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Digital platforms occupy middle ground and act as a catalyst; they control 
essential public infrastructure for deliberation. Where their algorithms 
demonstrably preferentially distribute content that encourages hate. Yet the existing 
regulatory frameworks have been slow to attach slow to attach concrete duties to 
the platforms. Another dimension is encryption and privacy. It protect citizens 
against state overreach and unlawful surveillance. From a rights-based perspective 
the question is not “should encryption be abolished”? but rather, how can states 
design context  sensitive and rights respecting oversight mechanisms which allows 
early detection for systematic harm without establishing an infrastructure of total 
surveillance. It is normative challenge rather than a normative one. 

Germany’s NetzDG: A Controversial Pioneer
Germany’s Network Enforcement Act (Netzwerkdurchsetzungsgesetz or 

NetzDG), enacted in 2017, represents one of the most significant attempts to 
regulate online hate speech through platform accountability (Library of Congress, 
2021). The legislation requires social media platforms with more than two million 
users in Germany to remove the illegal content within 24 of receiving a complaint 
and other illegal content within seven days and failure to comply can result in 
fines up to €50 million (Ritzmann, 2019). The law references certain provisions 
of German criminal code including section 130 (Volksverhetzung—incitement 
to hatred), which prohibits advocacy that incited hatred against segment of 
population based on ethnic origin, religious, racial and nationality (PBS, 2022).

NetzDG has faced substantial criticism from multiple perspectives, human 
rights watch described the law as fundamentally flawed, as it creates vague, 
overbroad requirements that turn private companies into overzealous censors to 
avoid steep fines, leaving users with no judicial oversight (Human Rights Watch, 
2018). The legislation has privacy concerns intensified when amendments 
required platforms to report removed illegal content including users IP addresses 
to federal police- a provision so controversial that president initially refused 
to sign it (Leerssen, 2020). Critics calls NetzDG a dangerous precedent for 
authoritarian regime throughout the world. Turkey, Russia, Malaysia have passed 
similar legislative explicitly referring the German model with far more repressive 
provisions (Forristal, 2017; Human Rights Watch, 2018). The Turkish version 
has been described as the worst version of Germany’s NetzDG by the electronic 
frontier foundation implemented in a country with a second highest number of 
imprisoned journalists globally. (Forristal, 2017).

The EU Digital Services Act: Systemic Risk and Platform Duty
The European Union acknowledging the limitations of NetzDG, adopted 

the Digital Services act (DSA), 2022, which came into full effect in February 
2024 (European Commission, 2025). This act represents a more comprehensive 
approach to the platform governance moving beyond the simple content removal 
mandate to address the systematic risks including algorithmic transparencies, and 
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democratic oversights.
The DSA distinguishes between different categories of platforms. It is 

particularly stringent for very large online platforms with more than 45 million 
active users in European Union (Portaru, 2024). These “Very Large Online 
Platforms” (VLOPs) must conduct regular risk assessment, addressing negative 
effect on civic discourse, electoral processes, public security, gender-based 
violence, protection of public health and other serious negative consequences to 
persons, physical and mental health.

The DSA incorporated certain innovations, firstly the platforms must provide 
details report on content, moderation activities, terms of services, algorithmic 
functioning and advertisement practices. The amended framework includes 
appeals procedures for users whose content have been removed addressing the 
due process consensus raised by the NetzDG. Secondly users can flag content as 
illegal under the European union law or national law, with platforms requires to 
act expeditiously or face penalty up to the six percent of its global turn over.

However, DSA also faces its own critiques. The legislation relies on broad 
and contested terms like “disinformation”, “misinformation” and “hate speech” 
that lack clear legal definition and are interpreted differently across the European 
member states (Portaru, 2024).

The framework “Brussels effect”, whereby the European regulations shape 
global content moderation policies means that restrictive European standards 
may be applied worldwide and potential impacting speech in jurisdictions with 
different constitutional traditions (Bradford, 2020).

Towards a Normative Framework for Governing Digital Hate
The preceding analysis suggests that ordinary content moderation policies 

cannot address the depth of the problem. Removing individual posts or 
suspending accounts after major incidents treats hate as a series of isolated rule 
violations, instead of recognising it as a structural, intertwined with leadership, 
institutions and historical memories of impunities. 

Leader Accountability: From Impunity to Responsibility
The most difficult part is to implement the leader’s accountability. Populist 

leaders who repeatedly license hostility must be held to account. This does not 
mean that every controversial remark is criminalised. It means that where:

•	 Hate occurs in a context where groups are already under threat;
•	 Populist leaders use dehumanizing or demonising languages;
•	 Speech identifies specific targets;
•	 and is followed by pattern of violence, which clearly draw on rhetoric.
For the populist leaders, the issue is not of isolated outrages, but of systematic 

framework at lower inhibition against harm. Repeated rhetorical permission, 
under the condition of known risk should trigger heightened forms of scrutiny: 
Electoral sanctions, disqualification from office where appropriate and in grave 
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cases, criminal liability in proportion to demonstrate impact.

Platform Duty of Care: From Neutral Carrier to Responsible 
Infrastructural entity. 

The second pillar demand an explicit shift in how platform understand 
themselves. They cannot closely claim to be neutral conduct when:

•	 their algorithm amplifies emotional content;
•	 their features like (Reels, Status and Shorts) structurally favour 

fragmentary, decontextualized speech; 
•	 their business models rely on maximising engagement regardless of model 

risk. 
A duty of care framework would require platform to: 
•	 audit their recommended system for systematic amplification of hate-

laden content;
•	 develop real time disk monitoring for political and religious speech during 

the known flash point like communal anniversary, election controversial, 
controversial judicial decisions)

•	 introduce “friction” mechanisms in forwarding chains of potentially 
inflammatory content (e.g. limits on re-shares, context labels, click-
through warnings);

•	 enable trusted flagger systems whereby credible civil society organisations 
and journalists can trigger accelerated moderation reviews for dangerous 
speech fragments from high-reach accounts.

Conclusion
The current debate globally situates human rights laws as an obstacle to 

security. encryption is blamed for concealing criminal activity. Freedom of 
speech is blamed for allowing extremists to thrive; free speech protections are 
blamed for allowing extremists to thrive; due process is blamed for “letting off” 
dangerous leaders. This paper advances the opposite view: a robust human rights 
framework is the only sustainable security strategy in the age of digital populism. 
If citizens believe that law is a tool to supress inconvenient speech rather than a 
shield against unjust harm, they will turn to extra-legal solutions. A human rights 
approach properly demand equality of enforcement, legality of proportionality, 
participatory regulation, international solidarity. The European experience 
demonstrates both the necessity and the difficulty of regulating digital platforms, 
whereas for India the path forward requires constitutional grounding, judicial 
oversight, sunset and review provisions.

The task is not to import European templates mechanically but to adapt 
governance principles of transparency, non-discrimination, accountability to 
realities. This requires acknowledging that each jurisdiction faces distinctive 
challenges. The sustainable solutions to these distinctive challenges require 



      Digital Hate to Real World Harm 77

addressing the political economy of hate. They require rebuilding trust institutions 
that can mediate conflict fairly and requires collective commitment to the 
proposition that democracy is strengthened, not weakened, when it protects its 
most vulnerable members.
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effects?
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1. Introduction
The rise of digital technologies and the global reach of online platforms 

have profoundly transformed the nature and impact of hate speech, creating 
an environment in which harmful expression can spread rapidly and often 
anonymously. Online spaces act as powerful amplifiers through mechanisms 
unique to virtual environments, including engagement-driven algorithms, the viral 
circulation of content, and the frequent absence of effective content moderation 
systems (Banks 2010; Ruotolo 2020). Although freedom of expression remains 
a cornerstone of democratic societies, there is also a pressing need to protect 
individuals and vulnerable groups from forms of expression that undermine 
their dignity, equality, and security. Nonetheless, the regulation of hate speech 
raises complex and contentious issues within the international human rights law 
framework. 

At the international level, there is still no universally agreed definition; the 
concept remains shaped largely by soft-law instruments and interpretative practice. 
In its 2022 Recommendation on combating hate speech, the Council of Europe 
adopts a broad definition covering expressions that incite or justify violence, 
hatred or discrimination based on a wide range of personal characteristics (§2). 
The Recommendation also calls for hate speech to be categorised as requiring 
criminal law, civil or administrative sanctions, or alternative responses such as 
education and counter-speech (§3). Beyond the uncertainty surrounding its 
definition, there is also deep scholarly disagreement on how, and to what extent, 
hate speech should be regulated. Some scholars advocate a restrictive regulatory 
approach that emphasises the protection of human dignity and social cohesion 
(Matsuda 1993; Tsesis 2002; Waldron 2012), while others warn against over-
regulation and its potential chilling effect on freedom of expression (Heinze 2017). 
These divergences are reflected in the varying thresholds and understandings 
adopted by international and regional human rights bodies. Consequently, the 
human rights law framework remains fragmented, caught between competing 
fundamental values and struggling to respond to the new challenges posed by this 
phenomenon in the online environment.

Against this critical backdrop, the European Court of Human Rights 
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(“ECtHR” or the “Court”) occupies a particularly prominent and, at times, 
controversial position in the regulation of hate speech. The European Convention 
on Human Rights (“ECHR” or the “Convention”) contains no explicit provision 
on hate speech, yet it has progressively developed the most comprehensive bodies 
of jurisprudence on the matter worldwide. Notably, a recent development in the 
Court’s case law revealed its propensity to address and recognise States’ positive 
obligations regarding hate speech by applying Article 8 alone or in conjunction 
with Article 14 of the ECHR. This remarks a conceptual turning point, as hate 
speech is no longer framed solely in terms of permissible limitations on freedom 
of expression under Article 10 paragraph 2 of the ECHR, but also as a matter of 
State duty to protect individuals and groups from its negative effects. However, 
this development has also raised important concerns about the exact nature, 
extent, and boundaries of such positive obligations.  

To this end, the present study will first examine the ECHR’s legal framework 
and the evolution of the Court’s jurisprudence in the absence of an explicit hate 
speech provision. It will then analyse the content and scope of States’ positive 
obligations to protect individuals and groups from online hate speech, as developed 
in the Court’s recent case law under Articles 8 and 14 of the Convention, with 
particular attention to the 2025 judgments Minasyan and Others v. Armenia and 
Ilareva and Others v. Bulgaria. A comparative section will subsequently evaluate 
the ECtHR’s approach alongside that of relevant monitoring bodies within the 
United Nations (“UN”) framework, in order to determine whether the Strasbourg 
system mirrors, diverges from, or advances prevailing international practice on 
hate speech regulation. This research’s overarching aim is to critically evaluate the 
ECtHR’s contribution to the international regulation of hate speech as the most 
widespread judicial framework in this field, and the assessment of whether the 
broad recognition of positive obligations may generate uncertainty and undue 
restrictions on freedom of expression. 

2. Bridging a normative gap: The ECtHR’s jurisprudential development 
on hate speech

As previously mentioned, unlike other international and regional human rights 
instruments, the ECHR lacks a specific hate speech provision. Within the UN Treaty 
Body system, two pivotal provisions are generally regarded as the main international 
norms addressing hate speech. These are Article 20 of the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights (“ICCPR”) and Article 4 of the International Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (“ICERD”). Although 
neither of these articles explicitly refers to the term “hate speech”, they have 
traditionally been interpreted as forming the normative basis of the contemporary 
regulation of this phenomenon within the framework of human rights law (Farrior 
1996). At a regional level, the ECHR also differs from the American Convention 
on Human Rights (“ACHR”), which includes a specific provision prohibiting 
certain forms of expression in Article 13, paragraph 5. 
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This absence can also be understood in light of the historical context 
in which the Convention was drafted. Adopted in 1950, just two years after 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which also contains no 
explicit reference to hate speech or specific limitation of the right to freedom 
of expression, the ECHR reflects an earlier stage in the international regulation 
of expression. Despite presenting this normative gap, however, the ECtHR has 
progressively become a prominent forum for adjudicating and developing hate 
speech jurisprudence, demonstrating an increasing commitment to addressing 
this challenge. Furthermore, its sustained attention to hate speech reflects the 
evolving interpretative practice of the Court to preventing the re-emergence of 
totalitarian ideologies rooted in intolerance, exclusion, and incitement to hatred. 
Conversely, the ECtHR has not adopted an exhaustive definition of hate speech 
in its case law, instead approaching the concept on a case-by-case basis. While this 
flexible approach enables the Court to consider contextual and societal specifics, 
it has also been criticised for lacking clarity and predictability especially when 
legal responses are required (McGonagle 2013, 11).

Traditionally, hate speech cases have been addressed by the ECtHR through 
the alternative application of Articles 10 paragraph 2 and 17 of the Convention. 
The former guarantees freedom of expression and sets out the conditions under 
which it may be lawfully restricted by the States, while the latter functions as the 
Convention’s anti-abuse clause. These provisions have primarily been invoked 
in cases where applicants have alleged a violation of their right to freedom of 
expression. In other words, when applying these provisions, the ECtHR is usually 
required to verify whether a State has breached its negative obligation not to 
interfere with the right to freedom of expression by illegitimately invoking hate 
speech restrictions to protect the rights of others. While this study focuses on 
cases where applicants were victims of hate speech and the subsequent State 
failure to protect them, an examination of how the Court interprets and applies 
these articles is essential to gather a clearer understanding of its overall approach 
to hate speech.

From the Court’s case law, it is evident that a hierarchical approach is 
employed when applying Articles 17 and 10(2) to hate speech cases. In other 
words, the ECtHR distinguishes between the most severe and less severe forms 
of hate speech. When invoking Article 17, the Court effectively excludes the 
alleged expression from the protection of Article 10 altogether, on the basis that 
the Convention cannot justify actions that destroy its underlying values. In such 
circumstances, the application is declared inadmissible ratione materiae, without 
any substantive examination as to whether the interference with freedom of 
expression was lawful or necessary (Castellaneta 2017). Conversely, when relying 
on Article 10(2), the Court acknowledges that a given expression is protected 
by Article 10, yet it may still be subject to the legitimate restrictions provided 
in the second paragraph. Thus, in these cases, the Court examines whether the 
interference was prescribed by law, pursued a legitimate aim and was necessary in a 
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democratic society, as well as whether it was proportionate to the aim in question. 
Through this provision, the ECtHR has generally dealt with expressions that, 
while offensive, provocative or discriminatory, do not reach the level of severity 
required for exclusion under Article 17. This hierarchical distinction is clearly 
reflected in the Court’s judgements. 

Accordingly, Article 17 has been invoked in relation to several instances of 
hate speech, including Holocaust denial, as well as cases of incitement to hatred 
on the basis of ethnicity, religion, or sexual orientation. In Norwood v. the 
United Kingdom (2004), displaying a poster depicting the Twin Towers in flames 
alongside a statement calling for the expulsion of Muslims from Britain was 
deemed an attack on a religious community, equating it entirely with terrorism 
and thus contravening the fundamental principles of tolerance, social peace and 
non-discrimination enshrined in the Convention. More recently, in the 2023 
Lenis v. Greece case, the Court found that online statements by a senior Orthodox 
Church official denying the humanity of LGBTIQ+ people and inciting violence 
against them constituted the most serious form of hate speech (Johnson 2024). 
This was particularly significant given the applicant’s position of influence and 
the substantial harm that could be caused, thus establishing the applicability of 
Article 17 (Lenis v. Greece, §49, 50, 51). Conversely, it has also been argued that 
excluding certain forms of expression from the protection of Article 10 altogether 
is unnecessary for safeguarding democratic principles, and that it prevents a proper 
proportionality assessment and limits the development of consistent, transparent 
standards for evaluating hate speech (Cannie and Voorhoof 2011).

Whereas, when determining whether an interference with freedom of 
expression meets the conditions set out in Article 10(2), the ECtHR generally 
considers a range of factors such as the content and context of the speech, the 
intent of the speaker, and the likelihood of harm, thereby adopting a context-
sensitive approach. Notably, the Court was the first adjudicatory body to extend 
these principles to the online environment, recognising the particular risks posed 
by the digital dissemination of hate speech and the responsibilities of online 
platforms (see, for example, Delfi AS v. Estonia, 2015, Sanchez v. France, 2023 
and Google LLC and Others v. Russia, 2025). For instance, in the landmark 
Sanchez v. France case, the Court ruled that the criminal fine issued to the 
applicant, a politician, did not contravene Article 10, as he had neglected to 
swiftly remove third-party comments containing hate speech from his Facebook 
“wall” (§189). 

On the other hand, the ECtHR’s application of Article 10(2) has raised 
concerns regarding the breadth of discretion afforded to States under the margin 
of appreciation doctrine, as States are frequently granted substantial deference 
when defining the scope of expression and assessing the necessity of particular 
restrictions (Mchangama and Alkiviadou 2021; Sottiaux 2022). The Court has 
indeed adopted a relatively broad approach to upholding criminal sanctions for 
hate speech, which is more permissive than the standards applied by the UN 
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Human Rights Committee or other regional bodies (Clooney and Neuberger 
2024, 63).  For instance, the Court has consistently affirmed the compatibility 
of criminal penalties for hate speech with the right to freedom of expression in 
cases involving Holocaust denial, an approach that contrasts with the Human 
Rights Committee’s General Comment No. 34, which states that laws penalising 
opinions on historical facts are incompatible with the Covenant’s protections 
(§49). This distinctive position reflects the ECtHR’s view that hate speech 
threatens not only the individuals or groups it targets, but also the fundamental 
principles on which society is based, such as democracy and social inclusiveness.

More recently, as anticipated, the Court’s jurisprudence has also begun to 
address cases brought by alleged victims of hate speech who claim that States 
had failed to take adequate protective or preventive measures. In particular, the 
ECtHR’s progressively evolved to extend protection to victims of hate speech under 
Article 8 of the Convention (right to respect for private life), both alone and in 
conjunction with Article 14 (prohibition of discrimination), and, in exceptional 
circumstances, under Article 13 (right to an effective remedy). The Court first 
engaged with this line of reasoning in the 2012 case of Aksu v. Turkey, in which 
the applicant argued that certain publications funded by the State contained anti-
Roma expressions, amounting to a violation of his rights under Articles 8 and 14. 
Although the Court ultimately found no violations, this case marked a pivotal 
moment in recognising that hate speech could infringe the right to private life 
and that States have a positive obligation to prevent and respond to such harm. 
The Aksu judgment thus laid the groundwork for a gradual clarification and 
expansion of States’ duties to protect individuals and groups from hate speech, 
particularly where it intersects with systemic discrimination or prejudice.

However, in the absence of a specific provision in the ECHR that explicitly 
addresses States’ positive duties with regard to hate speech, it remains challenging 
to identify the precise content of these obligations ex ante. Some scholars have 
questioned the ECtHR’s approach, suggesting that it may place excessive limitations 
on the right to freedom of expression due to the uncertainty surrounding the exact 
scope of these obligations (Alkiviadou 2025, 178). Nevertheless, the Court’s case-
by-case assessments of the adequacy and proportionality of domestic responses 
to hate speech incidents have progressively delineated the parameters of States’ 
positive duties. The following section examines this jurisprudential approach in 
detail, exploring how the ECtHR has defined States’ positive obligations under 
articles 8 and 14, and considering whether this expanding protective framework 
enhances victims’ rights or risks unduly restricting freedom of expression.

3.  Positive obligations under Articles 8 and 14 of the ECHR: protection 
or restriction?

Firstly, regarding the concept of positive obligations: traditionally, international 
human rights law distinguishes between negative obligations, which require States 
to refrain from interfering with the enjoyment of fundamental rights, and positive 
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obligations, which compel them to take active measures to ensure the effective 
protection of those rights (Shue 1997; Mazzeschi 2008; Shelton and Gould 
2013). This distinction is employed when determining State responsibility, as it 
helps to identify the type of State conduct, thus whether a breach results from an 
act or from an omission. As has been contended, omissions are more than mere 
“inaction”, acquiring legal relevance only when a duty to act exists and remains 
unfulfilled, and their significance can only be assessed in light of the content and 
scope of that duty (Crawford 2013, 218). 

Within the framework of the ECHR, this distinction is of particular 
importance, presenting complex interpretative challenges (Lavrysen 2016; 
Stoyanova 2023). Article 1 of the ECHR requires States not only to respect, but 
also to secure the rights enshrined in the Convention. These rights are formulated 
in broad and general terms, leaving significant room for judicial interpretation. 
In line with its well-established doctrine that the Convention is a “living 
instrument”, the ECtHR has interpreted these provisions evolutively, adapting 
their meaning to contemporary social realities and emerging threats to human 
rights (Letsas 2012). Accordingly, the Court has progressively recognised that the 
protection afforded by the ECHR entails not only duties of abstention, but also 
positive duties requiring States to adopt different kinds of measures to safeguard 
individuals from interferences by both public authorities and private actors (see, 
for example, these early judgements: Belgian Linguistic Case, 1968 and Marckx 
v. Belgium, 1979). This dynamic interpretative approach has enabled the Court 
to extend the scope of the Convention’s rights to new contexts, including the 
growing phenomenon of online hate speech. 

In light of this interpretative evolution and to clarify the content and scope 
of States’ positive obligations, this analysis will begin with Article 8 of the 
Convention and the obligations arising therefrom with regard to the States’ duty 
to protect vulnerable groups and individuals from hate speech. Firstly, regarding 
the applicability of the right to respect for private and family life to hate speech 
cases, the Court has clarified that, even if the unlawful treatment in question 
does not reach the level of severity required to fall within the scope of Article 3 
(prohibition of torture and inhuman or degrading treatment), it may nonetheless 
engage Article 8 (R.B. v. Hungary § 79, 2016; Király and Dömötör v. Hungary, 
2017, §42; Association ACCEPT and Others v. Romania §66, 2021). This is 
because any stereotyping or denigration of a group, when reaching a certain 
level of intensity, is capable of affecting the group’s sense of identity, as well as 
the self-worth and self-confidence of its members, thereby interfering with their 
private life within the meaning of Article 8 (Aksu v. Turkey, 2012, § 58; Király 
and Dömötör v. Hungary, 2017, § 41). When considering whether this level of 
severity has been reached, the Court takes into account factors such as the group’s 
historical vulnerability, the content of the negative stereotype in question, and 
the context and form in which it has been conveyed. 

Recent case law has further clarified the notion of victim status in this context. 
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Notably, in the aforementioned cases of Minasyan and Others v. Armenia and 
Ilareva and Others v. Bulgaria (2025), the Court found a violation of Article 8 even 
though the applicants were not directly part of historically marginalised groups. 
Instead, they were targeted because of their association with such groups, in their 
capacity as activists and human rights defenders. In Minasyan, the applicants were 
attacked for both their activism and their perceived sexual orientation, as well 
as their association with the LGBTIQ+ community (§54). Similarly, in Ilareva, 
the Court found that the threatening and denigrating statements directed at the 
applicants on public Facebook pages, motivated by their activism in defence of 
refugees, constituted an affront to their psychological integrity and dignity, thus 
falling within the scope of Article 8 (§105, 116). 

Once the applicability of Article 8 has been established, the Court will typically 
verify the existence of an effective legal framework that enables vulnerable groups 
and individuals to assert the rights protected under Article 8. Although States 
have discretion over the specific measures to adopt, the Court examines whether 
these measures are reasonable, effective and balanced with the public interest 
of safeguarding freedom of expression. Regarding the latter, the ECtHR has 
also clarified that the imposition of criminal sanctions for hate speech should 
be regarded as an extrema ratio measure, thus to be applied only when strictly 
necessary, and implemented in a manner consistent with the State’s broader 
obligation to ensure effective protection of the rights encompassed under Article 
8. Therefore, for ensuring an adequate legal framework, States may instead fulfil 
their obligations through alternative mechanisms, such as administrative or civil 
remedies, provided that they offer effective and sufficient protection. For instance, 
in Minasyan and Others v. Armenia, the Court ruled that, while the domestic 
civil law framework did not specifically address instances of discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation, it was, at least in theory, capable of providing 
protection to the applicants from encroachment on various aspects of their 
private life within the meaning of Article 8, including from homophobic hate 
speech (§64). 

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, Article 8 can be invoked either alone 
or in conjunction with Article 14, which prohibits discrimination. With regard 
to the latter article, States’ positive obligations primarily relate to the duty to 
conduct effective investigations. More broadly, the obligation to investigate 
constitutes a procedural positive obligation, and it has been identified, also by 
the Court, as an obligation of means rather than of result (Ilareva and Others v. 
Bulgaria, § 135). The Court’s approach to this issue largely mirrors its reasoning 
in hate crime cases, with the distinction that in such cases Article 14 is typically 
applied in conjunction with Article 3, rather than Article 8. As in hate crime 
jurisprudence, the principle of non-discrimination acts as a lens through which 
the ECtHR underscores the State’s additional duty to take all reasonable steps to 
uncover any bias motive and to determine whether prejudice or hatred played a 
role in the events (Pressacco 2024). In other words, where there is evidence that 
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the impugned statements were motivated by, or had the effect of, discrimination, 
the assessment of an investigation’s effectiveness goes beyond the traditional 
requirements of promptness, diligence, and impartiality, demanding also that 
States meet a higher standard in responding to alleged bias-motivated incidents. 

In the case of Ilareva and Others v. Bulgaria, concerning a series of Facebook 
posts containing death threats and racially motivated insults against refugee 
rights activists, the Court provided further on the State’s duty to conduct effective 
investigations in cases of online hate speech. The ECtHR criticised the domestic 
authorities for failing to pursue available investigative avenues that could have 
identified the perpetrators, such as requesting the collection of digital traffic data 
linked to the IP addresses of those who had posted the threats (§119, 120). Out 
of the eleven individuals involved, only two were identified and just one was 
questioned (§121). The prosecuting authorities had also unjustifiably downplayed 
the seriousness of the threats, dismissing them as expressions of personal opinion 
rather than discriminatory crimes. The Court held that these omissions resulted 
in impunity for the perpetrators and left the applicants unprotected, thereby 
encouraging similar conduct to continue and escalate (§122). 

In Beizaras and Levickas v. Lithuania (2020), the Court considered a similar 
instance of State protection failing to address online hate speech, this time in the 
form of homophobic comments posted under a photograph of two men kissing. 
This judgment is significant because in addition to Articles 14 and 8, it is the only 
instance in hate speech jurisprudence where the Court also found a violation of 
Article 13. While Article 13 is not typically examined separately when a violation 
of Article 14 has been established, the Court ruled that the discriminatory attitudes 
of the domestic authorities in this case had rendered existing remedies ineffective 
and warranted independent scrutiny. The Court also found that the authorities 
had consistently failed to investigate hate speech cases involving sexual minorities 
(§155). The Court therefore noted a pattern of institutional prejudice, including 
instances where domestic courts explicitly described hate speech investigations 
as a “waste of time and resources” (§23). Consequently, in light of the risk of 
rendering national hate speech provisions ineffective and of demonstrating a 
failure by law enforcement to take bias-motivated offences seriously, the Court 
concluded that there had been a violation of both the applicants’ rights to an 
effective remedy and their right to non-discrimination in conjunction with their 
right to private life.

In conclusion, this jurisprudence reflects the ECtHR’s increasing commitment 
to ensuring that States fulfil their positive obligations to protect individuals and 
groups from hate speech, particularly in light of systemic failures or insufficient 
responses by domestic authorities. The examined cases reveal a clear effort by 
the Court to address structural deficiencies that perpetuate impunity for bias-
motivated abuses, and to affirm the need to effectively protect victims online. 
However, the ECtHR’s expanding interpretation of positive obligations has 
raised legitimate concerns about its potential impact on freedom of expression 
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and the risk of excessive State interference in the public sphere. To mitigate these 
risks and promote greater legal certainty, the Court could further clarify the 
parameters governing the seriousness and intensity required for hate speech to 
engage State responsibility under Articles 8 and 14. More precise and consistent 
criteria, particularly with regard to the exceptional circumstances warranting 
criminal sanctions as opposed to civil or administrative measures, would enhance 
both foreseeability and compliance. Therefore, while a case-by-case assessment is 
essential due to the contextual nature of online hate speech, clearer guidance from 
the Court could help to ensure a balanced approach, strengthening protection 
against hate speech while avoiding over-regulation and undue restrictions on 
freedom of expression.

4. Converging or diverging paths? The ECtHR and UN Bodies on 
States’ duty to protect from hate speech 

In considering the UN treaty bodies system, the analysis will focus on the 
aforementioned provisions contained in Articles 20 of the ICCPR and 4 of the 
ICERD. Article 20 of the ICCPR requires States Parties to prohibit by law any 
propaganda for war as well as any advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred 
that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence. Article 4 of the 
ICERD goes further by obliging States to criminalise certain forms of expression 
and conduct that promote racial hatred and discrimination. It requires States to 
declare the dissemination of ideas based on racial superiority or hatred, as well 
as any incitement to racial discrimination, as offences punishable by law, and to 
criminalise organisations and activities that promote or incite such discrimination. 
Taken together, these provisions represent the only instances within the UN 
treaty framework in which States are explicitly required to prohibit or criminalise 
hate speech. The concluding part of this study will therefore examine these two 
provisions, paying particular attention to how their respective monitoring bodies 
have interpreted and clarified the scope and content of the positive obligations 
they entail. 

Starting with the interpretation and application of Article 20 by the Human 
Rights Committee (“HRC”), i.e. the monitoring body of the ICCPR, it should be 
noted that implementing this provision has proven to be particularly challenging 
for States, primarily due to definitional ambiguities and interpretative uncertainty 
surrounding its key terms. Concepts such as “advocacy”, “hatred”, and “hostility” 
lack precise legal definitions, and the element of incitement has generated 
substantial debate regarding the threshold of intent and causation required to 
trigger State responsibility (Elbahtimy 2021, 31). These difficulties mirror the 
wider challenge of defining hate speech under international law. Conversely, 
the HRC has not yet adequately explained the extent of the positive obligations 
incumbent upon States with regard to the norm in question. For instance, no 
general comment has been adopted regarding the interpretation of Article 20. 
In fact, General Comment No. 11 (1983) does little to clarify the content and 
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scope of this provision; it merely offers a brief explanation of its compatibility 
with the right to freedom of expression enshrined in Article 19 of the ICCPR, 
essentially encouraging States to comply. The HRC’s limited case law further 
reflects this cautious approach. To date, the HRC has never found a violation 
of Article 20, and only two individual communications have been submitted 
by victims of hate speech (Maria Vassilari et al. v. Greece, 2009 and Rabbae 
v. the Netherlands, 2016). In Maria Vassilari, the part of the communication 
concerning the alleged violation of Article 20(2) was declared inadmissible for 
lack of substantiation (§6.5), while the only case examined on the merits was 
Rabbae v. the Netherlands, where the applicants claimed that the State had failed 
to protect them from anti-Muslim statements made by a politician. On that 
occasion, while recognising the right of individuals and minority groups to be 
protected from incitement, the only consideration made by the HRC regarding 
the positive obligations under Article 20(2) was that States are not required to 
secure the conviction of individuals charged with such offences, but rather to 
ensure the existence of an adequate legislative framework (§10.7).

In contrast to the HRC’s cautious approach under Article 20 of the ICCPR, 
the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (“CERD”) has 
adopted a far more proactive and detailed stance in clarifying the scope and 
nature of States’ obligations under Article 4 of the ICERD. This interpretative 
and monitoring activity has been pivotal in turning the provision’s broad language 
into a more concrete legal framework for combating racist hate speech. In this 
context, the Committee’s General Recommendation No. 35 on Combating Racist 
Hate Speech (2013) is a crucial interpretative instrument. In this document, the 
CERD explicitly acknowledges that Article 4 entails obligations to prevent racist 
hate speech by introducing specific criminal offences, as well as ensuring their 
effective implementation. The Recommendation emphasises that criminalisation 
should be reserved for the most serious instances of hate speech, reaffirming the 
extrema ratio nature of criminal law measures. However, it also emphasises that 
States must adopt preventive, educational and policy measures to address the 
root causes of prejudice and intolerance, in addition to enacting legislation. The 
Committee’s interpretative efforts have been further consolidated through its case 
law. For instance, in the most recent individual communication, the applicant, a 
human rights defender of African descent, claimed that publishing discriminatory 
images of him and his ethnic group during a public exhibition violated Articles 4 
of the ICERD (Momodou Jallow v. Denmark, 2023). Although an investigation 
had been formally conducted and considered effective, the CERD found that 
the decision of the domestic authorities to dismiss the criminal proceeding was 
not an adequate or proportionate response, given that the images in question 
promoted ideas of racial superiority and thus fell within the scope of Article 4 
(§7.13). The CERD held therefore that Denmark had failed to take the necessary 
measures to ensure the applicant’s effective protection, thereby breaching its 
positive obligation to effectively implement measures against racist hate speech.
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Finally, with regard to the legal nature of these provisions, it has been 
argued that they embody not only the aforementioned positive obligations, 
but also a correlative right to be effectively protected from incitement to hatred 
(Temperman 2019; Elbahtimy 2021).  In this sense, the provisions operate 
on two complementary levels: they impose enforceable duties on States and 
simultaneously recognise a substantive right of vulnerable individuals and groups 
to live free from incitement to hatred. Therefore, both the ECtHR and the 
UN treaty bodies share the common objective of ensuring effective protection 
against hate speech and of framing States’ duties in positive terms. However, 
their approaches diverge significantly. While the UN system offers a normative 
basis through Articles 20 of the ICCPR and 4 of the ICERD, the ECtHR has 
developed its standards through case law without an explicit textual basis. 

Nevertheless, the ECtHR’s “living instrument” approach has enabled it to 
extend protection online and to other vulnerable groups, including those targeted 
for their sexual orientation or gender identity, beyond traditional grounds such 
as race, nationality or religion. This evolution highlights the Court’s dynamic 
role, but it also reveals a structural gap: the lack of clear definitions, scopes and 
thresholds for hate speech continues to create uncertainty and ambiguity within 
the ECHR framework.

5. Concluding remarks 
In conclusion, the ECtHR has played a pivotal role in shaping the modern 

understanding of hate speech as well as the States’ positive obligations to protect 
individuals and groups from its negative consequences. Despite there being no 
explicit provision for this in the Convention, the Court has progressively developed 
a coherent body of jurisprudence. In particular, under Articles 8 and 14 the Court 
explicitly recognises the necessity of State action to prevent and respond to hate-
motivated expression. This development is especially significant in the context of 
online communication, where the Court has recognised the increased harm and 
rapid spread of digital hate speech, and the potential liability of online platforms 
in addressing it. Notably, the ECtHR is the only international judicial body that 
has directly adjudicated cases concerning hate speech disseminated through social 
media comments and has assessed the potential liability of internet intermediaries 
for failing to remove or properly moderate such content in this context.

At the same time, the Court’s increasing focus on positive obligations mirrors 
a wider change in the international discourse: in an era where the rapid spread 
and reach of hate speech can endanger democratic values and human dignity, a 
purely liberal approach is no longer feasible. This evolution also illustrates the 
Court’s gradual move from a predominantly negative conception of State duties 
towards a more substantive understanding of human rights protection, one that 
demands proactive engagement by States in countering hate speech. However, 
the necessity of limiting the effects of hate speech must always be balanced with 
the fundamental right to freedom of expression. In this regard, the ECtHR 
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could strengthen its contribution by not only encouraging legislative and judicial 
domestic responses, but also educational and preventive measures, in line with 
the CERD Committee’s interpretative guidance under Article 4 of the ICERD. 

Overall, when considering States’ positive obligations within the broader 
human rights framework, certain convergences emerge. Both universal and 
regional systems now recognise the duty to establish effective legal and institutional 
frameworks to prevent, investigate and proportionally sanction hate speech, 
thereby ensuring the protection of dignity and equality. However, differences 
persist: the UN framework provides explicit legal obligations, albeit with limited 
scope, whereas the ECtHR offers broader, evolving protection through judicial 
interpretation, albeit at the expense of legal clarity. This creates a landscape of 
both complementarity and fragmentation, which highlights the need for greater 
coherence and shared standards in defining States’ duties to protect against hate 
speech in the digital age. Ensuring such coherence will ultimately be essential to 
transforming the protection against online hate speech from a fragmented legal 
aspiration into a concrete, enforceable human right.
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Emergency Meeting 63: Extreme Misogyny, 
Andrew Tate, and the Stoking of Collapse 

Elizabeth Pearson, Royal Holloway, University of London

Introduction
On 29 July 2024 17-year-old Axel Rudakubana arrived at the Hart Space 

Studio in Southport England, where a Taylor Swift-themed dance class for young 
children was taking place. Rudakubana, armed with a knife, proceeded to carry 
out an attack that would leave three children dead: seven-year-old Elsie Dot 
Stancombe, six-year-old Bebe King, and nine-year old Alice Da Silva Aguiar. 
Eight other children were injured, along with two adults (The Crown Prosecution 
Service 2025). The attack provoked an outpouring of national sadness and 
outrage; it also gained widespread traction across social media. Many individuals 
speculated on the identity of the attacker, who was not initially named (Watling 
2024). Within hours of the incident, misinformation spread online suggesting 
the attacker was an illegal immigrant who had arrived by small boat, and whose 
name was ‘Ali Al Shakti’ (ISD 2024). Within a few days of the attack, ‘far right’ 
race riots had broken out in more than 20 towns and cities across England, rioters 
looting shops, and attacking mosques and asylum hostels. 

Among those actively posting online to inflame the situation were anti-immi-
gration Reform politician Nigel Farage, who questioned whether ‘the truth was 
being withheld’ (Dodd et al. 2024); anti-Islam Street Movement ‘English De-
fence League’ founder turned self-described ‘journalist’ Stephen Yaxley-Lennon 
aka Tommy Robinson, who posted an online video on the topic of ‘resistance’; 
and online manfluencers Andrew and his younger brother Tristan Tate (Pearson 
2024b). This paper focuses specifically on the influence of the Tates, and a video 
titled Emergency Meeting 63: Collapse, posted by the brothers to video-hosting 
website Rumble on 31 July 2024, just two days after the Southport attack. Using 
a critical discourse analysis developed by Ashley Mattheis (see Mattheis 2018), 
the paper evidences three key discursive strands in the Tates’ post: Strongmen are 
Needed for the Coming Collapse, Masculinity Has Fallen: Women are to Blame, 
Multiracialism Means Ruin. The paper argues the Tates sought to escalate digital 
hate speech into real-world hate crime through three interlinked mechanisms: 
(1) the normalisation of violent imaginaries, whereby hateful rhetoric shifts the 
Overton window to make extremist violence thinkable; (2) emotional scripting, 
in which affective appeals to shame, fear, and resentment encourage men to re-
claim status through violence; and (3) the creation of symbolic events, where the 
Southport attack and subsequent riots were re-framed as evidence of systemic 
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collapse, demanding violent action. 
The paper consists of three sections. Section One considers the literature sur-

rounding Tate, and discussion of the term ‘extreme misogyny’, before a method-
ology. Section Two engages a discursive analysis of Tate’s key narratives and their 
genealogy. Section Three concludes that while misogyny familiar to manosphere 
movements online is inherent to the video, Tate is highly tactical: he utilises far 
right, accelerationist and populist discourse to ensure his messaging resonates 
widely, while also exploiting his identity as a mixed-race, self-identified Muslim 
man. However, the set of discursive strands Tate employs is ultimately lacking a 
core composite, and ideologically incoherent. This implies Tate’s strategic aims 
are not ideological, but material: to recruit youth to the various Tate products 
promising masculine strength and status. Nonetheless, Tate’s extensive use of far-
right narratives, even if ultimately cynical, means his content itself is far-right, 
and Tate is an extremist. The absence of the category of ‘extreme misogyny’ does 
not mean Tate is ‘only’ misogynist, and not extreme. The Tates’ rhetoric embod-
ies both extremism and misogyny. The paper refers to Andrew Tate as ‘Tate’, and 
primarily references him as the video author. However, it should be noted that 
Tate’s brother Tristan has an important supporting role, and ensures the rhetoric 
resonates with an explicitly Christian audience base; Tristan says he is Christian, 
while Andrew Tate has converted to Islam. 

Section 1: Extreme Misogyny, Andrew Tate and the Far-Right Riots
In the wake of the riots following the Southport murders, the UK Govern-

ment suggested expansion of the definition of extremism to encompass ‘extreme 
misogyny’ (Catt 2024). This was in part a response to the growing concerns about 
violence against women (VAW), but also a recognition of the role of gender in the 
riots themselves. Scrinzi (2024) has drawn attention to the centrality of narratives 
on white women’s ‘security’ in the contemporary far right, which she terms the 
‘racialization of sexism’. Such racialised messaging, positioning men of colour, or 
of immigrant background as a sexual threat are common to white supremacist 
groups, dating to the Ku Klux Klan (Patton and Snyder-Yuly 2007). In the UK, 
for instance, the anti-Islam far right mobilised around the threat of so-called 
‘Muslim grooming gangs’ (Cockbain 2013). The Southport riots employed a 
similar narrative, the murder of children by an alleged asylum seeker functioning 
as racialised legitimisation for men’s hypermasculinity and violence against other 
asylum seekers (Pearson 2024b). However, the UK Government later dropped 
the idea for an explicit category of ‘extreme misogyny’.

For some years however, both academics and policy makers have highlighted 
growing misogyny in online communities and platforms, and the role of misogy-
ny in extremism. Kate Manne  (2019) has defined misogyny as a practice of patri-
archy, less about hatred of women, but about ensuring men’s power and control. 
Scholars have pointed to the prevalence of misogynistic men’s groups, particularly 
online, through the so-called ‘manosphere’, misogynist incels or groups such as 
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Men Going Their Own Way (MGTOW) (Perliger et al. 2023; Kaiser 2022; Bar-
rat 2025; Rothermel 2023; Ging 2019). In a UK context, senior police chiefs 
have linked online spaces to what they label an ‘epidemic’ of misogynist vio-
lence against women (NPCC 2024a). Extremism meanwhile is variously defined 
(Schmid 2013; 2023; Commission for Countering Extremism 2019); yet one of 
the most persuasive definitions of recent years comes from US scholar JM Berger, 
who suggests there is an objective quality to extremism beyond its relationship to 
‘mainstream’ norms. For Berger (2018), extremism is about an in-group’s defini-
tion of success residing in hostile actions towards an out-group. Across both the 
far right and jihadist groups, feminist scholars have noted the importance of mi-
sogyny as intrinsic to the: cultures, ideology, organisational objectives and leader-
ship of violent extremist groups (Roose and Cook 2022; Díaz and Valji 2019), as 
a gateway to extremist activity (United Nations 2021; Phelan et al. 2025); and as 
intrinsic to the ‘hostile action’ Berger notes constitute extremism (Pearson 2023).

Contemporary ideological threats globally are primarily the far right and ji-
hadism (Institute for Economics and Peace 2024). While Tate himself is a con-
cern to police in English speaking countries (NPCC 2024b), teachers (Dimsdale 
2023; Haslop et al. 2024), academics and women (Leeming 2023; Popa-Wyatt, 
n.d.), due to his misogynist and abusive language concerning women (Weale 
2023; Regehr 2022), he is rarely regarded as either an ‘extremist’ or as ‘political’. 
In a UK context, this appears at least in part because the focus of the extremism 
definition has, since 2024, been ‘ideology’ (UK Government 2024). Specifically, 
the 2024 definition notes, “(E)xtremism is the promotion or advancement of an 
ideology[footnote 3] based on violence, hatred or intolerance”. However, mi-
sogyny and patriarchy are rarely understood in mainstream policy or academia as 
ideological. Indeed Hoffman, Ware and Shapiro’s (2020) assessment of misogy-
nist incel violence noted “the incel worldview is not obviously political” (p.565), 
suggesting it was closer to “hate crime”. A UK Commission for Countering Ex-
tremism (CCE) report on incels meanwhile emphasised the mental health needs 
of this community and suggested they did not broadly support violence, or nec-
essarily believe in the 80:20 rule, a core tenet of incel thinking suggesting the 
‘top’ 80% of women are attracted to the ‘top’ 20% of men (Whittaker et al. 
2023). Nonetheless, Perliger, Stevens and Leidig (2023) have made the case for 
understanding ‘extreme misogyny’ as a property of diverse ideological actors who 
“legitimise violence and measures of coercion against women, and manifest an in-
tense hostility towards symbols of women’s empowerment and equality, feminist 
institutions, and other social constructs that its members feel are threatening to 
masculinity” (p.11). At the same time, Brace, Baele and Ging (2024) have found 
manosphere actors online active in disseminating links to material outside their 
core ideology. This is a phenomenon the authors suggest is relevant to the con-
temporary trend for Mixed, Unclear and Unstable (MUU) ideologies. 

The Southport case is an example in which diverse online actors, including 
the misogynist influencers the Tates, mobilised to support or encourage violence. 
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While anti-Islam activist Tommy Robinson called for British men to train for 
‘resistance’ following Southport, and ‘X’ owner Elon Musk framed Southport as 
a sign of government failure and the riots similarly as a symbol of resistance, the 
Tate brothers addressed the riots as a symptom of ‘collapse’. They posted Emer-
gency Meeting 63: Collapse to ‘TateSpeech’ on video-hosting site Rumble on 31 
July 2024. ‘TateSpeech’ was founded in August 2022 and has 2.2 million follow-
ers. Collapse is two hours four minutes and 39 seconds long, including some 32 
minutes of count-down into the content itself; it has over 10,000 likes, over a 
thousand comments, and has been viewed nearly a million times, making it one 
of Tate’s most popular broadcasts. This paper is concerned with the nature and 
role of the rhetoric employed in Collapse and how it relates to wider discourses.

Methodology
The paper now moves to an analysis of the Collapse video, and the role gen-

der plays in the discursive ‘scripts’ it employs, and the origins of these discours-
es. Bouvier and Machin (2018) note that “Discourses provide the ‘scripts’ for 
acting in society, and in turn social practices embody discourse in the material 
world that we meet”. Specifically, the paper sought to answer the following ques-
tions: what gendered narratives does Tate employ? What discourses do they draw 
on? What is the discursive composite linking the narratives and persuading the 
audience? What is Tate’s central ideological argument? The methodology em-
ployed here is drawn from the work of gender, extremism and communications 
scholar Ashley Mattheis. Mattheis’ (2018) paper on far-right female influencer 
Lana Lokteff explored ‘discursive composites’, identifying “the multiple strands 
of discourse synthesized into a whole within the ideological claims forwarded to 
recruit individuals” (p.135). The aim is to situate discursive strands in their wider 
cultural narratives. 

This method allows for a positioning of Tate’s ideas and narratives in wider 
context. This leads to an argument that Tate’s work is clearly ideological, however, 
that Tate himself draws from disparate and inconsistent discourses, apparently 
in order to maximise his reach and recruitment. Tate himself exploits ideology, 
including far right extremist ideology, apparently first and foremost for material 
gain. Whatever his motives, and in spite of his identity as a mixed-race Muslim 
(he asserts), his engagement with far-right ideology and narratives allows for a 
categorisation of ‘far right’. However, Tate does not amend his position on gender 
- which is an assertion of contemporary women’s fundamental worthlessness - to 
accommodate far-right ideology. While subjugating women, traditional far-right 
narratives also allot them an important maternal role, requiring men’s protection.

Section 2: Cover your Bases: The Rumble Recruitment Strategy
This section illustrates how Tate’s discursive strands — Strongmen are Needed 

for the Coming Collapse, Masculinity Has Fallen: Women are to Blame and 
Multiracialism Means Ruin —draw on far-right, manosphere, and acceleration-
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ist discourses. By presenting violence as both inevitable and righteous, and by 
invoking fear, shame, and emasculation, Tate draws on a diverse, yet incoherent, 
set of narratives to resonate as widely as possible with male youth and translate 
into mobilisation. This is the template for action of a manfluencer for whom 
ideological resonance is instrumentalised primarily for commercial gain. This 
lack of ideological coherence permits Tate to use extremist rhetoric appealing 
to far-right, but also jihadist sympathising young men, positioning men as ‘war-
rior protectors’, yet lacking women decent enough for men to protect. In Tate’s 
figuration, men are inspired to violence not to protect women of value, but in 
spite of women who have no value; this is an inversion of jihadist and far right 
traditional gender norms. The findings suggest Tate seeks to escalate digital hate 
speech into real-world hate crime through three interlinked mechanisms: (1) the 
normalisation of violent imaginaries, whereby hateful rhetoric shifts the Overton 
window to make extremist violence thinkable; (2) emotional scripting, in which 
affective appeals to shame, fear, and resentment encourage men to reclaim status 
through violence; and (3) the creation of symbolic events, where attacks or crises 
are re-framed as evidence of systemic collapse, demanding action. This is achieved 
through three discursive strands: 1) Strongmen are Needed for the Coming Col-
lapse 2) Masculinity Has Fallen: Women are to Blame 3) Multiracialism Means 
Ruin. Timestamps for speech understand 0’0 as the start of the speech section 
of the video. It should also be noted that the analysis reproduces transcript from 
Collapse, which is offensive.

Strand One: Strongmen are Needed for the Coming Collapse
The video’s first discursive strand frames England’s far right riots in the wake 

of the Southport attacks as evidence of the inevitability of coming western demo-
cratic ‘collapse’, and to articulate the only correct role for men and manhood: 
physical strength and (hyper)masculinity expressed in domination and violence. 
Collapse is articulated as an outcome of western decadence; for Tate the viewer 
should understand that institutions cannot be trusted and: “judges are not fair 
and that courts are not fair, and that the law is not real, and that elections are 
not real, and your vote means nothing more, and that the banking system is not 
real.  Democracy collapses under this knowledge” (8’35-8’47). This message is 
one Tate has often repeated in reference to his own situation, in which he claims 
to be a victim of the so-called ‘Matrix’, seeking to falsely pursue him for spurious 
charges, including sexual assault, trafficking and rape. Democracy is a façade, 
and only one thing is real, men’s ability to fight: “all that’s left behind democracy 
in the first place, behind all these fake institutions, is violence, is force” (8’52-7). 
This force is necessarily hypermasculine, “The change in culture and conscious-
ness which is required is men and masculinity and men of honour.  ... you need 
men who are prepared to be men, because men are the protectors of society” (20’-
20’29). When Collapse comes, Tate believes this will be both racialised and gendered, 
because democracy has been weakened through multiculturalism and feminism: 
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So it’s going to turn to violence. The Western world is going to get very violent. As 
more and more people wake up to the idea and the understanding that the whole 
democratic process and the democratic ideal itself is corrupt. What was it Enoch 
Powell said - the rivers will run red with blood, and everyone called him a racist…. 
we gave power to a bunch of fucking clowns and women and they fucked it up. 
(16’47-17’12).

Ideologically, Tate owes rhetoric to British MP Enoch Powell’s 1968 speech, 
referenced here, protesting immigration and the introduction of the Race Rela-
tions Act. While denounced by his peers as racist, and leading to his sacking, 
this speech won Powell some popular support from working-class men (Whip-
ple (2009) cited in Crines et al. 2016): Tate’s ‘common man’. Tate also invokes 
far-right accelerationism, which asserts that liberal institutions are weak and 
collapse must be hastened to bring about a new world order (Jipson 2025). As 
Jipson (2025) notes, accelerationism requires ‘social chaos’ which “creates an op-
portunity for extremists to create a racially or ideologically “pure” future”. As 
such the narrative is linked to the ‘Great Replacement’ conspiracy’s assertion that 
white people are victim to a strategy to see them lose power to non-white peo-
ple through replacement: in immigration and rising non-white birth-rates. Tate’s 
messaging additionally echoes far- and radical-right populist messaging, asserting 
that elites are corrupt and cannot be trusted (Krzyżanowski and Ekström 2022; 
Meret and Siim 2013). These narratives have been employed for instance in Presi-
dent Trump’s election campaign, or in Reform Party rhetoric in the UK, and are 
mainstream. 

Tate references the Strong-man Weak-man cycle, in which a period of ‘weak’ 
men, feminised through persistent peace, necessitates a period of ‘strong’ men 
and war. The idea of success through masculine strength has historical roots dat-
ing back centuries (Devereaux 2025). It has been revived in recent authoritarian 
discourse thanks to a post-apocalyptic 2016 novel by G. Michael Hopf (2016), 
containing the lines “Hard times create strong men, strong men create good 
times, good times create weak men, and weak men create hard times” . While 
Tate echoes far right messaging positioning men’s racialised violence as valour, he 
suggests this struggle is for society, and other men; it is not for wives, Elshtain’s 
(1987) ‘beautiful souls’ that ‘just warriors’ must fight to protect, or for family. 
Tate explicitly exploits post-Southport violence as a symbol of democratic break-
down equivalent to Hopf ’s apocalypse, and the inevitable anger of the ‘common 
man’. This emotion is proposed as a powerful resource towards a hypermasculin-
ity widely understood as hegemonic: the violent strongman. As such Tate taps 
into discourses that straddle mainstream populist narratives, as well as culturally 
resonant ideas of men’s powers, and the accelerationist far right, all of which are 
highly prevalent online and will be familiar to his audience.

Strand Two: Masculinity Has Fallen: Women are to Blame 
If men have been weak, and mobilised into action only when the system is 
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collapsing, as evident in the violence in Southport, the responsibility is not theirs 
alone. The second discursive strand addresses the causes of men’s current weak-
ness. While the far-right has often mobilised riots around the gendered impera-
tive of substituting for ineffective states, in order to counter ‘immigrant’ violence 
against ‘native’ women and children (Scrinzi 2024), Tate centres the inability of 
ordinary men to perform manhood in women’s failure, not men’s. He says: 

You don’t need people like me to defend the population and pretend to protect the 
society. You need the common man. But the problem is, you women have become 
so awful that the common man has no interest at all in protecting you, because he 
no longer has a family, no longer has a wife that obeys. (18’20-28)

This rhetoric has a powerfully broad recruitment base, given its basis in both 
Islamic & Christian traditionalism, representing the faiths each Tate brother says 
he follows. The narrative suggests the importance of the gender binary and com-
plementarity of men’s and women’s roles is not just natural, but God-given, and 
focused on obedience. The appeal is therefore to the global populations of young 
men who believe in the enduring and God-given unequal roles for men and 
women within relationships. The appeal however is not to the anti-Islam radical 
right, who espouse gender equality as a means of demonstrating the backward-
ness of Islam, and whose key focus is the sexually predatory Muslim man (Cock-
bain 2013; Pilkington 2016); it is to more fundamentalist proponents of right 
wing ideology, and the online manosphere. 

Women’s failure to perform the binary role of traditional nationalism is cen-
tred for Tate on their lack of respect for men’s superiority as ‘head of the house’, 
and by implication their agency, enabled through feminism, a central theme in 
his messaging. If valour is absent in the ‘common man’, it is not because the war-
riors are not just, but because the souls they have historically protected are no 
longer beautiful. This rhetoric is additionally a means of distinguishing the broth-
ers –who Tate positions as an already strong elite - from the majority of ‘common’ 
men, who are unable to perform strength and masculinity. Tate explicitly links 
[common] men’s failure to protect, to women’s contempt for the common man 
[which Tate is not]. The ‘common man’: “can’t find a wife who obeys him. And if 
he does get a wife, she’s such a nasty person to him all the time that he doesn’t really 
care about it. …. Why would he protect people who despise him?” (18’40-19’14) 
Women’s disobedience is however merely symbolic of wider societal disdain for 
the ‘common man’, which Tate contrasts with past periods of war: “That’s what 
men died for. They went to war for their women…(19’29) ..Your common man has 
checked out. And that’s because women have become so ridiculous and lost their minds 
with unfair expectations…” (19’55-20’03). 

Women’s infidelity, their claimed ‘ridiculousness’, is both sexualised and ra-
cialised. Tate notes that women’s sexuality is often – perfidiously - focused on 
men of colour, therefore transgressing the binary of racialised nationalism: white 
men fight to protect women from the hypermasculinity of immigrant non-white 
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men, from sexual violence and from miscegenation. If native women instead pur-
sue immigrant men, the gendered binary logic of nation is inverted, Collapse 
is inevitable. Specifically post-Southport, white English ‘native’ men no longer 
have either status, or a role. Women’s faithfulness is linked discursively to social 
modernity; their faithlessness is a key cause of Collapse. Use of the word ‘treason’ 
emphasises the asserted linkage between women’s lack of obedience, and western 
society’s fall. Tate says: 

Sexual access is the primary motivator for all things for men. …It’s why they built 
the whole modern world …. Effectively, to have unlimited sexual access. So once 
that’s cut off from them, they have no point in doing many things at all, especially 
not risking their freedom and safety to protect a society which has women now 
believing that they’re superior to 98.5% of men, insulting 98.5% of men, then 
complaining those men don’t stand up, defend them when the invaders turn up. 
On top of that, what’s most treasonous is that a lot of these women are perfectly 
happy to embrace the invaders. (20’28-20’56)

This section of the video directly references misogynist incel ideology in which 
women are understood primarily in terms of ‘sexual access’. Similarly, in Tate’s 
view, women’s core worth, not just to men, but to wider society, is in subservi-
ence, specifically sexual subservience. Such language is therefore a direct appeal 
to, and repetition of, misogynist incel community rhetoric, asserting core incel 
ideology centred on the belief that women are sexually attracted to only a small 
percentage of high-status, physically powerful men, leaving weak men involun-
tarily celibate (Leidig 2021; Ging 2019). 

Through this narrative Tate asserts the modern feminised society as not just 
weak but racially impure. Southport and the subsequent violence are constructed 
as a symbol of a gendered breakdown. This is not a ‘crisis of masculinity’ - as 
none of this is men’s fault - but of women’s failed fidelity, which results in the 
sexual frustration and emasculation of the common man, who must cede sexual 
status and strength to the racialised invader. This is a common recruitment tactic 
for neo-Nazi and white supremacist far right groups (Kimmel and Ferber 2000), 
and would be recognised as such by these communities. The strategy here is to 
denigrate the common man, while shifting responsibility for this denigration 
from Tate himself to apparently faithless women. Tate’s video narrative effectively 
employs emotional scripts designed first to stoke men’s shame, fear, and resent-
ment, and then to make affective appeals to these emotions, encouraging men to 
reclaim status through violence (Bengtsson 2016).

Strand Three: Multiracialism Means Ruin
The third discursive strand emphasises the racialised, as well as feminised, 

nature of the weak, collapsing society that has been a key argument of the second 
strand. Now, the Tate brothers use this argument to assert their own superior-
ity over the common man, and his unwillingness to fight. “Wake the fuck up”, 
Tate demands. “The average Englishman will go to fight over his football team, but 
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won’t fight to defend his fucking society. It’s bullshit. … It’s over. Unless you stand up. 
.. the decimation of Christianity and the decimation of the Western world in real 
time, that’s all I see” (12’56-13’22). Tate frames this as a “harsh truth” (13’22), 
establishing his role as mentor, advisor and the best friend who does not mince 
his words, a key function of his wider messaging, and the core product he sells to 
young men: access to networks of mentors in business (Pearson 2024a). 

Referencing Southport Tristan develops the narrative, noting the attacker was 
not, as first thought, Muslim, (misinformation in fact shared online by Tate, 
amongst others). Tristan shifts the rhetoric away from faith towards race, equat-
ing black masculinity with ‘savagery’ ‘capacity for violence’ and physical superior-
ity, while also emphasising the black man as a ‘Third Worlder’, lacking ‘moder-
nity’ and the civilisational qualities that the rest of the video has been at pains to 
urge the common man to protect: 

The whole anti-Islamic rhetoric of ‘Muslims are dangerous, Muslims are savages’, 
etc., etc. actually was proven not to be so true in the recent terrorist attack, and 
what me and you always say has been proven true, which is - people from the Third 
World are savages! (15’36-52)…. Everyone needs to keep the Third Worlders out 
of the First world. Every country! Because this guy who stabbed all those kids was 
from Rwanda! (16’30-48)

Earlier, Andrew Tate had invoked insider knowledge to highlight the capacity 
of Black people for violence: “These people are built different. They smoke tear gas. 
I’m telling you, as someone who’s mixed-race, Black people are built different. We have 
a different capacity for violence. You’re not ready for us. You need to fucking train up if 
you want to fight us hand-to-hand” (8’06-16). The brothers invoke white suprema-
cist narratives of racial difference, promoting fear of the black man’s hypermas-
culinity, and hypersexuality (Kimmel 2017). However, these sections of Collapse 
exploit Southport to also assert the superiority of the Tates, as black men, through 
narratives of black men’s capacity for violence. Collapse reveals the brothers’ nego-
tiation of their own mixed-race heritage and identity. As Joseph Salisbury (2019) 
has observed in work on Black men in the US and UK – the Tates are nationals 
of both - Black mixed-race men must contend with the ‘white gaze’, which casts 
black masculinity as a ‘monster’, the black man: “criminal, violent, unintelligent 
and a sexual predator” (p.1770). While at times they contest the racist projections 
of the white gaze, Joseph Salisbury also notes, “In other instances, Black mixed-
race men may choose to utilize that stereotype, whether to gain popularity or as 
protection from racism and bullying” (p.1770). The popularity of the Collapse 
video, and the Tates online is important as a means to sell products including 
their online training network ‘The Real World’, which the brothers devote the 
latter portion of the broadcast to promoting.
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Figure 1. G of the Week
While the Tates’ psychological motivations are unclear, the genealogy of such 

narratives is evident. The brothers reference a range of white supremacist tropes, 
including Accelerationism, and the Great Replacement Theory, as explored in 
the previous discursive strand: cultural and racial nationalism, in which ‘the First 
World’ is under threat; racial and biological essentialism, positioning black mas-
culinity as monstrous and exhibiting a surplus of strength and sexuality. The 
strategy is also made clear at the end of Collapse, when the viewer is invited to buy 
products. The denigration of the common man as weak, needing to be mentored 
and trained by the Tates, who have insider knowledge of the ‘Black male invader’ 
pushes the viewer to invest in what the Tates are selling. The brothers exploit their 
mixed-race status, engaging in racial essentialism for commercial gain. While all 
of the video to this point has discussed ‘men’, the final sections – including that 
in which star student/customer ‘G OF THE WEEK’ is depicted, reveal that the 
true audience is in fact not men at all, but youths and boys (see Figure 1).

Conclusion: Tate as Discursive Composite
The paper has used a critical discourse analysis to evidence how the Tates 

embed recruitment narratives in widely resonant discourses. They exploit white 
supremacist, manosphere, incel, far right, religious hegemonic Judeo-Christian as 
well as populist gendered discourses, framed to appeal to the widest male audi-
ence. They effect is to synthesise these mixed discourses into a unifying affective 
theme in which Tate himself represents the composite of three discursive strands 
employed in the Collapse video: Strongmen are Needed for the Coming Collapse, 
Masculinity Has Fallen: Women are to Blame and Multiracialism Means Collapse. 
These discursive strands link the need for strong men to a failed state, corrupted 
through racialisation and feminisation. In this state, men no longer have worth; 
they must fight to reclaim this, becoming ‘strong men’. The Tates are primarily 
engaged in the normalisation of violent imaginaries, whereby hateful rhetoric 
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shifts the Overton window to make extremist violence thinkable; they do this by 
invoking familiar scripts from far right and white supremacist rhetoric, without 
explicitly casting themselves as adherents of far-right ideology. 

In fact, the Tates navigate the tension in their use of white supremacist narra-
tives, as Black mixed-race men, in two ways: first, by failing to adapt their gender 
stance to the traditional far-right. For the Tates, men are inspired to violence not 
to protect women of value, but in spite of women who have no value. Second, 
by simultaneously aligning their own identities with the physically superior hy-
permasculinity of the Black ‘Third Worlder’. Collapse seeks to mobilise youth and 
men through emotional scripting and the Tates’ emotional dominance, in which 
affective appeals to shame, fear – of the racialised other but also of their own 
weakness - and resentment encourage men to reclaim status through violence. 
Third, the Tates construct the Southport attack as a symbolic event, re-framing 
this as evidence of systemic collapse, demanding men’s action. The men also lev-
erage their own proclaimed religious faith to further legitimise their vision of 
resistance, noting, “The resistance are not the Twitter accounts talking about imagi-
nary deportations, the resistance are never going to be the mainstream people because 
they’ve sold their souls. The resistance is going to be you, you taking action, which is 
what God wants you to do” (16’54-17’06). The necessary action is to subscribe to 
the Tates’ online products which promise brotherhood, money, ‘hot bitches’, cars 
and power.

The solution the Tates offer is the image of the ‘Strongman’. While the Tates 
exploit affective arguments of cowardice, fear, shame, lack of virility to prompt 
action, the ultimate authority and legitimisation they offer is religious. In the lat-
ter stages of the video, Tate shows footage of Christian strongmen ‘powerlifters’ 
performing to rock music (see Figure. 2), TV the brothers apparently enjoyed as 
children in the United States. Throughout Collapse the Tates cherry pick from 
popular online extreme ideologies engaging misogyny in order to maximise reso-
nance across - youth - audiences. 

Figure 2. Tate plays ‘Christian Powerlifter’ videos from his childhood 
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Scholars and policy-makers primarily engage and identify Andrew and Tristan 
Tate as ‘misogynists’, the household names of the manosphere, who put the ma-
nosphere on the agenda of schools, universities and parents (Weale 2023; Wescott 
et al. 2024). This paper however emphasises that while the Tates are clearly mi-
sogynist and anti-feminist - they promote patriarchy, male supremacy and the 
denigration of women’s agency - they are also ‘extremists’ in the broader sense 
of the term. The Tates may not, as Black mixed-race men, believe in white su-
premacist or far right ideology, but they are certainly open to propagating this for 
their own gain. As recognition of Mixed Unclear Unstable or Complex ideologies 
in recent years has demonstrated, a coherent ideology is not necessary to being 
‘extreme’ (Brace et al. 2024). The Tates’ role in stoking anti-democratic unrest, 
far right politics and violence for their own commercial gain deserves as much 
recognition as their misogyny and gender-based violence, online and off.
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Goddesses of Vengeance: How Far-Right 
Feminist Groups Co-opt Women’s Rights to 

Fuel Polarization and Violence 

Gwenaëlle Bauvois, University of Helsinki

Introduction
In recent years, far right movements in Europe have undergone a marked 

process of feminisation. We can witness a reduction in what is known as the Radical 
Right Gender Gap, the feminisation of the far-right electorate. For instance, in 
France, the female vote for far-right parties has risen from 20% in 2019 to 30% 
in 2024 (Bonnefond, 2024; Politico, 2024; Rey & Gonthier, 2024), indicating 
a growing adherence by women. Political figures such as Giorgia Meloni, Riikka 
Purra, Marine Le Pen, and Alice Weidel exemplify this transformation. While 
earlier scholarship had largely neglected women’s roles in the far right (Blee & 
McGee Deutsch, 2012; Bohoslavsky, 2024), more recent research has highlighted 
their growing place within this space (Eksi, 2021; Della Sudda, 2022; Almony, 
2022). In the context of this paper, the far right refers to a family of movements 
structured around nativism and exclusion, typically advocating ethnocultural 
homogeneity, rejecting pluralism, and promoting hierarchical conceptions of 
social order (Mudde, 2007; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017; Rydgren, 2007, 2018; 
Akkerman, 2015; Farris, 2017; Moffitt, 2016). Within this framework, gender 
plays a central role, originally dominated by male figures and masculinist rhetoric, 
far-right movements are now increasingly populated by women who strategically 
employ the language of women’s empowerment. They do so to advance a 
femonationalist agenda (Farris, 2017)—a political strategy that instrumentalizes 
gender equality to justify nationalist, anti-immigrant, and particularly anti-
Muslim stances.

This general feminisation process within the far right political sphere has been 
accompanied by the feminisation of female grassroot militantism operating at the 
close periphery of the political far right. This rise must be understood within what 
scholars describe as a “reactionary turn” in feminism (Kay, 2024) and a broader 
crisis of left-wing political discourse (Vendrand-Maillet, 2020). As progressive 
movements are increasingly perceived as detached from everyday concerns such 
as security, precarity, and cultural identity, some female far-right actors have 
succeeded in appropriating progressive rhetoric to turn into reactionary rhetoric 
and advance exclusionary agendas (Della Suda, 2025). One category of such 
far-right movements is still largely understudied: grassroot far right feminist 
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movements led by and for women (Calderaro, 2025; Alestra, 2025; Della Sudda, 
2022; Debras, 2022; Goetz, 2022).

What does far-right feminism refer to here? While self-identifying as feminist, 
these groups mobilise a femonationalist logic, framing migrant men as an inherent 
threat to justify exclusionary politics under the guise of defending women’s rights. 
In doing so, feminism is reframed as a project of civilisational defense rather 
than social equality. In this article, we focus on the French far-right feminist 
group called Collectif Némésis as it provides not only a clear illustration of this 
phenomenon but also underscores the tangible connection between digitally 
propagated hate speech and real-world actions. Indeed, Némésis and similar 
groups are particularly active in the digital space (François, 2021) but does not 
stay confined to digital spaces. Némésis conducts street-level actions—including 
unauthorised participation in marches, staged performances, and masked 
gatherings—sometimes in coordination with other far-right groups, some of 
which have a history of violence. This has already led to multiple legal complaints 
for incitement to hatred, harassment, and defamation. This creates a pipeline 
from digital discourse to tangible offline harm and demonstrates the increasing 
permeability between digital hate and physical action.

This study is guided by the following research question: How do far-right 
feminist movements’ actions demonstrate a tangible connection between online 
hate speech and offline mobilisation? Specifically, how do their alliances with 
violent far-right actors and the organisation of physical events translate a digital 
ideology into concrete action, thereby blurring the line between discourse and 
potential incitement?

Methodology and data
This study mobilises a multimodal digital ethnographic approach to examine 

Collectif Némésis as a contemporary expression of far-right feminism operating 
both within digital and physical environments (Berry, 2012; Jouët and Le 
Caroff, 2013;  Pink et al., 2016; Hine, 2020). As Pink et al. (2016) argue, digital 
ethnography is not confined to the study of online spaces per se but rather 
attends to how digital practices are interwoven with everyday life and political 
subjectivities. This methodological orientation allows for an analysis that captures 
both the circulation of discourse across platforms and the affective, embodied 
engagements that sustain offline communities.

Central to this approach is non participant observation (Hine, 2015). By 
following Collectif Némésis’s activities across all their social media accounts: 
Telegram, Instagram, X, Tik Tok and Facebook, the researcher can observe 
how narratives, linguistic repertoires, and interactional norms are produced, 
maintained, and contested. Complementing this, discourse and visual analysis 
serves to interpret the group’s communicative strategies and symbolic repertoire. 
Drawing on multimodal approaches (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001), this method 
involves the examination of memes, slogans, iconography, and hashtags to 
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understand how the movement constructs a coherent ideological and aesthetic 
identity. The corpus consists of a diverse set of content produced by the Collectif 
Némésis (mostly in France but also beyond) as an association and by its main 
representatives individually (2019-2025). It includes texts, photographs and 
videos disseminated on the following digital platforms: Telegram, X, Instagram, 
Facebook, TikTok and YouTube. We also collected and analysed interviews 
given by members of Némésis in podcasts and other audiovisual media (radio 
and television shows, and ‘reinformation’ media outlets) as well as appearances 
in media programmes (radio shows and other media platforms where Némésis 
members are regular hosts). This corpus is complemented by news articles about 
Némésis and/or featuring Némésis, in legacy media (from the left to the right), as 
well as far right reinformation media.

Collectif Némésis: a new feminism?
Reactionary feminism is nothing new. Already in the 70’s, a form of 

conservative feminism already existed, with some women mobilising to defend 
traditional gender roles and oppose reforms such as abortion liberalisation. 
Notable examples include Catholic women’s movements in France, Italy, and 
Germany, and the US STOP-ERA campaign led by Phyllis Schlafly. Scholars 
now analyse these movements as early expressions of conservative and reactionary 
feminism (Critchlow 2005; Masquelier 2019; Tichenor 2020; Venner, 1993).

Even the phenomenon of far right feminism we are referring to in this paper 
is not new as such. In the context of France, the real turning point in right and 
far-right female activism came around 2012 with the rise of La Manif pour Tous, 
formed in response to the Taubira law legalising same-sex marriage. Many scholars 
identify La Manif pour Tous as the catalyst for this new wave of right-wing and 
far-right mobilisation around gender (Raison du Cleuziou, 2019; Della Sudda, 
2022). The Belle et Rebelle collective (2011) which promoted pride in European 
roots while rejecting both leftist feminism and multiculturalism, served as a basis 
for Némésis. As well as Les Caryatides, founded in 2013 and linked to L’Œuvre 
Française (a far-right movement in France, dissolved in 2013), which advocated 
a return to traditional gender values while denouncing the ‘denaturalisation’ 
induced by contemporary feminism. It is important to note that this far-right 
feminist grassroot activism is of course not limited to France, though it seems to 
be more prominent, examples can be found elsewhere, such as Germany since 
the 2015 refugee crisis (Camacho, 2021). We can name the Lukreta ‘Initiative’ 
(Goetz, 2022; Scheyer et al., 2025) a modern far-right recoding of a mythological 
symbol of violated feminine purity and national uprising. Similar to Némésis, 
Lukreta frames immigrants as a threat for women’s safety in the public sphere 
and both groups have collaborated and coordinated public actions together. 
Ultimately, Nemesis does not represent a radical departure from existing 
paradigms. However, what is striking is the new visibility in the public debate 
and mediatisation of the far-right feminism they seem to embody. According to 
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some, this movement is unique in that it is the first far-right women’s movement 
to have been founded by and for women and to have gained momentum (Plottu 
& Macé, 2024). At the very least, we can agree that Némésis, while not the first 
of its kind, has achieved unprecedented visibility in the public sphere. 

This leads to a central question regarding the Collectif Némésis: what 
constitutes its central tenets and strategic goals? Founded in 2019 by a small 
group of young women, Némésis was first aiming at exposing sexual and 
gender-based violence in the public space. Némésis emerged from discussions 
on the Facebook page Bellica and the private messaging channel Bellica Paris, 
both managed by the identitarian influencer Solveig Mineo (Della Sudda, 
2025) who called upon a certain form of feminist sisterhood. Central to the 
group’s discourse is a systematic association of immigration, Islam, and sexual 
violence. Némésis present themselves as «whistleblowers» and as an « association 
for women’s protection » and more recently even as an « association for victims 
» of sexual violence, while critiquing what it perceives as the complicit silence 
of institutional feminism regarding violence perpetrated by foreign men. It is 
difficult to know how large the Collectif Némésis actually is, especially when 
considering core activists and supporters. Estimates of Némésis’s membership 
vary greatly depending on the source. The President of the Collectif Alice Cordier 
has stated that the group grew from six active members (core activists) in 2019 to 
450 in 2025, while different media sources suggest roughly 150 active members 
in France, with the operational core likely numbering between 30 and 80 (Msika, 
2025; Pernes, 2025). The collective currently employs five staff members and, 
since summer 2025, has eight official spokespersons. 

Némésis’ significant influence and growth is not incidental but stems from 
a confluence of strategic factors. Firstly, it benefits from a robust organisational 
framework and from the patronage of prominent business figures such as Vincent 
Bolloré and Pierre-Édouard Stérin. Bolloré, a powerful media magnate whose 
corporate empire encompasses outlets like CNews, Europe 1 and Le Journal du 
Dimanche which play a central role in amplifying right-wing and reactionary 
discourse. Stérin, a conservative billionaire known for financially supporting 
identitarian and traditionalist initiatives. Together, Bolloré and Stérin have even 
convened political “influence” events—such as a recent ‘summit of freedoms’—
designed to unite right-wing and far-right actors around a shared conservative 
and nationalist agenda. Secondly, Némésis’ operations are marked by a high 
degree of professionalisation, particularly in its sophisticated media strategy. This 
includes a proven capacity for crafting compelling social media narratives around 
their public actions: infiltrating feminist protest marches, political meetings, the 
Fashion Week or Cannes Festival; or staging performances wearing burqas or 
covered with fake blood, in the pure tradition of agit-prop. As well as engineering 
“buzz” through the repercussions these actions lead to: arrests, fines, altercations... 
Finally, the group’s communicative efficacy is amplified by its articulate and media-
genic spokespersons who are all good looking and media-savvy young women. 
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Despite their repeated assertions that they are not political or ideological 
actors, Némésis is an integral part of the French and pan European far-right 
political ecosystem. Founded in 2029, Némésis gained visibility in 2022 during 
the French presidential campaign, publicly endorsing Éric Zemmour, leader of 
the far-right party Reconquête, known for its ethnonationalist, anti-immigrant, 
Islamophobic, and anti-gender agenda. Active figures of Némésis also maintain 
multiple ideological, personal, and institutional ties with the Rassemblement 
National. Furthermore, the Collectif Némésis actively engages with a transnational 
network of women operating on the far-right and identitarian spectrum. The 
individuals in this network, including influencers, journalists, activists, and 
politicians, articulate a wide range of grievances, from anti-immigration and anti-
Islam rhetoric to anti-trans and ultra-Catholic. Despite this diversity of focus, 
their efforts coalesce around a common ideological goal: the defense of what 
they frame as imperiled traditional values concerning Women and the Nation. 
To consolidate this alliance, Némésis strategically promotes the concept of an 
“European Sisterhood,” aiming to forge a unified front across national borders. 
Their expansionist strategy takes shape through the establishment of Némésis 
branches in various countries such as Switzerland, Belgium, Italy, and Spain.

Goddesses of vengeance: weapons and sisterhood
The collective’s name itself references the Greek goddess of vengeance, and its 

logo uses identitarian symbols, notably the Gallic helmet, signaling continuity 
with French nationalist imagery. In invoking the imagery of its mythological 
namesake, Némésis portrays the plight of Western women as a crisis demanding 
retributive action. Framed as a battle against the so-called cultural hegemony of 
the left and gender theory, Némésis shares the transnational far right’s “culture 
war” (Phelan, 2025; Bleich et al., 2025; May, 2016). This war is performed 
and enacted through dramatic public actions and through symbolic, at times 
physical, violence aimed at progressive movements and their supporters as well as 
immigrant minorities.

Némésis puts forward a powerful image of a fierce warrior ready for battle 
and their calls to actions are barely veiled. This can be seen in the content shared 
by members of Némésis on social media. Cordier is for instance seen in 2021 
in a video at a shooting range saying ‘Bye Bye Sleeping Giants. We’re coming’ 
in a video that could not be more explicit, the Sleeping Giants being a citizen 
collective fighting against the financing of hate speech and one of the main targets 
of Némésis.
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The activities of Némésis extend beyond imagery to include practical training, 
as evidenced by a self-defense course they organized in 2023. The instructor for 
this course was none less than Maxime Bellamy, a French MMA fighter deeply 
embedded in the violent far-right milieu, where he is recognized as a key member 
of the neo-Nazi group Les Zouaves and a known hooligan.
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In another instance, we can see Alice Cordier posing with a machine gun with 
the quote: « Better be a warrior in a garden than a gardener on  the battle field », 
an adage meaning that it is better to be prepared to fight in time of peace than 
being unprepared in time of war. 

 
In this picture, she is seen wearing a sweatshirt bearing the image of an armed 

Joan of Arc, whom she considers one of her role models in terms of feminism. 
Cordier is here endorsing a product from a label called Reliqua. Popular within 
the identitarian, far-right and neo-nazi activist milieu (including Maxime 
Bellamy), Reliqua’s products feature imagery of Christian and historical figures 
bearing weapons (Virgin Mary, Saint Louis…). The design and aesthetic bear a 
strong resemblance to the Kalashnikov Madonna or Saint Javelin created by Chris 
Shaw in 2012 in the post-9/11 context. The Collectif Némésis itself has extended 
its ideological project through merchandising, including sweatshirts emblasoned 
with the slogan “European Sisterhood.” The brand’s name consciously positions 
it within a pre-existing identitarian ecosystem. This nomenclature is strategically 
deliberate, directly mirroring and feminising the name of the pre-existing 
identitarian clothing brand European Brotherhood (Keilty, 2018), used by neo-
Nazis, especially in Germany. This lexical parallel serves to position Némésis 
within the same pan-European, ethno-nationalist sphere, while simultaneously 
articulating a distinct gendered identity within it.
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The strategy of Némésis, exemplified by its ‘European Sisterhood’ clothing 
collection, operates as a form of metapolitical engagement (Teitelbaum, 2020). 
This practice of embedding politics into apparel is a key tactic in the contemporary 
far-right’s playbook (Miller-Idriss & Graefe-Geusch, 2020;  Gaugele, 2019; 
Miller-Idriss, 2018).

This fearless image of warriors is cultivated during Némésis’ public actions 
that are meticulously documented on social media. These actions are consistently 
enabled by its embeddedness within a network of militant far-right groups, which 
at times provide the security and logistical support necessary for its grassroot 
operations. This collaboration demonstrates a pattern of mutual aid within the 
French extremist milieu, where roles are specialised but objectives are aligned. 
A clear example of this dynamic occurred during the November 20, 2021, 
demonstration against violence against women in Paris. Némésis inserted itself 
into the march brandishing a deliberately Islamophobic banner. The group was 
protected by a security cordon composed of members from identitarian factions 
such as Action Française, Zouaves Paris, and Cocarde Étudiante, who were armed 
with various weapons and projectiles (Fondation Jean Jaurès, 2022). This same 
model of collaboration has been documented elsewhere, including at political 
rallies for Éric Zemmour (Bouchet, 2021; Libération, 2021). The pattern 
persisted into 2025, when a known neo-Nazi from the group Division Martel 
was observed acting as security for Némésis during a March 8 demonstration 
(StreetPress, 2025).
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The components of this network each play a distinct role, beginning with 
Action Française, a far-right monarchist movement that serves as an ideological and 
tactical incubator for Némésis. Cordier received her foundational activist training 
within this organization and acknowledges its lasting influence (Marianne, 2022), 
which is actually not that surprising as women have been historically involved 
(Cleret, 2013). Although it presents itself today as a cultural and political group, 
its youth wing remains militant, with members involved in violent street clashes, 
assaults, and intimidation — particularly against left-wing and anti-fascist groups 
on university campuses and during demonstrations in recent years. While the 
organisation officially denies promoting violence, its activist culture continues 
to generate physical confrontations and a reputation for aggressive far-right 
activism. Furthermore, the far-right student union La Cocarde Étudiante, active 
in over twenty-two universities, provides a recruitment pool and logistical base, 
with its members consistently identified within the security details protecting 
Némésis during its infiltrations of and more or less legal participations to feminist 
marches. Finally, the now-dissolved neo-Nazi group Zouaves Paris specialised in 
providing muscle as a security force for far-right rallies, including for Némésis 
(Fondation Jean-Jaurès, 2022). Zouaves’s collaboration with other factions, such 
as providing security for the annual “Comité du 9 Mai” march in honor of Joan 
of Arc further illustrates the interconnected nature of this ecosystem (République 
Française, 2022; Le Monde, 2022) in which Némésis is clearly embedded.

The Escalating pattern of confrontational activism of the Némésis 
Collective 

The trajectory of Collective Némésis is marked by an escalating pattern of 
confrontational activism, which has increasingly attracted formal legal scrutiny. 
From disruptive actions to formal investigations, the group’s legal entanglements 
illustrate how they move from online provocation to becoming a recurrent subject 
of criminal complaints. This evolution is marked by a shift from being online 
commenters to being perpetrators of public disturbance and respondents in 
investigations and charges for hate speech, defamation, and incitement to hatred.

The year 2024 proved to be a significant period of escalated legal pressure. 
The group’s strategy of disrupting local public events triggered a series of official 
responses. Following their disruption of a carnival in Besançon, the city’s mayor, 
Anne Vignot, filed a legal complaint for “incitement to racial hatred” (L’Est 
Républicain, 2024) and “defamation,” the latter charge stemming from rhetoric 
that associated her with “rapists,” which she denounced as “extremely violent” 
(L’Est Républicain, 2025). Vignot then filed another complaint, reporting 
cyberbullying against her, threats of rape and incitement to commit crimes against 
her made by Némésis (Le Parisien, 2024). This politician is far from being the 
only victim: Némésis systematically provokes or is complicit in the harassment 
of left-wing politicians and feminist activists. The group has developed methods 
to incite coordinated harassment against its targets while maintaining a level of 
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deniability, making it difficult to be held directly responsible for the ensuing 
waves of hate (Moissac au Cœur, 2025).

Multiple studies along the years (Walther, 2022; Stahel & Baier, 2023; Näsi 
et al., 2015) have built a compelling case that experiencing online hate—directly 
or indirectly—has a clear negative impact on an individual’s mental health and 
overall well-being. More recent studies indicate also that individuals targeted by 
online hate speech often experience heightened “feelings of insecurity” that impact 
their life in offline environments (Dreißigacker et al., 2024). This is visible in the 
case of this elderly activist who in May 2024 interrupted a public poster-pasting 
action by Némésis collective filed two formal complaints: one specifically against 
Némésis and another against unknown persons (plainte contre X). The individual 
was filmed and subsequently led to a severe campaign of harassment, death 
threats, and a bounty placed on his head. As a direct result, he was compelled to 
take extreme protective measures: he closed his social media accounts, shaved his 
moustache, temporarily changed his residence, describing his life as being lived 
in a state of “permanent stress” (Blaise, 2024).

While tactics like coordinated harassment, swarming, and doxxing are 
unambiguous crimes, groups like Némésis strategically avoid legal repercussions 
by operating in a gray zone of hate incitement. Their power lies not in direct 
commands but in a rhetoric built on plausible deniability (Marks & Stanfill, 
2025; Ma, 2024; Hodge, 2020). This involves using strategic ambiguity and 
symbolic violence—such as labeling opponents as legitimate targets—without 
issuing explicit orders. They thus mobilise their followers through vilification, 
all while maintaining a veneer of deniability regarding the resulting real-world 
harm, such as swarming and threats executed by their base. This insulates the 
leadership from accountability, even as their discourse directly fuels the actions 
of their followers.

Discussion
The case of Némésis illustrates that online hate speech is far more than mere 

digital rhetoric; it functions as a core mechanism of contemporary exclusionary 
politics. Their online activity, which translates directly into coordinated street 
actions, helps construct a shared sense of community that exceeds the boundaries 
of the group itself. In doing so, Némésis embeds its activism within a broader 
identitarian far-right ecosystem that extends not only beyond national borders 
but contributes to the formation of a pan-European identity.

Hate speech towards various targets - left feminists, immigrants, media… -  is 
at the core of their discourses and actions. However, one should note, that like 
many who engage in political activism, far-right activists are also subjected to 
hate speech and violence—a point that Némésis continually underscores. Indeed, 
its members are also targeted with online hate speech by far-left activists and 
politicians, which at times translates into physical violence in the real world. 
These attacks directed at Némésis members are fully deserving of condemnation. 
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Notwithstanding this reality, Némésis still clearly operates a renversement de 
valeurs: while being purveyors - and inciters - of hate speech, they expertly reposition 
themselves as its primary victims. By claiming that they are the true targets of a 
pervasive hate and violence from the far-left, they perform a moral inversion. This 
allows them to deflect criticism, frame any opposition as persecution, and seize 
the moral high ground traditionally occupied by marginalised groups. 

By asserting that they stand on the side of “Good” - a term they actually 
use - Némésis implicitly constructs its opponents as “Evil,” thereby establishing 
a rigid moral binary. Such Manichean framing recasts conflict in absolutist 
terms and legitimates the use of sometimes radical means deemed necessary to 
ensure the triumph of the purportedly “Good” camp. This positioning has been 
significantly reinforced following the murder of the far-right influencer Charlie 
Kirk. Némésis posted extensively on the event and participated in a Paris rally 
organized by a coalition of right-wing and far-right actors, even taking the stage 
to deliver speeches. In doing so, Némésis and allied groups strategically leveraged 
the assassination to also portray themselves as martyrs for free speech. They 
underscored the death threats they themselves receive, implicitly suggesting that 
a similar tragedy could occur in France. By co-opting the “Je Suis Charlie” slogan 
and casting themselves as brave combatants in a culture war, they transformed 
an external tragedy into a potent internal rallying cry. Ultimately, this posture 
of victimhood and bravery serves to justify potential violence not as aggression, 
but as a necessary and legitimate form of self-defense. The discourse of free 
speech thus becomes a shield, insulating them from accountability and reframing 
retaliatory actions as the brave duty of those under siege.
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Let’s not Talk about Sex – Anti-Gender 
Coalitions and Fears of “Demonic” Sex 

Education in Belgium 

Katrien Jacobs & Katelijne Lievens

Introduction: Coherent Storylines and Gender Phantasms
In order to understand how different political, cultural, and religious groups 

became “unlikely bedpartners” and united around their fear of “gender,” it is useful 
to think of their immersion in “discourse coalitions,” or how they sustained a 
massive social hysteria based on an emotively coherent story line. Hajer has defined 
discourse-coalitions as “groups of actors that, in the context of an identifiable set 
of practices, share the usage of a particular set of story lines, over a particular 
period of time” (Hajer 2006, 70). Not only can actors conceal the discursive 
complexity of the subject, but the use of story lines also creates an illusion of 
oneness - even though the actors might have disparate ideological backgrounds 
(Hajer 2006; Hajer 1993, in Evans et al. 2021, 2). In these story lines, actors 
often make use of “emotive metaphors,” symbolic terms or images that make 
abstract concepts easily understandable and powerful. The anti-gender coalitions 
focused on the “vulnerability” of those people who needed to be protected the 
most: the children. By putting the emphasis on the sexual harassment of children, 
they turned the protection and the education of the children into a symbol for 
the broader societal tension. In addition, the protection of children was framed 
as a problem that needed to be solved by a clear moral duty. Repeated slogans 
such as “unite to protect children,” and “hands off our children” were present 
amongst many groups, creating an echo-chamber like effect (Cinelli et al. 2021, 1; 
Gillani et al. 2018, 823; Terren and Borge 2021, 100-101). The creation of such 
“discourse coalition” around the sexual harassment of children was facilitated by 
digital platforms and algorithms, which enabled activists to foster collaboration 
and coordinate action beyond the immediate social circles (Evans et al. 2021, 6; 
19). In our case, we mostly analyzed anti-gender discourses on X, the platform 
that was purchased by Elon Musk in 2022 and whose moderators and algorithms 
are already known to support actors in favor of white nationalism and gender 
conservatism. 

In Who’s Afraid of Gender (2024), Butler argues that unlikely coalitions of 
disparate actors are built around shared “gender phantasms,” imaginary constructs 
that condense and string together a wide range of moral panics, conspiracies and 
fears about the society at large. Different psychic and social ills are arbitrarily 
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connected, and “gender” is reduced to a single, monolithic and monstrous entity. 
They are also connected to a “decay-phantasm,” which posits gender as an elitist, 
idly academic and destructive force able to pulverize the pillars of Western society 
and the heteronormative family. As Butler’s and Syed’s lecture (2024b) about 
Anti-Gender Movements shows, they thrive on an excited sense of moralism and 
a desire to fix the decaying world by means of cruelty, disdain, resentment and 
destruction. The decay-phantasm dictates that gender has become destructive 
and demonic and hence needs to be eliminated alongside the field of gender 
studies, gender studies scholars, health care, kinship, transrights, LGBTQIA+ 
rights, erotica and nudity. It is not an easy task to dismantle these phantasms or 
to come up with alternative non-rationalist sources that would be equally able to 
motivate or inspire people. Not only do the groups make use of coherent story 
lines and emotive issues, but they also posit easily digestible metaphors to make 
their ideology more tangible. 

In our case-studies, both the fear of encroaching “demonic” sex education and 
the genderbread cookie became a driving force for this movement. In both case-
studies, we observed discourse-coalitions the year preceding Belgium’s Federal 
Elections, which took place in June 2024.  We did a qualitative ethnographic 
analysis by observing actors and by sampling and comparing posts that were 
shared during the Walloon and Brussels attack on sex education and the Flemish 
revulsion of “genderkoek”. We also observed cross-border collaborations and 
synergies between The Dutch and Flemish far-right, as the Dutch far-right leader 
Geert Wilders visited Belgium during the 2024 federal elections and his previous 
attacks on gender were recycled as one of the main political campaigns. We chose 
to focus on two separate case-studies taking place in the Walloon and Flemish 
region of Belgium respectively, each with a different focus on sex/gender politics 
but both stirred by similar “gender phantasms.” The first incident was unprecedent 
violent attack in French-speaking Belgium on progressive sex education that was 
clearly organized by grassroots agents. The second incident was part of a larger 
far-right election campaign in Dutch-speaking Belgium that had been pioneered 
by far-right leaders in the Netherlands. Paternotte and Kuhar state that it is 
important to look at localized anti-gender movements to point out their cultural 
differences (Paternotte and Kuhar 2018, 7). At the same time, our essay shows 
that anti-gender movements in Belgium are turning into heterogeneous and 
amorphous coalitions that are steered by online misinformation.

EU Anti-Gender Movements and Coalition
Anti-gender manifestations are ubiquitous in contemporary Europe and 

several informal coalitions have emerged that take activist positions against 
“gender ideology” (Graff and Korolczuk 2021). In this specific context, the 
opponents see gender as a compilation of ideas that go against both science and 
religion (Butler 2024, 4-5). This opposing coalition consists of many different 
groups of diverse cultural backgrounds, such as the white nationalist far-right, 
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conservative Christian and Muslim religious groups, and conspiracy followers. 
Generally speaking, gender ideology is considered to be an evil monolith and a 
hidden political conspiracy, which tries to seize power and force certain values 
onto “ordinary people”.  

Anti-gender movements promote highly emotive claims and misinformation 
about gender, but they do have the intention to have actual impact in society 
by influencing legislation such as intimate/sexual citizenship, LGBTQI+ rights, 
reproductive rights, as well as sexual and gender education (Butler 2024, 4-5; 
Paternotte and Kuhar 2018, 8-12). Especially through the use of shared discourses 
on social media and online platforms, these coalitions can organize themselves 
without having to meet in real life, creating a shared philosophy across many 
different backgrounds (Norris 2023, 17-18). As a result of these anti-gender 
coalitions, the EU’s pioneering policies over LGBTQI+ right and sex education 
are now in grave danger of being pushed back (Datta 2018, 27). The Christian 
roots of the anti-gender movement can be traced back to the mid-90s, when the 
Catholic church resisted the UN Conferences of 1994 and 1995. A few years 
later, in the mid 2000s, conservative groups and political parties fought against 
the law regulating gay marriage (Paternotte and Kuhar 2018, 7). By changing the 
meaning of “gender” from a neutral term to an ideological matrix, the Vatican 
was able to unite different actors in opposition against feminism, gender and 
liberalism. Despite the fact that not everyone who uses anti-gender rhetoric 
identifies as Catholic, the Vatican has thus been of pivotal importance in creating 
a framework for this ideology to arise (Paternotte and Kuhar 2018, 11-12). 

The Catholic Church also emphasized that gender ideology and the acceptance 
of “endless” gender identities was a kind of “sexual perversion.” For example, the 
work of Sister Marguerite Peeters of the Brussels NGO Intercultural Dialogue 
Dynamics proposed a similar anachronistic body. She is an advisor to Pope 
Francis’ pontificate and wrote that gender studies are typical of the “mystery of 
evil”. The contestation of gender as binary would be nothing less than a “threefold 
perversion,” a disorderly quest for power, for pleasure and for knowledge, types 
of life pursuits that forefront pleasure in and of itself. She called it a project 
of destructive alternative knowledge that plots against “normal” humanity and 
attempts to impose minority values. Peeters raged against the ad infinitum 
inventions and chaotic phantasms of identity politics:

Indeed, the gender theory and its natural extension – the queer theory which 
goes as far as affirming that the male or female body is a social construct – put a 
great strain on reason. The gender theoreticians fight among themselves over the 
meaning of the expressions they themselves forged, such as sexual identity, gender 
identity, sexual norms, sexual orientation or preference, sexual role, gender role, 
sexual behavior, gender stereotype, sexual diversity and so on. The proliferation 
of lexicons attempting to clarify ad infinitum the specificities of the numerous 
expressions declining the gender concept only strengthens the Babel tower in 
which we live, as they often contradict themselves. (Pontifical Council of the Laity, 
2011)
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In addition to the Catholic Church, far-right populism played an important 
role in several anti-gender movements. In certain countries, such as Poland and 
Italy, far-right populists were the main drivers behind the anti-gender protests. 
Throughout Europe, the organization Agenda Europe became a pioneer of anti-
gender activism. In 2017, they published their manifesto, Restoring the Natural 
Order: an Agenda for Europe (Datta 2018, 5). According to this organization, 
there would be a natural order that cannot be changed. This order would 
stipulate that gender is fixed, and that the only purpose of sexual activities should 
be procreation (Datta 2018, 17). Agenda Europe was pivotal in mainstreaming 
anti-gender discourses and emotions in Europe. They also relied upon the classic 
blueprint of fascism. Particularly the “never ending war”, “a mythical past”, and 
the “inherently violent nature of the people” were translated into their manifesto 
in order to limit the “unnatural freedom” of people and to return to a past that 
in fact never existed (Norris 2023, 16; 74-75). Agenda Europa also argued that 
the natural order of society was threatened by “demonic” revolutions, which are 
further associated with sexual and erotic pleasures, abortion lobbies, LGBTQIA+ 
activism, feminisms and militant atheism (Datta 2018).

Case study 1: Attacks on EVRAS Sex Education (Fall 2023) 
L’Éducation à la Vie Relationnelle, Affective & Sexuelle (also known as EVRAS) 

was created on the 12th of July 2012 in Belgian schools of the French-speaking 
community and a protocol was signed to ensure its implementation (EVRAS, 
n.d.a; EVRAS, n.d.b). EVRAS tries to ensure the facilitation of reliable and 
understandable information to children, and to develop a positive lens regarding 
sexuality. At the same time, they want to create a critical attitude around the 
hypersexuality of the environment. EVRAS also constitutes a recognition of the 
importance of sexual education, in accordance with the recommendations of 
UNESCO (Unesco Platform Vlaanderen 2018; EVRAS, n.d.b). Based on this 
protocol, school directors are asked to take initiatives regarding EVRAS and are 
recommended to work together with specialized centra, such as psycho-medical-
social centra or health promotion services. Starting from the school year of 2023-
2024, it became mandatory for schools to organize at least one EVRAS-activity 
of two hours in the sixth year of primary school, and one activity of two hours in 
the fourth year of secondary school (De Lobel 2023; EVRAS, n.d.b).

As often happens with anti-gender protests, changes in the curriculum of 
school children’s education were a trigger for resistance (Paternotte and Kuhar 
2018, 8). It started with an open letter by children’s psychiatrist Sophie Dechêne, 
which was signed over more than 7 500 times (Baumers and Clemens 2023; 
Vancaeneghem 2023). From there on, a snowball effect was set in motion. An 
interview with Dechêne was cut up and edited, resulting in conspiracy theories 
on social media (Baumers and Clemens 2023; Titeca 2023). Despite the different 
backgrounds of signatories, the perceived problem with EVRAS was that it 
“teaches children how to masturbate, teaches toddlers that gender surgeries are 
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fun, and it approves of porn” (Debruyne 2023). The ensuing street protests were 
peaceful, bringing several hundreds of parents from differing political groups 
together in Brussels in September-October 2023 (BRUZZ 2023a; BRUZZ 
2023b; Decré 2023; VRT NWS 2023). But the misinformation about EVRAS 
also became triumphant in these protests as well.  The initial peaceful events 
spiraled into less-peaceful protest actions, and eventually led to arsons in several 
schools (Stroobants 2023).

On the 2nd of October 2023, several Islamic organizations announced to go 
to the constitutional court, in an attempt to further stop EVRAS (Mouhamou 
2023; Redactie De Morgen 2023). In the news media, these protests were framed 
as being led by “veiled mothers” but there were two main driving forces behind 
the protests, Radya Oulebsir and Nicolas Lefèvre, as well as many smaller actors. 
Oulebsir is a Muslim mother, mostly known for her YouTube channel with more 
than 14.000 followers. Additional to this loyal support group, seven Belgian 
Muslim organizations backed her up (Struys 2023). In her videos, Oulebsir 
talks about how the government discriminates against parents, who are deemed 
incapable of talking about sexual education. Not only is there, according to 
Oulebsir, no disclosure about what is discussed during the classes. Moreover, 
the EVRAS program would be part of a bigger conspiracy, in an attempt to thin 
the world population (Baumers and Clemens 2023). On YouTube, she appealed 
to parents to take their children out of school, so that their children will not be 
exposed to the nonsense of EVRAS (@ Omrri Omrri, 2023). 

The second leader was Nicolas Lefèvre, chairman of Bon Sens Belgique, an 
organization founded in 2020 in response to the Covid-19 crisis. Allegedly, the 
group is incensed by the way society “lost their common sense.” Their goal is to 
inform and unite people, and to create more clarity about an incomprehensible 
world (Bons Sens Belgique n.d.). They do this in several ways, such as writing 
books, publishing the newspaper Kairos, and through street protests (Rédaction 
RTBF 2023). They describe themselves as the defendants of freedom and 
critical thinking, in an attempt to break with the dominating ideologies in our 
society (Kairos n.d.). These two main forces were joined by a few other, smaller 
organizations, amongst others Zone Libre, invited by Lefèvre and founded by 
Daniel de Wolff, an organization with the goal to “protect the Belgian federal law 
and constitutional state” (La zone Libre n.d.). Not only did they again want to 
resist EVRAS, but they also rallied against covid-vaccinations as emblematic of the 
power of “international authorities” (Rédaction RTBF 2023). Civitas Belgique 
was also present, a French-Belgian nationalist-catholic movement (Struys 2023; 
De Coninck 2023; Justaert 2023). Their chairman, Alain Escada, also engages in 
nation-state politics by supporting the far-right Front National Belgique (FNB) 
(Struys 2023; De Coninck 2023; Justaert 2023).

Lastly, Sauvons Nos Enfants was protesting against EVRAS, with as its main 
motivation the protection of the innocence of children (Sauvons Nos Enfants, 
n.d.a; Struys 2023). This group was founded by Frederic Goareguer, a pediatric 
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psychiatrist, who has previously been known for spreading fake news during 
the Covid-19 pandemic (Struys 2023). This collective specifically stated that 
they would be open to sexual education at school, if there would be unbiased 
proof that this might benefit the children themselves, and the broader society. 
They did attack EVRAS, as it was in their view not compliant with the Belgian 
constitutional law (Sauvons Nos Enfants n.d.a; Sauvons Nos Enfants n.d.b). 
According to Goareguer, they did not have a problem with LGBTIA+, but with 
presenting ideology and propaganda to children (Van Maele and De Lobel 2023). 
The name Sauvons Nos Enfants might also ring a bell; as is the literal translation 
of one of the most famous slogans of QAnon, the American far-right conspiracy 
group (Struys 2023; North 2020).  

The protests gained attention throughout Belgium, and it did not take long for 
support to arrive from Flanders. Soon, there also arose campaigns again Sensoa, 
a Flemish expertise center for sexual health, funded by the Flemish government. 
Comité Bezorgde Ouders (translated as Committee of worried parents) criticized 
the Sensoa curriculum, stating that gender ideology would be forced upon young 
children (Justaert 2023). Zone Libre also started a campaign against Sensoa, to 
stop “sexual education in kindergarten” (La Zone Libre n.d.). Additionally, far-
right politicians were getting involved, as Tom Van Grieken, chairman of the 
far-right political party Vlaams Belang stated in a talk show:

“When sexual education teaches children about gender ideology, I would not be 
satisfied with that as a parent either. I do not believe in gender. […] I would 
also oppose that [the classes about sexual education]. We [Vlaams Belang] are the 
leaders of the criticism of all this transgender propaganda” (VRT NWS et al. 2023).

When asked about EVRAS, he made it noticeably clear that Vlaams Belang 
did not believe in “gender” and their elections campaigns in 2024 would be 
largely based on anti-gender attacks and disinformation (Santens 2024; Van 
Bakel, Debackere, and Dorjbayar 2023). 

At first, it might seem that these two leaders and the smaller groups, including 
conservative Muslims, Christians, and the far-right, would be hostile to each 
other, or at least incompatible. However, they reinforced a coherent story line 
about sex and gender and became allies of a strong sex-phobic vision, namely 
that the government should not get involved in the upbringing of their children 
(Struys 2023). Additionally, it is clear that many groups had already bonded 
against Covid 19-vaccinations during the pandemic and adhered to conspiracy 
theories. They were triggered by an all-powerful government, which was forcing 
rules on the common people, and innocent children. 

The conspiracy theories were the icing on the cake, as discourse coalitions 
emerged that allowed strange bedpartners to successfully organize protests. Hajer’s 
notion of discourse coalition shows us that different actors can work together 
to contest certain forms of politics, without necessarily having common values 
(Hajer 2006, in Edenborg 2023, 177). The separate groups are able to create the 
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appearance of unity, as if they form one unified front against the sexualization 
of children and sex education. (Edenborg 2023, 176). The groups might have 
very differing backgrounds and views, but they are held together by the creation 
of a “common understanding of the nature of the problem” (Hajer 1993, in 
Bossner and Nagel 2020, 312). It would be a moral duty for all these different 
actors to protect “our” children. This became abundantly clear, as the groups 
called themselves a “front of consciousness” (De Coninck 2023). The groups were 
willing to put their initial differences aside in order to maintain common sense 
and stop the “gender nonsense.” 

Online, this becomes clear in hashtags such as #Agenda2030 and 
#TheGreatReset (@DanieldeWolff 2023; @LaZoneLibre 2023). The groups went 
as far as to say that EVRAS would teach five-year-olds to masturbate and porn 
would be shown in class to nine-year-olds. This is for example what their ally 
French rapper ROHFF tweeted, leading to a petition that was signed more than 
13.000 times (@rohff 2023). These tweets and online videos relied on highly 
emotive language, visuals, and misinformation to support their case. They focused 
on “waking up” and “protecting the children,” often in capital letters and with 
several explanation points to emphasize the urgency of the case. This resulted in 
tweets such as “réveillez vous!!!” and videos titled “EVRAS: RETIRONS TOUS 
NOS ENFANTS DE L’ECOLE” (@Omrri Omrri 2023; @rohff 2023). And 
indeed, schools had already been set on fire so that children could safely stay at 
home and would not have to attend sexual education.

Case-study 2: Revulsion about The Genderbread Cookie (November 
2023 to June 2024) (2000)

International Anti-gender organizations, such as Agenda Europa, the Flemish 
NGO Comité Bezorgde Ouders (Concerned Parents), as well as far-right leaders 
also started venting their concerns about LGBTQIA+ activism and focused 
their anger on the symbol of the “genderbread cookie” (genderkoek in Dutch) 
and its ability to demonize children and youth. Federal elections took place 
in Belgium in 2024, in which and the Flemish Far-right party Vlaams Belang 
issued a campaign that included full-frontal attacks on gender. They adopted the 
rhetoric of anti-gender movements that dictated that “gender does not exist,” and 
that elastic gender identities, LGBTQIA+ rights and sex/gender education are 
“typically leftwing” fabrications. Just like in Wallonia and Brussels, the attacks on 
gender attracted an unlikely coalition of ethnic, political, and religious groups, 
as well as fervent and outspoken conspiracy theorists. All united around “gender 
phantasms,” or a fear that progressive sex/gender policies would have a negative 
impact on youth by “hypersexualizing” them (Norris 2023; Butler 2024).

Again, some of these uniting story lines had emerged during the Covid-19 
pandemic, as communities of anti-vaxxers and QAnon conspiracy theorists 
had emerged and showed an obsession with protecting their bodies from toxic 
interference. In this regard, the Flemish far-right intersected with anti-vaxxers in 



Echoes of Hate138

the Netherlands, many of whom believed that pedophiles are actively operating 
in the Low Countries and are supported by global political elites. Attacks on 
the gender break cookie (genderkoek in Dutch) had been initiated in 2021 by 
Geert Wilders of the Dutch far-right party PVV (Party Voor Vrijheid, or Party 
For Freedom) and were taken up by Flemish politicians in the weeks preceding 
Federal elections. They rallied around a perceived indoctrination of youth with 
LGBTIQIA+ icons, such as the rainbow flag or the genderbread cookie. The 
genderbread cookie specifically triggered a lot of online outrage, eliciting many 
calls to defund Belgian organizations who would bring such pedagogical tools to 
school children and “ram them down their throats.”  The genderbread cookie was 
an example of global left-wing elites taking over society and leading a revolution 
that would destroy society. The Flemish far-right set up small anti-gender NGO 
Bezorgde Ouders (Concerned Parents) whose primary goal became to attack 
organizations devoted to sexual rights and health. Agnes Jonckheere, a Christian 
conservative representative of the far-right Samen voor Democratie (Together for 
Democracy), a Flemish off-shoot of the Dutch far-right Forum Voor Democratie, 
(FvD), devoted an entire internet seminar to attacking sex education and the 
introduction of “gender ideology” in Belgian primary and secondary education 
(Bezorgde Ouders, 2023). These attacks on progressive sex education then 
condensed into a coherent sentiment against a “woke” educational tool, the 
genderbread cookie.

The genderbread cookie was created in 2011 by Sam Killerman as a tool to 
explain different aspects of gender, such as physical-biological embodiment, 
identity, desire, and expression. The cookie explains that sexuality and gender 
can be seen as different layers of human consciousness and that those aspects 
can be at odds with each other. During the 2024 elections in Belgium, there 
was a reactionary outburst against this cookie, as if it would be able to lure and 
demonize little children and youth into sexual feelings once it would be digested. 
The cookie indeed has a very alluring, friendly, and delicious appearance, and 
became associated menace with the gender phantasm. Previously, in September 
2021, Geert Wilders, who was then a member of the Dutch Tweede Kamer 
(House of Representatives), debated LTBQIA+ proponent Rob Jetten of D66, 
and gave a very emotional speech about the irritating excesses of left-wing society 
that would impinge on a “normal life”—including diversity and LGBTQIA+ 
rights, pro-migration politics, EU treaties, climate activism and the dictatorship 
of “woke” Dutch culture. He labeled all of these as a “national suicide letter” and 
compared these initiatives to totalitarian regimes that forbid specific rights and 
freedoms (@Arnews, 2023). His tirade against Dutch liberal culture included a 
harrowing outcry about secondary school students who were being inundated 
with genderkoek. 

The political leader of Vlaams Belang Tom Van Grieken further amplified 
these ideas in 2024 and made attacks on gender ideology as a primary election 
point. In a televised debate about “woke” culture he confronted transgender 
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Green Party frontrunner and vice premier, Petra de Sutter, when he said that he 
would only recognize her as a “man” (DeMorgen 2024). In June 2024, Vlaams 
Belang also started attacking the more moderate nationalist party N-VA for 
funding genderkoek education and for supporting LGBTQIA+ rights. In the 
Federal elections in both the Netherlands and Belgium, which took place in 
November 2023 and June 2024 respectively, the far-right campaigns included 
further antics over genderkoek. On platforms X and TikTok, various individuals 
voiced their disgust over genderkoek. A promotional video by Vlaams Belang 
issued during the 2024 elections combines and image of the “wielder of death” 
with a hysterical voice narrating that the LGBTQIA+ organization Çavaria 
receives public subsidies to introduce genderkoek to children. The voice is set 
onto industrial-experimental rowdy music and says the children should be left 
alone (@Vlaams Belang, May 11, 2023). Genderkoek was discussed on X by 
many Flemish and Dutch citizens who saw it as a “toxic indoctrination,” or 
representative of “preachy, irritating sexual ethics” and they want to be “left 
alone.” One citizen commented that people can do whatever they want in their 
bedrooms, but there should be no public policies about that (@Marchionatus, 
June 4, 2024).  Another citizen posited that genderkoek was a threat to society 
and would coincide with ethnic minorities becoming dominant in schools and 
beating up white children (@Loewiedefinesse, June 9, 2024). Digestion of this 
cookie would make their child delirious and “nauseous” (@Equilibrium, June 7, 
2024). Homosexuality as such is not a problem amongst white Belgians, but it 
was a problem that genderkoek was aggressively “pushed down the throats” of 
innocent children (@viv, June 6, 2026). As a matter of fact, the cookie and the 
entire field of Gender Studies was rejected as “invalid science” (@Thoma Spaas, 
June 4, 2024). The cookie was also related to the presence of LGBTQIA+ flags 
in Belgian workspaces, which is deemed as another type of indoctrination by 
“half-humans”(@ Mittemeijer, July 5 2024). These two “infantile” tools of gender 
ideology evoked horror, revulsion, expressions of violence, and once again an 
open declaration that these tools are also used by pedophiles to prey on children.  
Similar expressions on TikTok were turned into full-blown and well edited music 
videos. In a supposedly snappy re-edit of Wilder’s 2021 speech, issued in June 
2024 when Wilders paid a visit to Belgium to support VB, the speech was cut 
down and set onto industrial-melancholic techno beats (@Chazie, 9 May 2024).

These attacks on gender were then taken up by the Flemish national news 
(VRT) as part of their campaigns to promote voting amongst youth. Young adults 
aged sixteen and above were invited to dedicated TV programs to debate wokeness 
and other “hot topics” with various politicians. In a TV show for first-time voters 
(called Eerste Keus), VB politician Chris Janssens, who is openly gay, debated 
gender ideology with Conner Rousseau, who came out as bisexual, of the socialist 
party Vooruit. One young adult asked him about sex and gender education, and 
he answered ““I am a homosexual, but I am not a proponent of gender ideology. 
In the classroom one should concern oneself with ABCDE and not LGBTQIA+” 
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(Decré 2024). He also reiterated the exact lines of Geert Wilders saying “[…] 
that children need to be left alone at school” and that when their hormonal 
levels change “[…] they will know what to do with their sexual orientation.” 
The young man asked him at what age such lessons would be relevant at school 
and he replied, “at no age is this relevant,” at which point many in the audience 
cheered and applauded in agreement. Janssens was then confronted by Conner 
Rousseau, who defended LGBTQIA+ identities and stated that people should 
be able to live with these identities. Another youth was not swayed and kept 
asking Conner about a 4-year-old girl, who would be told that “[…] It would 
be ok to have relations with another 4-year-old girl.” (VRT 2024) It is strange 
that the conversation veered into discussions of children’s sexuality, even though 
it was meant to be about first-time voters in Belgium, who are aged sixteen or 
above. The fact that young adults were invited to discuss gender and sexuality 
without having any background information shows how the news media zoomed 
in on “the problem” of youth sexualization. Even though these ideas were largely 
based on phantasms and conspiracy theories, they were reinvigorated by far-right 
political parties and taken up by a mainstream news channel. 

Conclusion
At the time of finishing the essay in Spring 2025, the election of Trump 

once again as president of the USA has given an enormous impetus to USA 
attacks on feminism and sexual minorities and has invigorated global anti-gender 
movements. This article gives evidence about the fact that the attacks on DEI 
(Diversity, Equality, and Inclusion) policies and sex-gender education and politics 
were also alarmingly taken over public culture and the news media within the 
EU. We focused on online discourses on X of far-right politicians and grassroots 
organization both in Wallonia and Flanders, with a focus on how they are driven 
by “phantasms” or conspiratorial fears about the education and sexualization of 
children. A fear of sexualization was packed together with many other social fears, 
such as the fear of a dwindling nation and a fear of loss of strictly defined binary 
gender roles. It became almost literally the case that democratic and left-leaning 
policies became associated with sexual misconduct towards innocent victims, our 
children. 

These ideas were driven by far-right politicians and heterogeneous actors who 
packaged their different political visions as a condensed and coherent emotional 
outcry about the protection of children. It is also the case that youth in Belgium 
and the EU are quickly influenced and transformed by the antics of these anti-
gender movements. As shown in one of the 2024 elections programs for youth on 
VRT, young men stated out of the blue that they were afraid that their younger 
sister or brother would be approached and seduced by pedophiles (VRT 2024). 
In Spring 2025, the results of the Gender Equality Index of 2024 were published, 
showing a systematic bias of Belgian youth towards gender. Although Belgium 
supposedly holds a place in the “top five gender-equal countries in Europe,” 50 



      Let’s not Talk about Sex 141

percent of young Belgians responded that it is acceptable for a man to control 
his wife’s/spouse’s financial means.(VRT 2025) Similarly, in another survey that 
was published several months later, it was observed that Belgian youth is also 
becoming far less tolerant towards LGBTQIA+ rights and identities (Eelbode 
2025). At the same time, there is reason to remain hopeful. As reported in the 
Belgian media, there are also several political parties and activists, as well as many 
ordinary citizens who are not swayed by the radical hysterias and conspiracies of 
these anti-gender movements. (Santens 2024). People from different backgrounds, 
from grandmas in their 70s to students in their 20s, testify about the importance 
of sexual education and dismantle the radical conservatism and conspiracies of 
the far-right. 
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Minorities and the Erosion of Democratic 
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Introduction

Public debates in contemporary democracies increasingly take place in digi-
tal environments, where information travels at a speed and scale that were un-
thinkable only a few decades ago. These spaces, shaped by algorithmic visibility 
and high levels of user engagement, have become fertile ground not only for 
the exchange of ideas, but also for the rapid dissemination of misleading or ma-
nipulative content. Within this broader information disorder, one phenomenon 
has gained worrying prominence: the spread of prejudiced narratives targeting 
vulnerable and minority groups. 

Social media platforms, in particular, allow false or distorted claims to spread 
widely and with unprecedented speed, often framing migrant communities, eth-
nic or religious minorities, or LGTBQ+ individuals as social threats. This wave of 
prejudiced disinformation is, however, not an isolated phenomenon but part of a 
broader transformation in the way public opinion is shaped and political agendas 
are built in contemporary democracies. 

The relevance of this problem extends far beyond the online sphere. The Eu-
ropean Parliament has recognized the weaponization of disinformation against 
minorities (Szakács, J. and Bognár, É., 2021).  Socially, these narratives reinforce 
stigma and deepen existing inequalities; politically, they polarize public debate 
and weaken democratic institutions; legally, they change the capacity of current 
regulatory frameworks to balance freedom of expression with the need to safe-
guard dignity and equality. While many European jurisdictions, including Spain, 
criminalize certain forms of hate speech, the harms produced by prejudiced dis-
information exceed the scope of individual offences. They affect not only the 
dignity and safety of targeted groups but also the health of the democratic infor-
mation environment. 

From this perspective, it is useful to distinguish between two intertwined 
forms of harm. The first is a direct harm: the tangible and symbolic consequences 
suffered by vulnerable communities, such as increased hostility, discrimination, 
or violence towards them. The second is a structural harm, which affects demo-
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cratic societies as a whole. When false narratives gain popularity, they distort 
the public debate, erode trust in institutions, and limit citizen’s ability to make 
informed decisions. These effects are especially visible during periods of political 
uncertainty, tension, or electoral competition, when manipulative content tends 
to escalate. 

	 The aim of this article is to examine how prejudiced disinformation op-
erates at both levels and to explore the implications this dual harm has for demo-
cratic resilience. Three main questions are addressed: How do these narratives 
take shape and circulate in digital environments? What legal frameworks exist to 
address them? And what kind of responses might better capture the complexity 
of the harm involved?

2.	 Conceptual framework
In order to understand the double problematic that these discourses have at 

an individual and collective level, we must clarify the conceptual foundations 
that underpin prejudiced disinformation and the dynamics that allow it to circu-
late. This requires distinguishing it from broader forms of information disorder, 
situating it within longer histories of exclusion affecting minorities and vulner-
able groups, and examining how platform architectures shape the visibility and 
persuasive power of such narratives. 

1. Prejudiced disinformation
The concept of prejudiced disinformation refers to the deliberate creation or 

the dissemination of false, misleading, or distorted claims that portray minority 
groups as dangerous or socially corrosive. It combines two dimensions: intention-
al informational manipulation and the targeting of communities characterized 
by histories of discrimination and marginalization. As it holds this dual nature, 
prejudiced disinformation cannot be neatly under existing labels within the in-
formation disorder literature. 

Although related, it differs from misinformation – false content shared with-
out intention to deceive – and malinformation, which involves the selective use 
of truthful information in misleading contexts (Wardle, C. and Derakshan, H., 
2017). It also cannot be fully assimilated to propaganda, traditionally understood 
as state-driven or politically orchestrated persuasion (Freund, J., 1968), nor it is 
simply reducible to hate speech. While prejudiced disinformation is prone to 
foster environments that facilitate hostility or violence, and hate towards certain 
groups, it often does so through indirect mechanisms: insinuation, suggestive 
framing, repetition of stereotypes, or the amplification of fabricated events. In 
many cases, the messages appear plausible or are presented as concerns, questions 
or warnings, which complicates their classification under legal categories that 
require explicit incitement. 

This distinction is analytically important. Many forms of prejudiced disin-
formation fall outside existing regulatory frameworks in jurisdictions like Spain, 
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where criminal law focuses on expressions of hatred or hostility, not on the ma-
nipulation of factual claims that may indirectly fuel discriminatory attitudes. Un-
derstanding prejudiced disinformation requires a conceptual approach attentive 
not only to the veracity of statements, but also to the social meanings and impacts 
they produce and political work they perform. 

2. Minority and vulnerable groups
We understand minority groups as a “group of persons which constitute less 

than half of the population whose members share common characteristics of cul-
ture, religion, language, [sexual orientation or ethnicity], or a combination of any 
of these” (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
[OHCHR], n.d.). This notion includes both formally recognised minorities and 
socially stigmatised collectives that suffer systemic exclusion. Vulnerability, in this 
context, is not an inherent trait, but a position within structures of social, eco-
nomic or political inequality that increases exposure to harm (UN Special Rap-
porteur on Minority Issues, 2019).

Prejudiced disinformation plays on existing stereotypes and historicized forms 
of “othering” to activate fear, disgust or moral panic. For instance, migrants may 
be portrayed as criminals or threats to welfare systems (Arcila Calderón, C. et. 
al., 2022); Muslims as inherently violent (Fuentes Lara, C. and Arcila Calderón, 
C., 2023); or LGBTQ+ individuals as undermining family values (Strand, C. and 
Svensson, J., 2021). These narratives do not emerge in a vacuum, instead, they 
draw on historically sedimented regimes of knowledge and power that reproduce 
exclusionary understandings of the “other”, as described in Foucault’s notion of 
historically embedded discursive formations (1991) and in Gilroy’s analysis of 
the enduring legacies of colonial racial imaginaries (2004).Their harmfulness lies 
not only in being false or misleading, but in their resonance with discriminatory 
logics that remain operative in contemporary societies. 

3. Information Disorders and the Digital Public Sphere
The proliferation of prejudiced disinformation must also be understood in 

relation to the structure of the digital environments in which it circulates. Social 
media platforms operate through engagement-based visibility: content that gen-
erates strong emotional reactions, such as fear, anger or outrage is more likely to 
be prioritized by algorithms (Arias Maldonado, M., 2016). Prejudiced narratives, 
which often activate powerful affective responses, benefit disproportionately from 
this system of amplification.

Digital spaces are hybrid arenas where political actors, media outlets, influ-
encers, and ordinary users coexist. The boundaries between professional journal-
ism, political communication, and user-generated content become increasingly 
blurred. This hybridity allows narratives to circulate across different communi-
ties, platforms and formats (Chadwick, A., 2017). The speed and scale of this 
process make corrective efforts difficult, allowing falsehoods to shape public per-
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ceptions before reliable information gains visibility.
The broader concept of information disorders captures these dynamics. To-

day’s information environment is not only characterized by the presence of false-
hoods but also by fragmentation, overload, and strategic manipulation (Wardle, 
C. and Derakshan, H., 2017). Prejudiced disinformation thrives in this context 
by offering emotionally compelling explanations that resonate with identity-
based grievances. Its spread is facilitated not only by the intentional actions of 
political entrepreneurs but also by platform architectures, recommender systems, 
and economic incentives that reward attention-grabbing content over accuracy.

At the same time, the digital public sphere challenges traditional gatekeeping 
roles. Whereas mainstream media once filtered and contextualized information, 
digital platforms decentralize communicative authority (Benkler, Y., Faris, R., 
and Roberts, H., 2018). This democratization expands participation but also in-
creases vulnerability: coordinated networks can artificially inflate the visibility of 
certain claims; automated accounts can amplify narratives at scale; and monetiza-
tion models encourage sensationalism.

Recognizing these structural conditions is very important. Prejudiced disin-
formation is not merely a collection of false statements but a phenomenon em-
bedded in the logics of the contemporary information ecosystem. Its harms, both 
direct and structural, arise from the interaction between platform design, social 
biases, and political incentives. The following sections examine these harms in 
detail.

3. Direct and Structural harm
Direct harm
Prejudiced disinformation – false or misleading content targeting people 

based on their ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation or other identity – has tangi-
ble and pernicious effects on those communities. 

One immediate harm is the increase in discriminatory attitudes and acts. In-
formation manipulation campaigns have been shown to “contribute to increasing 
hatred against minorities”, producing a “direct negative impact on the fundamen-
tal right to human dignity” (Szakács, J. and Bognár, É., 2021). 

More alarmingly, prejudiced falsehoods can incite hate crimes and violence. 
Social media provides a frictionless conduit for demonizing narratives to spread 
and metastasize into offline action. Empirical research is increasingly drawing a 
link between online hate and physical attacks: surges in Islamophobic or anti-
migrant memes and slogans on platforms often anticipate (but do not necessarily 
causally determine) subsequent spikes in violent hate crimes. For instance, a 2024 
study of Spain found that fluctuations in anti-immigrant and anti-LGBT hate 
speech on Twitter and Facebook correlated with rises in hate crime reports, sug-
gesting that online inflammatory language could be a leading indicator for offline 
violence (Arcila Calderón, C. et. al., 2024). The causal pathways are complex, 
but the trend is clear: when a group is incessantly vilified as a threatening “other”, 
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whether Roma, Muslim, Jewish, Black, or LGBTQ, some individuals eventually 
act on those demonizing narratives, with vandalism, assaults or worse. 

Beyond violence by private actors, prejudiced disinformation can also drive 
policy exclusion and institutional maltreatment of minority groups. False narra-
tives create public support for harsh measures that target those depicted as danger-
ous or unworthy. During the first wave of COVID-19, for example, conspiracy 
theories alleging that migrants were covertly spreading the virus gained traction 
in several countries. These unfounded claims were not benign: in Hungary, they 
were invoked by the government to justify suspending asylum admissions for ref-
ugees in March 2020, purportedly to protect public health (Montalto Monella, 
L. and Palfi, R., 2020). In Italy and Spain, similar rumors about “infected mi-
grants…escaping quarantine or purportedly infecting police officers” circulated 
widely (The Poynter Institute), bolstering calls for tough anti-immigration poli-
cies. Disinformation thus becomes a pretext for what amounts to institutional 
discrimination – laws or practices that exclude or overly scrutinize marginalized 
groups. Even in less extreme cases, prejudicial falsehoods have a “chilling effect” 
on civil society support for minorities. Advocacy NGOs may withdraw for vili-
fied groups, fearing loss of credibility by association (Szakács, J. and Bognár, É., 
2021). In this way, disinformation-fueled hatred doesn’t just intimidate the vul-
nerable group itself; it also isolates them from the solidarity of allies. All these 
factors – from social alienation and hate-fueled violence to exclusionary public 
policies – underscore that prejudiced disinformation inflicts direct, multidimen-
sional harm on vulnerable communities, threatening not only their safety but 
their equal standing in society.

Structural harm
In addition to the harm it causes to targeted minorities, prejudiced disinfor-

mation inflicts structural harm on democracy itself. Liberal democracy depends 
on a well-informed citizenship, a pluralistic public sphere, and trust in institu-
tions (Dahl, R., 1956). Each of these pillars is weakened when propaganda and 
falsehoods distort public discourse. Unlike legitimate debate, which in demo-
cratic societies protects even views that may “offend, shock or disturb” (ECtHR, 
Handyside v. United Kingdom, 1976), disinformation does not merely intro-
duce a contentious perspective. As the Court has repeatedly clarified, freedom 
of expression does not extend to demonstrably false factual allegations (ECtHR, 
Lingens v. Austria, 1986), nor does it exempt communicators from the responsi-
bility to contextualize harmful claims (ECtHR, Jersild v. Denmark, 1994). In the 
digital sphere, moreover, platforms may contribute to the amplification of such 
narratives at scale (ECtHR, Delfi AS v. Estonia, 2015).

When significant segments of the population believe, for example, that im-
migrants are systematically dangerous, that minority faiths are plotting against 
society, or other such baseless claims, democratic dialogue shifts away from real-
ity-based problem-solving. This shift crowds out meaningful discussion: political 
attention is redirected towards invented dangers while actual social challenges 
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remain overlooked. In other words, the “marketplace of ideas” becomes polluted, 
making it more difficult for democratic decision-making to rest on a shared un-
derstanding of facts.

Moreover, prejudiced disinformation corrodes the social cohesion and trust 
that underpin a healthy democracy. By targeting a social group and spreading 
distorted negative information about it, such campaigns reinforce the notion of 
an “out-group” in society. They undermine intercommunity solidarity. The goal 
– and effect – is to drive a wedge between communities, eroding citizens’ confi-
dence that state institutions will treat all groups fairly. 

This mutual mistrust is negative for democratic pluralism. The European Par-
liament’s Committee on Foreign Interference noted that such tactics can even 
“undermine social cohesion” and diminish respect for the rule of law. Indeed, 
when prejudiced falsehoods proliferate, citizens may start doubting the integrity 
of information coming from official sources or mainstream media, a doubt fueled 
by extremist voices. Over time, this can translate into a broader erosion of insti-
tutional trust, where people no longer know who or what to believe. Democratic 
institutions – from elections to courts to the press – rely on public confidence; 
disinformation actively works to shatter that confidence (World Economic Fo-
rum, 2017), often by painting authorities as complicit in covering up “the truth” 
about the targeted minority, a common trope in conspiracy theories (Taylor, A., 
2016).

The problem is aggravated by the way digital platforms work. Algorithms 
designed to maximise engagement tend to give more visibility to sensational and 
emotionally charged content, which generate disinformation cascades. Research 
shows that these systems can incentivize conflict actors toward more divisive 
and potentially violence-inducing speech, rewarding posts that trigger anger or 
outrage. As a result, these types of falsehoods circulate much faster than fac-
tual corrections Vosoughi, S. et al., 2018). Platform designs that prioritise shares, 
comments and watch-time unintentionally boost extremist and conspiratorial 
material, including racist disinformation. This environment encourages the for-
mation of echo chambers where users are mainly exposed to information that 
confirms their existing views (Sunstein, C.R., 1999; Pariser, E., 2011). Inside 
these closed loops, prejudiced narratives rarely encounter meaningful challenge 
and can become increasingly extreme. The outcome is a more polarised digital 
public sphere in which different groups inhabit separate informational realities.

Such dynamics are damaging for democratic debate. When societies split into 
isolated camps, reaching agreement or compromise becomes far harder. Extremist 
disinformation targeting minorities therefore harms not only those communities 
but also the quality of democratic discourse as a whole. In Europe, this dynamic 
has manifested in, for example, far-right online communities that circulate a con-
tinuous diet of anti-immigrant falsehoods, reinforcing their followers’ xenopho-
bic worldviews.

The political consequences can be serious. Disinformation about minorities is 
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often weaponised during election campaigns to mobilise voters through fear and 
resentment. Spain’s 2019 elections offer a clear example: investigators document-
ed a surge of viral messages, many of them anti-immigrant or anti-Muslim, cir-
culating across social media and private messaging apps (Avaaz, 2019). Some of 
these networks were later removed for coordinated inauthentic behaviour, but by 
then the damage was done – false narratives had helped shape the electoral agen-
da. Similar patterns have appeared since then in Spain and also across Europe: 
far-right and other extremist actors spread conspiratorial claims about Muslim 
refugees or Roma communities to gain political advantage. Elections, however, 
are supposed to be decided on policy choices and democratic preferences, not on 
fabricated stories about minority “threats”.

In sum, prejudiced disinformation is not just a series of isolated hateful mes-
sages; it represents a structural attack on the foundations of democratic life. It 
distorts reality, splits communities, and undermines trust in the institutions that 
hold democratic societies together. By fueling echo chambers and deepening po-
larisation, it erodes the shared factual ground and mutual respect that genuine 
democratic debate requires. Ultimately, countering prejudiced disinformation is 
not only a matter of protecting minority rights – it is also essential for safeguard-
ing the integrity and values of democratic societies as a whole.

4. Spanish case study
The Spanish information environment illustrates how prejudiced disinforma-

tion targeting minority and vulnerable groups is not merely an expression of 
social bias, but a strategic tool that reshapes public perceptions, fuels polarisation, 
and ultimately weakens democratic cohesion (Campos Domínguez, E., Esteve 
Del Valle, M., and Renedo Farpón, C., 2022). While Spain is not exceptional 
in this regard, it provides a clear example of how disinformation that appears 
to focus on specific communities can serve broader political and destabilising 
democratic objectives.

A recurring pattern in Spain involves false narratives linking immigration to 
crime, insecurity or welfare abuse. These narratives are often fabricated or grossly 
exaggerated, yet they circulate widely on social media, messaging apps, and par-
tisan digital outlets. Their purpose is not simply to portray migrants or Muslim 
communities negatively, but to activate fear and resentment in the broader popu-
lation. During the killing of an 11-year-old boy in Mocejón (Toledo) in 2024, 
for example, disinformative posts immediately claimed that the perpetrator was 
a Maghrebi, Muslim or Roma minor. Despite rapid confirmation by the Guardia 
Civil that the suspect was a Spanish national, the false claim had already reached 
thousands of users, generating a wave of hostility toward migrant communities 
and reinforcing long-standing stereotypes (Morales, E.G., August 2024). The 
narrative’s virality, rather than its accuracy, shaped public debate in the crucial 
hours following the event.

This phenomenon is not limited to isolated episodes. Spanish courts have 
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repeatedly encountered cases where disinformation is deliberately used to stigma-
tise minority groups. In one notable judgment, the Provincial Court of Barcelona 
convicted a Guardia Civil officer for spreading a manipulated video that falsely 
depicted an assault by an unaccompanied migrant minor. The court emphasised 
that disseminating such material, even without direct incitement to violence, 
contributed to an atmosphere of hostility and discrimination that merited crimi-
nal sanction (nº674/2022, November 8th). These cases demonstrate the capacity 
of prejudiced disinformation to turn marginal actors into influential vectors of 
hatred, often supported by algorithmic amplification.

The effects of these narratives are visible in opinion data. According to the 
September 2024 CIS Barometer, immigration suddenly became one of Spain’s 
top three perceived national problems for 30% of respondents, up from 11% 
only three months earlier. While fluctuations in survey responses can have mul-
tiple causes, the sharp rise coincided with a period in which monitoring bodies 
detected a significant increase in potentially disinformative content targeting mi-
grants and racialised communities. The temporal alignment suggests that disin-
formation does not merely reinforce existing prejudices but can actively reshape 
public priorities and fuel political anxieties.

Other minority groups have also been targeted. LGBTQ+ communities have 
been subject to recurring waves of disinformation (Shevtsova, M., 2020), particu-
larly around symbolic dates such as Pride or during debates surrounding the 2023 
“Trans Act”. Narratives portraying LGBTQ+ people as threats to children or as 
agents of “gender ideology” have circulated across messaging apps and fringe me-
dia channels. Some of these narratives originate domestically, while others mirror 
messaging identified by the EU’s External Action Service (2023) as part of broad-
er foreign influence operations. Even when the immediate target appears to be a 
minority group, the strategic aim is broader: to undermine trust in institutions, 
weaken support for equality measures, and reinforce divisive identity politics.

The Spanish experience also shows how prejudiced disinformation escalates 
during moments of political tension. Electoral cycles, in particular, tend to co-
incide with spikes in misleading narratives centred on migration, Islam, and 
gender-related issues. These tactics leverage emotional triggers – fear, disgust, or 
moral outrage – to mobilise voters or delegitimise opponents. Their purpose is 
not simply to attack the targeted group but to reorient public debate toward cul-
tural conflict and away from structural socio-economic issues.

Taken together, these examples reveal that prejudiced disinformation in Spain 
functions as more than hate-driven content: it is a mechanism for destabilising 
democratic discourse. By exploiting pre-existing biases, it fractures social cohe-
sion and diminishes trust in public institutions. Its strategic use by political actors 
and, at times, foreign influence networks shows that the ultimate objective often 
extends beyond harming a specific minority. Instead, the aim is to reshape the 
political agenda, deepen polarisation, and weaken the epistemic foundations that 
democratic decision-making depends on. Prejudiced disinformation is therefore 
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both a direct threat to minority dignity and a structural threat to democratic 
resilience.

5. Regulatory framework and responses 
The European Court of Human Rights has drawn a firm line against extreme 

hate speech targeting minorities, even where there is no direct incitement to vio-
lence. In Norwood v. United Kingdom (2004), a man displayed a poster vilifying 
all Muslims (“Islam out of Britain” with an image of the burning Twin Tow-
ers). The Court deemed this extreme anti-Islam expression an abuse of rights 
incompatible with the Convention’s values of tolerance and social peace, and 
thus not protected by freedom of expression. In Vejdeland and Others v. Sweden 
(2012), the Court upheld the convictions for distributing homophobic leaflets 
in a school, although the leaflets did not explicitly call for violence. The judges 
stressed that inciting hatred does not require a call for violence – insulting or 
slandering a group can be enough for authorities to sanction a speaker in order to 
protect the rights of others. They also noted that discrimination based on sexual 
orientation is as serious as that based on race or religion.

Similarly, in Féret v. Belgium (2009), involving a politician’s xenophobic anti-
immigrant pamphlets, the Court held that his hate-speech conviction did not 
breach Article 10. Such rhetoric from an elected official was seen as a danger to 
social peace and stability in a democratic society, warranting criminal sanctions. 
The Court underscored that the absence of a direct call to violence does not ex-
cuse hate speech: even without explicit incitement, states can legitimately restrict 
expressions that spread, incite or justify hatred. It further emphasized that politi-
cians, especially, must avoid fomenting intolerance – their public pronounce-
ments should not promote racial or ethnic hatred, given their influence and the 
threat such speech poses to social cohesion.

EU Legal Framework: Hate Speech and Disinformation
At the European Union level, the approach distinguishes between illegal hate 

speech and harmful but lawful disinformation. The key instrument against hate 
speech is Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA, which obliges Member States to 
criminalize “public incitement to violence or hatred” on grounds such as race, 
color, religion, descent, or national/ethnic origin (article 1), thereby establishing 
a common baseline outlawing racist and xenophobic expression across the EU. 

In 2016, the European Commission and major IT companies introduced an 
EU Code of Conduct on Countering Illegal Hate Speech Online, under which 
platforms pledge to remove illegal hate speech within 24 hours. This voluntary 
code, monitored in cooperation with NGOs, has markedly increased the take-
down rate for unlawful hate content on social media.

For online disinformation, which generally is not illegal, the EU has relied on 
voluntary cooperation. In 2018 the Commission launched a Code of Practice on 
Disinformation (strengthened in 2022), through which leading online platforms 
and advertisers commit to curb the spread of false or misleading content. Sig-
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natories of this code implement measures such as demonetizing disinformation 
(cutting advertising revenues to purveyors of false news) and disabling fake ac-
counts and bots that amplify false narratives. The European Commission credits 
this self-regulatory approach with helping contain recent disinformation surges.

In 2022, the EU enacted the Digital Services Act (DSA), a binding regu-
lation that reinforces these initiatives and draws a clear line between unlawful 
and lawful content. The DSA requires online intermediaries to expeditiously re-
move illegal content,  including hate speech outlawed under national or EU law, 
once notified. At the same time, the DSA addresses “harmful but legal” content 
through transparency and accountability rules rather than direct censorship. Very 
large online platforms must assess the systemic risks of phenomena like viral dis-
information on their services and “take reasonable measures” to mitigate those 
risks. In practice, this means they must examine how their algorithms may be 
amplifying harmful falsehoods or extremist content and adjust their systems to 
reduce those impacts. The DSA thus complements the EU’s hate speech laws 
by requiring oversight and risk management for online mis and disinformation, 
aiming to strike a balance between combating digital harms and respecting lawful 
expression.

Spanish Legal Framework
Spain’s domestic legal framework implements these principles with strict 

criminal provisions against hate speech and additional civil/administrative meas-
ures. The centerpiece is Article 510 of the Criminal Code, which criminalizes 
public incitement to hatred, hostility, discrimination or violence against pro-
tected groups defined by characteristics such as race, religion, ethnicity, national 
origin, gender, or sexual orientation. Article 510 also prohibits related acts: it 
punishes disseminating written or other material that incites hatred, the denial 
or gross trivialization of genocides or crimes against humanity when that creates 
an atmosphere of hatred, and serious insults or slurs that demean people due to 
their group identity. Spanish courts have clarified that the hate speech law targets 
only grave attacks on vulnerable communities, ensuring that it protects minor-
ity groups without unduly limiting legitimate discourse or criticism that lacks 
a hateful intent (Spanish Constitutional Court, 235/2007; Spanish Supreme 
Court, 123/2017; Spanish Supreme Court, 72/2018; Spanish Supreme Court, 
489/2020).

Beyond the criminal law, Spain uses civil and administrative tools to combat 
hate speech and uphold equality. Anti-discrimination statutes allow victims to 
seek relief (for example, damages or injunctions for collective hate incidents), and 
authorities can impose administrative sanctions for hate-related offenses (for in-
stance, racist behavior at a sports event may result in fines or bans). Public agen-
cies also emphasize prevention and monitoring: the Interior Ministry publishes 
annual reports on hate crime trends, and official protocols and training guide 
police and prosecutors in identifying hate speech.

Spain has likewise moved to counter disinformation. In October 2020, the 
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government issued Order PCM/1030/2020, which established a national Proce-
dure for Action Against Disinformation. This order created coordination mech-
anisms to detect and respond to disinformation campaigns (especially foreign 
interference) in line with the EU’s Action Plan on Disinformation. It enables 
Spanish institutions to participate in EU alert systems and to mount timely 
responses when online falsehoods threaten public order or democracy. Spain’s 
approach treats disinformation as a security challenge managed through inter-
agency cooperation and public awareness, rather than through criminal prohibi-
tion of content.

6. Rethinking responses: from content moderation to democratic re-
silience

Given the systemic nature of prejudiced disinformation, responses limited 
to punitive legal measures or platform-level content takedowns are insufficient. 
What is needed is a shift from treating disinformation as a problem of “false 
content” to understanding it as a structural threat to democratic resilience, social 
cohesion, and minority protection.

First, states must recognize that prejudiced disinformation rarely exists in iso-
lation. It intersects with electoral manipulation, foreign influence operations, and 
long-standing discriminatory narratives. Effective responses must therefore ad-
dress the broader ecosystem: the political incentives that encourage inflammatory 
speech, the economic models of social media platforms that privilege engagement 
over accuracy, and the historical biases that make certain groups especially vulner-
able to manipulation.

Second, regulatory frameworks should be complemented by strong preven-
tive and educational measures. Media literacy programmes, public awareness 
campaigns, and transparent communication from institutions are essential for 
reducing the susceptibility of citizens to disinformation. Empowering users with 
critical digital skills is particularly important in societies where algorithmic am-
plification can turn fringe narratives into mainstream controversies within hours.

Third, platform accountability must go beyond voluntary commitments. The 
Digital Services Act represents an important step in requiring large platforms to 
assess systemic risks and adjust algorithmic design accordingly. However, mean-
ingful enforcement—accompanied by independent audits, transparency require-
ments, and sanctions for non-compliance—is crucial to ensure that platforms 
reduce the virality of harmful content rather than merely removing illegal mate-
rial after the fact.

Fourth, protecting minorities requires robust legal safeguards and proactive 
monitoring. Hate-speech laws, such as Spain’s Article 510, play a significant 
role, but legal interventions should be paired with support systems for targeted 
communities, including civil-society organisations, anti-racist watchdogs, and 
community-based reporting mechanisms. These actors provide early detection 
of narrative shifts and help mitigate the psychosocial harm that disinformation 
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campaigns inflict.
Finally, any long-term strategy must explicitly acknowledge that prejudiced 

disinformation can serve geopolitical aims. Foreign influence operations fre-
quently exploit societal divisions, using minority-targeted falsehoods to under-
mine democratic trust and disrupt political stability. European democracies must 
therefore incorporate disinformation into their national security frameworks, as 
Spain has done through its Procedure for Action Against Disinformation (Order 
PCM/1030/2020). Strengthening cooperation between national authorities, EU 
institutions, and civil society is essential to building a coordinated and multi-
layered response.

In conclusion, countering prejudiced disinformation requires moving beyond 
reactive content policing toward a holistic model of democratic resilience. Such 
an approach recognizes that disinformation harms not only the dignity and safety 
of minority communities but the very foundations of democratic life: informed 
citizenship, pluralism, and institutional trust. Protecting vulnerable groups and 
safeguarding democracy are therefore inseparable tasks: responding to prejudiced 
disinformation is not merely a matter of minority rights, but a core democratic 
imperative.
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Fact-checking as a tool to tackle hate speech: 
A systematic literature review

Juliana da Cunha Mota, University of Oxford 

Introduction

Social media platforms were originally perceived as a tool for democratising 
access to knowledge and information. Especially from the 2010s, however, they 
have become a particularly fertile ground for propagation of mis- and disinforma-
tion and hate speech (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021; Schradie, 2019). 

Hate speech and misinformation are two distinct phenomena that cause dif-
ferent harms (Heldt, 2019). Yet, they are often connected: during crises, misin-
formation can support, justify, or fuel hateful content – creating what we call 
‘populist hate narratives’ (Erjavec & Kovačič, 2012; Mayagoitia-Soria et al., 
2024; Poole et al., 2021). 

Various tools and initiatives are employed to tackle hate speech and misin-
formation. AI and machine learning are increasingly used in the fight against 
hate speech (Jahan & Oussalah, 2023). To tackle mis- and disinformation, fact-
checkers (FCs) play a crucial role (Adam, 2025; Graves, 2017; Westlund et al., 
2024). Given FCs’ importance in reducing online disinformation, one could rea-
sonably assume that they should also contribute to reducing the spread of hateful 
content. Nonetheless, the role of FCs in tackling hate speech through fact-checks 
of disinformation remains underexplored by the literature. 

This paper seeks to assess the existing evidence on the role of FCs in tackling 
the spread of hate speech on platforms. Through a systematic literature review 
and critique of academic articles on hate speech and fact-checking published 
within the past decade, the paper aims to answer the following research question: 
What does the literature (2015-2025) report about how collaborations between 
fact-checkers and platforms are associated with the prevalence of populist hate 
narratives? 

To answer this question, I performed a qualitative analysis of published mate-
rial. I reviewed the literature to assess the existing evidence and scholars’ percep-
tions of the following issues: (1) the relationship between hate speech and disin-
formation, (2) the role of FCs in tackling hate speech; (3) the role of platforms in 
facilitating or curbing the dissemination of hateful narratives.  

By delving into the role of FCs for tackling hate speech, this paper makes 
three contributions. First, by identifying the gaps in the scholarship, it assesses 
areas that can benefit from further research. Second, by expanding the results 
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of this study, it considers the consequences of scaling down on collaborations 
between platforms and FCs. This is a particularly timely contribution in light 
of Meta’s decision to end the 3PFC in the US (Kaplan, 2025). While questions 
remain if Meta will replicate the measure elsewhere, the results of this analysis can 
provide useful insights into the impact of this measure. Finally, the results will 
guide broader legal discussions, contributing to the growing debate on States’ ob-
ligations concerning electoral disinformation and/or positive obligations to tackle 
hate speech (Alkiviadou, 2025; Pentney & Shattock, 2025). 

This paper proceeds as follows: Section 2 starts by expanding on the existing 
literature on the role of FCs and FC-platforms collaborations. Section 3 presents 
the method employed (systematic literature review) and its justification, further 
explaining the data collection. Section 4 contains my main findings. Finally, Sec-
tion 5 expands the findings to propose broader discussions guided by the discus-
sion question. 

Fact-checkers and collaborations between FCs and platforms
FC emerged as a global, yet fragmented, movement. FC firms emerged in 

the 1990s to hold politicians and other public figures accountable for false state-
ments. Originally incubated in US newsrooms, the movement grew and changed 
as social media platforms challenged journalists’ gate-keeping role and mis- and 
disinformation became more prevalent. As the literature indicates, ‘In response 
to disinformation campaigns during the 2016 US presidential election, the field’s 
focus shifted from verifying claims made by politicians to policing viral misinfor-
mation on digital platforms – the debunking turn’(Mahl et al., 2024, p. 3).

With the debunking turn, FC is now performed by different actors, including 
but not limited to professional journalists, political campaigns and party organi-
sations, and third sector organisations. Each of these actors have different percep-
tions about the role of FCs, performing it by different standards and methods 
(Cavaliere, 2020, p. 158). Despite these differences, fact-checkers have somewhat 
similar goals: to verify information presented as a fact. They do not verify state-
ments of opinion or statements which cannot be corroborated. Other similarities 
involve their areas of practice, which usually comprise: choosing claims to check, 
contacting the speaker, tracing false claims, dealing with experts, and showing 
your work (Graves, 2017). FCs’ work supports both individual readers and con-
tent moderation on large-scale platforms through labelling mechanisms (Sehat et 
al., 2024).

Acknowledging the importance of FCs, platforms started collaborating with 
FC organisations in the last decade. For instance, Meta instituted its third-party 
fact-checking programme (‘3PFC’) in 2016 ‘to reduce the spread of misinforma-
tion and provide more reliable information to users’ (Bengtsson et al., 2025, p. 
249). Similarly, Google has partnered with FCs to develop data standards to 
surface fact-checks in search results. Some FC organisations choose to join these 
partnerships to amplify the reach of their content (Bélair-Gagnon et al., 2023).
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The importance of FC-platforms collaborations cannot be overstated. Some 
FC organisations exist and operate thanks to platform partnerships. However, in 
January 2025, Meta announced it was scaling down on these partnerships in the 
US. The measure was taken under the guise of strengthening the protection to 
freedom of expression, allegedly threatened by FCs who were, in Mark Zucker-
berg’s words, ‘too politically biased’(Kaplan, 2025). In FCs’ view, the information 
ecosystem of several countries could be affected should Meta decide to expand its 
decision to scale back FC collaborations globally.  This is because Facebook and 
Instagram are the main sources of news in countries from the global south. Thus, 
the lack of fact-checking initiatives could increase the circulation of misleading 
information (Kahn, 2025).

Scholars in media studies have explored how FCs and platforms conceive 
making trade-offs in their platforms to build their fields as agents of knowledge. 
They found that platforms and FCs are marked by both asymmetric and mutual 
dependence. They also recognise the need to acknowledge the inter-relational and 
dynamic element of platform companies, and how they relate to a larger platform 
and information ecosystem (Bélair-Gagnon et al., 2023). While explored in other 
areas of knowledge, the relationship between FCs and platforms remains under-
explored by legal and socio-legal scholars. 

Method
To explore FC-platforms collaborations, I employed a systematic literature 

review of the existing works on the topic. The aims of this work justify choosing 
standalone systematic literature reviews (SSLR) as a method. Specifically, this 
paper aims at (1) answering the research question based on the existing scholarly 
evidence; and (2) identifying gaps in the literature. These are precisely the same 
aims as those of SSLR (Okoli, 2015; Petticrew & Roberts, 2008). Furthermore, 
unlike scoping reviews, systematic SSLR are somewhat targeted. For instance, 
they may aim at identifying the evidence on the efficacy of a specific intervention, 
instead of broadly exploring the characteristics of an area of knowledge (López-
Borrull & Lopezosa, 2025). Thus, SSLR is in line with the aims of this paper. 

Importantly, SSLR is not valuable in the early days of a research field, which 
further justifies its usage in this specific research. In this paper, I assess a decade 
of the body of literature on misinformation, fact-checking, and hate speech. The 
choice for setting 2015 as the cutoff date for this analysis is twofold. First, the 
Trump election and Brexit happened in 2016 and 2017, respectively. These two 
episodes triggered debates into the role of platforms in spreading mis- and dis-
information, especially during electoral periods. Second, Meta established the 
3PFC in 2016 and the programme grew bigger in the following years. Accord-
ingly, analysing ten years of corpus literature into misinformation, hate speech, 
and fact-checking from 2015 to 2025 might reveal how scholars perceived these 
topics in light of societal and technological developments, if at all. 

SSLR require a systematic methodological approach, explicit explanation 
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of the procedures followed, and a comprehensive scope of the material (Okoli, 
2015). Below, I provide an overview of the methodical approach adopted and the 
procedures followed. 

1. Data collection
The first step into the data collection phase consists of choosing the appropri-

ate database of academic works. In line with existing literature, I chose to extract 
works from Scopus, given its prestige and quality of papers (López-Borrull & 
Lopezosa, 2025). Admittedly, choosing one database limits the results of this 
paper. Nonetheless, due to time and scope constraints, performing an in-depth 
analysis of other databases was not feasible. 

After selecting the database, I defined the search terms. I performed several 
searches with the following keywords: 
Search Keywords
1 ‘hate speech’ and ‘fact-checking’
2 ‘hate speech’ and ‘fact-checkers’
3 ‘hate speech’ and ‘fact-checkers’ and ‘social media platforms’
4 ‘hate speech’ and ‘fact-checkers’ and ‘platforms’
5 ‘hate’ and ‘fact-checking’
6 ‘hate’ and ‘fact-checkers’
7 ‘hate’ and ‘fact checkers’ and ‘platforms’
8 ‘hate speech’ ‘misinformation’ and ‘elections’
9 ‘hate speech’ and ‘fake news’ and ‘elections’
10 ‘hate speech’ and ‘fake news’ and ‘platforms’
11 ‘hate speech’ and ‘populism’ and ‘platforms’
12 ‘hate speech’ and ‘populism’
13 ‘hate speech’ and ‘misinformation’

I considered solely papers published from 2015 to 2025, for the reasons men-
tioned in the section above. As illustrated by the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) flow diagram shown in Figure 
1, our searches returned n=3,375 works in total (Gibson et al., 2025; Liberati et 
al., 2009).

I uploaded the full database of papers into Ryann.AI, a software for systematic 
literature review. I removed 1,637 papers which were duplicated, after which I 
conducted the first round of revision.  In this round, I considered solely the title 
of the papers, the abstract, and the key words. I excluded (i) books and chapters; 
(ii) conference proceedings. Furthermore, I also did not consider papers that (i) 
focus on countries outside of Europe; (ii) in languages other than English; (iii) 
which had not been peer-reviewed; and (iv) focused on the role of traditional 
media or dark web forums in disseminating hate speech, without further consid-
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eration to social media platforms. This round resulted in the exclusion of 1,686 
works. Subsequently, I performed a second round of revision, mainly to exclude 
book chapters and conference proceedings. After the second round of exclusion, 
I had a preliminary database of works constituted of 51 papers. 

All these 51 papers were downloaded and assessed. Some papers were sub-
sequently excluded as for similar reasons as those previously exposed (i.e. they 
focused on the role of traditional media, delved into content moderation issues 
through removal of content and not fact-checking, or concerned models for fact-
checking, mis- or disinformation, without exploring hate speech issues or the 
role of platforms).  Admittedly, the exclusion of grey literature may have led to 
the omission of potentially relevant works. However, this limitation does not 
compromise the validity of the study, as the author believes theoretical saturation 
was reached with the papers included. Finally, the database of examined papers 
included 32 works. A full list of papers considered is provided in the Appendix A.  

Figure 1: PRISMA flowchart

Findings
The analysis of the papers revealed insights about the type of analysis being 

conducted in the fields of hate speech, misinformation, FCs, and platforms. Be-
low, I present some of these findings.



Echoes of Hate170

1.Growing interest in the topic
There appear to be growing interest for the topics of hate speech, misinforma-

tion, platforms, and FCs. No eligible studies appear prior to 2019, with outputs 
rising and peaking in 2024. 

Some political and social factors might explain the surge in papers from 2022 
onwards. First, as previously mentioned, platforms’ actions and omissions to 
tackle misinformation came to the centre stage from 2016 onwards, with the 
Trump election, the Brexit Referendum, and the Cambridge Analytica scandal. 
Subsequently, the COVID-19 further highlighted the role of platforms in tack-
ling hate speech and misinformation. 

2. Empirical vs theoretical analyses
Most of the papers consisted of empirical analyses of the issues, often adopt-

ing quantitative and qualitative methods to assess harmful content.  Theoretical 
works are scarce, fewer than 10 papers. Yet, these theoretical contributions pro-
vided invaluable insights which should be accounted for.

Most of the empirical papers focused on one specific type of hate speech and 
platform for analysis. For instance, Asardag (2025) employed critical feminist 
lens to explore the discourses around Meta’s changes to their hate speech policies, 
announced in January 2025. She found that the changes would likely negatively 
impact LGBTQAI+ people, consistently targeted by online hate speech and dis-
information.

Other papers empirically analysed disinformation and hate speech. These 
studies are crucial for understanding how hate speech spreads within different 
contexts and platforms. Conversely, as Liu et al. had previously noticed, most of 
these studies are limited to specific cases, and there is a lack of longitudinal and 



      Fact-checking as a tool to tackle hate speech 171

generalised study of hate speech (Liu et al., 2024). Understandably, hate speech 
is context-dependent, thus it is questionable whether an overarching empirical 
study would produce significant and adequate results. For instance, Carrasco-
Farré (2022) conducted a computational linguistics assessment of misinforma-
tion and harmful content, Cinelli et al. (2021) considered hate comments on 
YouTube, and Dowining & Dron (2020) focused on discourse analyses of tweets. 

While in the minority, theoretical papers were also important for drawing 
connections between disinformation and hate speech. For instance, Cepollaro et 
al.’s work theoretically assessed efficacy and deontic questions of counterspeech 
for tackling harmful messages. Ultimately, they argued that philosophers should 
focus more on the efficacy question to advocate for better frameworks to concep-
tualise the efficacy of counter speech. A paper linking these philosophical views 
and empirical works was, however, missing from our database of papers (Cepol-
laro et al., 2023).

3.Platforms investigated 
Most of the empirical papers focused solely on some platforms for analysis. 

The most popular platform was X (formerly Twitter), which accounted for 9 
papers, followed by Facebook (with 7 papers), TikTok (3 papers), and YouTube 
(2 papers). 

Twitter’s API for research purposes might explain the platform’s popularity 
among researchers.  Until 2023, the platform was ‘a playground for academic 
research’, providing access to millions of tweets every day for free. After Twit-
ter’s acquisition by Elon Musk, the policies changed and access to the API is 
now behind a paywall (Sarah Grevy Gotfredsen, 2023). While there were four 
papers published in 2024 using Twitter’s data, I found only 2 in 2025. This raises 
questions whether we will continue to see a decrease in works with Twitter’s data 
because of Musk’s new policies.

Another interesting point concerns papers analysing TikTok content. Schol-
arly attention to the platform did not appear to accompany its surge in users and 
importance (Pérez Rastrilla et al., 2023). It is unclear why scholars paid so little 
attention to TikTok and whether this platform will appear more prominently in 
future studies.   

4.Exploring links between hate speech and disinformation
Not all hateful messages contain disinformation, and vice versa. Yet, numer-

ous studies recognised the connections between disinformation, hate speech, 
radicalisation, and polarisation. 

For instance, according to Carrasco-Farré’s (2022) computational linguistics 
study, false information and hate speech share some commonalities, including 
the negativity of the content and their elevated appeal to moral values. Similarly, 
Mohsen et al. (2024) applied linear regression models with standardised coef-
ficients to assess a database of more than 8 million tweets from N=6,832 Twitter 
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users, revealing a link between misinformation and harmful language. Echoing 
this, Zhou et al. (2025) found that 28% of the hate speech instances against 
Asians contained misinformation. 

Conversely, some studies found no relation between hate language and mis-
information communities. For instance, Cinelli et al. (2021) did not find any 
correlation between the usage of hate language by YouTube users and their in-
volvement in misinformation communities in the platform. Downing and & 
Dron (2020) echoed the finding that social media was not a conduit for hateful 
or deceitful messages. Their analysis focused on Tweets about the Grenfell fire 
and the Muslim community, and they found that the most influential Tweets pic-
tured Muslims in a positive light. Poole et al. had similar findings when analysing 
tweets containing the hashtag #StopIslam. In their study, the most shared tweets 
contained counter-narrative and positive messages about Islam instead of hateful 
content(Poole et al., 2021).

In summary, with some exceptions, I found evidence in the existing literature 
that there are links between misinformation and hate speech online – the extent 
of these links is, however, disputed. 

5.Exploring the role of FCs in tackling hate speech
I found few papers acknowledging the importance of FCs or fact-checking 

techniques in tackling misinformation and hateful content online.  For instance, 
Miškolci et al. (2020) adopted a quasi-experimental research design to dissect the 
spread of anti-Roma discourses on Facebook. In the study, the authors adopted 
the role of FCs to assess the consequences of entering pro-Roma comments, often 
checking facts presented in posts targeting this minority. They found a positive 
correlation between their positive comments and new users’ interventions. Put 
differently, when they made posts with pro-Roma comments, it motivated ‘other 
followers of those particular Facebook profiles to join the discussion arguing in 
favour of the Roma as well’(Miškolci et al., 2020, p. 139). Conversely, they ac-
knowledge that fact-checking as a counterspeech strategy showed limitations, as 
most of the users continued to post hateful comments within the thread, while 
others rarely acknowledged the argument from their intervention. Finally, the 
authors highlighted that emotions spread through Facebook might have also con-
tributed to users’ comments and reactions. As such, the authors concluded that 
platforms’ structural design may contribute to creating communities of hate and 
a revision of this business model is needed to tackle hate speech (Miškolci et al., 
2020). 

While some papers acknowledged the importance of fact-checking in tackling 
hate narratives, Munn (2024) highlighted some limitations to this approach. Ac-
cording to him, the existing approaches to tackle misinformation (including FCs) 
are based an idealised rational version of humans, which fails to consider that hu-
mans are primarily, rational, factional, and bigoted. Accordingly, they argued that 
more information will not solve the misinformation issue. Instead, the author 
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proposed linking fact-checking approaches to psychological research to robustly 
connect human insights into real-world interventions. 

6.Exploring the role of platforms in disseminating or curbing hate narratives 
Finally, some papers addressed the role of platforms in curbing or dissemi-

nating disinformation and populist hate narratives. For instance, Munn (2024) 
highlighted that humans are emotional beings, often acting driven by personal 
and/or moral values rather than by objective evidence. Online platforms, in turn, 
capture and amplify this emotion through algorithms that privilege controversial 
or attention-seeking content – including populist and hate narratives. 

Silva & Parker (2025) argued that platforms’ structural power in speech dis-
semination impedes their regulation. According to them, platforms use discur-
sive power to maintain control over the conditions for their own regulation. In 
other words, platforms discursively claim that they constitute the ones, or most 
legitimate ones, who should serve as the arbiters of the speech they host. Conse-
quently, they are central in disseminating or curbing hate speech. Heldt (2019) 
echoes this.

Echoing the argument that platforms play an active role in choosing which 
content to disseminate, Abdul Reda and Alkhonin (2025) found that ‘algorithms 
could be adjusted (…). This strategic shift could reduce the space available for 
misinformation to spread, aligning public focus with verified informative content 
continuously’ (Abdul Reda & Alkhonin, 2025, p. 18). Similarly, Silva & Parker 
(2025) claimed that platform power can directly contribute to the proliferation 
of hate speech when they fail to remove content. In doing so, they proposed 
a typology, building on Fuchs (2013) for platforms’ actions in contributing to 
hate speech: amplification, accommodation, or discursive authorisation of hate 
speech.

The analysis of platforms’ terms and services further highlighted their active 
role in curbing hate narratives (Arora et al., 2024). Despite this, several studies 
found hateful content in the platforms analysed. For instance, González‐Aguilar 
et al. (2023) found few hateful messages on TikTok in a study assessing popu-
list speech on the platform. The authors highlighted that hate speech played no 
particular influence on the videos’ views (González-Aguilar et al., 2023). While 
somewhat surprising, the authors acknowledged one important caveat to their 
study: TikTok might have played an important role in downgrading videos with 
hateful content, thus affecting the videos’ views. Therefore, the platform might 
have become a tool and strategy in downplaying harmful content. 

Poole et al. (2021) echoed the argument that platforms play a crucial role 
in disseminating or curbing populist hate narratives. They argued that Twitter 
played an active agent role in setting the narrative surrounding the use of the 
hashtag #StopIslam. This is because Twitter (now X) had removed a significant 
number of tweets containing this contested hashtag. The authors also found that 
Twitter reinforced the dominance of the ‘elite’, by using algorithms that amplified 
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the visibility and reach of content posted by influencers. Thus, they claimed that 
social media platforms’ dynamics afforded more agency to well-organised groups 
with stronger ties. In their study, these groups were aligned with the right, fuelled 
by populist discourse. Accordingly, they concluded that ‘What is particularly 
concerning about #stopIslam, therefore, is that it illustrates how the strategies of 
social media platforms can create conditions that lend themselves not just to the 
actions, but ideological commitments of right-wing populist groups’ (Poole et al., 
2021, p. 1438).

While I did not find studies generally disputing platforms’ role in spreading 
hate speech, I found at least one study challenging pre-established conceptions 
about the dissemination of harmful speech.  Among others, Budak et al. (2024) 
challenged three media claims. First, that disinformation is growing in the age 
of social media and that more people are exposed to it. Second, that exposure 
to misinformation and harmful content is primarily driven by the algorithms of 
platforms. Finally, that there are correlations between exposure to harmful con-
tent online and undesirable psychological or behavioural effects. According to 
them, the existing studies on online harmful speech do not support any of these 
conclusions. In fact, they argue that the literature demonstrates that the exposure 
to misinformation is low, often concentrated among a small minority. Similarly, 
they contend that users are not fed harmful content through ‘filter bubbles’ – in-
stead, users who are already attentive to this kind of content harmful content seek 
it out across mediums.

In light of the above, the existing evidence on the scholarly literature points 
to a link between the platforms and the dissemination of hateful messages. If 
platforms’ architecture contributes to the dissemination of populist discourses 
and hate speech, the question is how FCs impact this ecosystem, if at all. Sehat 
et al. (2024)’s study found that platforms indicated which content they wanted 
prioritised for fact-checking. (Sehat et al., 2024). Thus, platforms could arguably 
indicate the need to have populist hate narratives checked. 

In sum, it is evident that platforms actively try to curtail hate speech, which 
often serves as a basis for populist narratives. However, their approach is arguably 
different when it comes to mis- and disinformation, with platforms historically 
taking a stance in favour of a free marketplace of ideas. Analysing the T&Cs of 
42 platforms, Arora et al. (2024) found that at least 10 of them did not address 
misinformation. Furthermore, the sum of explicit mentions to misinformation in 
all T&Cs analysed taken together was significantly narrower (N=231) in compar-
ison to hate speech (N=513) or violent content (N=620). As the authors them-
selves acknowledge, the number of mentions to a particular issue in a T&C does 
not perfectly encapsulate how important a topic is to a platform. However, it is 
a useful proxy to demonstrate how much attention platforms pay to a particular 
topic and the importance of detecting infringing content.

Discussion
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In short, the literature showed both theoretical and empirical evidence that 
platforms play a central role in enabling or restraining populist hate narratives 
through their algorithms and terms and conditions. Regrettably, I found no pa-
pers examining FC-platforms collaborations, especially on the effects of such col-
laborations in curbing or enabling harmful content. This is a notable gap in the 
literature, which should readily be addressed.

Considering this gap, I found no compelling and clear evidence in the litera-
ture on how FC-collaborations are associated with the prevalence of populist hate 
narratives. Notwithstanding this, having broadly explored the existing evidence 
in the literature on the links between misinformation, hate speech, the role of 
FCs and that of platforms, I make a second attempt at answering this question by 
extrapolating the arguments and evidence. 

1.Do platforms restrain populist hate narratives through collaborations with FCs? 
As mentioned, I did not find any works focusing on the relationships be-

tween FCs and platforms, and the impact of these collaborations to the broader 
hate speech context. This absence of direct evidence necessitates an inferential 
approach, drawing from adjacent findings on misinformation and hate speech 
dynamics.

First, the evidence points to platforms’ economic incentives to develop algo-
rithms which prioritise divisive content, as this type of content tends to catch 
users’ attention. The types of divisive content available online is not, however, 
unfettered. Notably, the prevalence of hate speech in a given platform can lead 
to user avoidance. Consequently, the largest platforms in the market explicitly 
prohibit the dissemination of hate speech through their terms and conditions.

At first, therefore, the evidence points to a reduced importance of collabora-
tions between FCs and platforms; if platforms are strict in their policies when it 
comes to hate speech, then FC collaborations play virtually no part in enabling 
or restraining hate narratives - because the content will be removed anyway. Con-
versely, if the content is more nuanced and does not constitute prima facie hate 
speech, FCs can play a crucial role in providing further context. 

Further evidence also contributes to the argument that FCs and platforms 
should collaborate to reduce the spread of hate speech online. First, even if plat-
forms enforce their terms and conditions and filter hateful content, Budak et al. 
(2024) demonstrated they still show harmful content to users who seek it out. 
Drawing from this, fact-checking initiatives should contribute to play correcting 
false or misleading statements and avoiding further radicalisation of these users 
actively looking for harmful content.  

Conversely, not all scholars are optimistic about the corrective potential of 
fact-checking. According to Munn (2024), collaborations between platforms and 
FCs would not necessarily restrain the spread of hateful content, as the theoretical 
target of these interventions is a rational human being as opposed to the actual 
target of these interventions, which are irrational humans. Notwithstanding, he 
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acknowledged that FCs could contribute to reducing misinformation, if linked to 
psychological research on how to present facts to irrational beings. As such, he ad-
mitted that connecting human insights into real-world interventions potentially 
contributes to reducing misinformation. 

Extrapolating the existing evidence, collaborations between FCs and online 
platforms arguably have the potential to mitigate populist hate narratives. Al-
though, the degree of efficacy of such collaborations might depend on the en-
gagement with users’ emotional and cognitive biases

 This argument leads to a logical follow up conclusion: By striking down 
collaborations with FCs, platforms potentially enable hate narratives. In other 
words, if Meta expands its decision to crack down on collaborations with FCs, 
or if other platforms decide to follow suit, they are arguably contributing to ena-
bling hateful messages. 

This conclusion merits, however, one important caveat. To restrict hateful 
messages, platforms should not only maintain or expand their collaborations 
with FCs, but remove barriers to checking certain content, such as political con-
tent. Currently, platforms such as Meta impose restrictions on the verification 
of political speech. As a fact-checker pointed out ‘The bar to be a political figure 
[under Meta’s fact-checking policies] is very low – just run for a local county 
council...and you can lie your heart out!’(Gutierrez et al., 2025). Consequently, 
keeping these limitations in place, platforms enable the spread of hateful populist 
messages by political leaders. 

2.Broader legal and regulatory consequences of the findings
The legal and regulatory consequences of the findings above are twofold. 

First, from a state perspective, hate speech laws should account for FCs’ role in 
promoting a heterogeneous information environment. As such, States normative 
frameworks and policies should incentivise FC-platforms collaborations. Second, 
collaborations between FCs and platforms ensure an approach which is in line 
with the ECHR. I will assess each issue in turn.

First, as argued, a significant number of papers found links between misinfor-
mation and hate speech. From an empirical perspective, Liu et al. (2024) dem-
onstrated that, while there are links between legal regulation and reduced hate 
speech, there is a non-significant conditional effect of online legal regulation. In 
other words, the authors argued that legal regulation can constrain hate speech, 
while also limiting other kinds of lawful speech. Put differently, they claimed 
that hate speech laws might build an invisible information barrier that oper-
ates against the regulation’s goals. They further expand on the argument that, ‘to 
eliminate hate speech, people need to be exposed to adequate and heterogeneous 
information to nurture a tolerant attitude and an open mind’ (Liu et al., 2024, 
p. 542).

Expanding from their argument, hate speech laws must account for FCs’ role 
in ensuring that people are exposed to heterogeneous and reliable information, 
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fostering a tolerant attitude that can, indirectly, help curb hate speech. Instead 
of enacting hate speech laws that seek to restrict or eliminate certain forms of 
speech, States can benefit from enacting laws and policies that promote collabo-
rations between FCs and platforms and promoting the role of FCs more broadly 
speaking.

Second, by collaborating with FCs, platforms ensure an approach that not 
only observes the DSA and their obligations under Union law, but also the 
ECHR. Notably, the Article 10 ECHR protects speech that offends, shocks or 
disturbs, and any measures restricting these kinds of speech must be prescribed 
by law, in pursuance of a legitimate aim, and be necessary and proportionate. 
A legal approach which promotes counterspeech instead of restricting speech is 
preferable as it would not trigger an interference with Article 10 Rights. In other 
words, by collaborating with FCs, platforms do not interfere or restrict freedom 
of expression: FCs promote counterspeech instead of censoring users. 

In short, overall, the literature supports a normative case for sustaining FC–
platform collaborations. While empirical proof of their efficacy remains limited, 
their alignment with freedom of expression principles and their potential to curb 
misinformation-induced hate speech justify their continued promotion in hu-
man rights frameworks.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this paper considered the implications of collaborations be-

tween platforms and FCs to curb online hate and populist narratives. Through 
a systematic literature review, this study contributed to three scholarly debates. 
First, I considered how misinformation and hate speech intersect online. Sec-
ond, I assessed how fact-checking practices may indirectly address hate speech. 
Finally, I consider the existing evidence on how collaborations between platforms 
and FCs can reshape responsibility for harmful content under European human 
rights law.

The paper revealed an important gap in the literature: I found no theoretical 
or empirical works assessing the impact of collaborations between FCs and plat-
forms in tackling hate speech and populist narratives. However, I found impor-
tant evidence on broader issues. For instance, there is extensive literature on how 
misinformation and hate speech intersect online, as well as on the importance of 
fact-checking initiatives to tackle misinformation and platforms’ terms of con-
duct to restrain hate speech. 

Admittedly, some authors emphasise the limitations inherently associated 
with fact-checking initiatives (such as primarily reaching a different target audi-
ence, not necessarily the hate speech spreaders, as argued by Roozenbeek et al. 
(2023)). Yet, by extrapolating the existing evidence, I argue that FCs can still play 
a crucial role as a tool to tackle populist hate narratives. This is because, if there 
is as solid relationship between misinformation and hate speech as portrayed by 
the literature, these initiatives can still be valuable to constrain hate speech with-
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out censorship. Consequently, I argue that FC-platform collaborations advance 
the fight against hate speech in line with Article 10 ECHR. Future work should, 
however, consider in greater depth empirical evidence of the efficacy of these 
collaborations, as well as the consequences of scaling down or withdrawing from 
such collaborations.
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Journalism in Exile: Resistance and 
Vulnerability under Hate Speech

Kezban Karagöz, Utrecht University

 
The press has always been vital to democracies. The media plays a crucial 

role in informing the public, shaping elections and enabling citizens to compare 
political parties. In this respect, the media is considered the “fourth power,” fol-
lowing law enforcement and the judiciary (Besley & Prat, 2006). This is also the 
case in Turkey. Over time, newspapers moved beyond being mere news outlets 
to become determinants and guides of public opinion and tools in party politics 
(Habermas, 1990). While ideological hegemony is established (Gramsci, 1971), 
the media is a key instrument in manufacturing consent (Chomsky, 1995). Al-
though the printing press and the first newspapers arrived later than in Europe, 
Ottoman and early Republican elites quickly realized the power of the press. 
Press movements that began in the late Ottoman period influenced the found-
ing of the Republic and later became a strength of the regime (Topuz, 2003). 
Turkey developed a media system where the press was an indispensable partner of 
political power. In this environment, the AKP government made the media one 
of its primary targets. After an economic collapse, the party unexpectedly seized 
power and, following elections won on promises of secular democracy, gradually 
consolidated control. Taxes and subsidies were used as instruments against media 
companies. ATV, one of the most powerful mainstream media groups, was pur-
chased by a businessman close to Erdoğan, and others followed. Over time, large 
parts of the media yielded. Erdoğan also used media power to polarize society, 
fragmenting it into opposing camps (Khrimian, 2022).

From Gezi to the Coup Attempt: Authoritarian Turn and Media Cap-
ture

The most significant rupture in this trajectory occurred with the Gezi Park 
protests (Ataman & Çoban, 2019). Plans to transform the park into a shop-
ping mall sparked protests by young people. Harsh police interventions escalated 
tensions, while the government opted for divisive rhetoric instead of dialogue. 
Erdoğan stigmatized protesters and deepened social polarization. The elections 
held after the Gezi protests resulted in a resounding victory for Erdoğan, leav-
ing protesting youth as a marginalized minority. A “Gezi diaspora” emerged as 
many young people left the country (Zambrana, 2016). Gezi also marked a me-
dia turning point. Mainstream channels such as CNNTürk avoided reporting the 
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protests while the government’s stance was uncertain, creating a media environ-
ment aligned with power. Protesters turned to social media, producing their own 
activist media and using platforms such as Twitter to broaden the protests and 
reach the international press in English (Karagöz, 2013; Çoban et al., 2018). This 
loss of control over the narrative became a milestone for Erdoğan’s media strategy. 
Meanwhile, the corruption revelations implicating the AKP and Erdoğan’s family 
(Lowen, 2014) paved the way for a broader crackdown. Opposition media out-
lets were shut down en masse, particularly those at the epicentre of tensions after 
the 17–25 December corruption probes. Media outlets were scapegoated and 
targeted as part of a larger political strategy. The coup attempt of 15 July 2016 
became a milestone in the trajectory of press freedom in Turkey. A total of 178 
media outlets were closed by decree between 20 July and 31 December 2016; clo-
sure orders were lifted for only nine (Salman & Ergün, 2017). According to RSF, 
by the end of 2017 some 520 journalists faced the threat of imprisonment be-
cause of their work (rsf.org, 2018). Successive declarations of a state of emergency 
(OHAL) and the suspension of ordinary legal procedures undermined judicial 
security. Institutions withdrew from the sphere of control: the armed forces, once 
central to Turkey’s political climate, were sidelined and power became concen-
trated in individuals (ARAS, 2017). The post-coup environment, in which the 
perception of security was rebuilt, can be seen as an example of internal securiti-
zation in the sense used by the Copenhagen School (Aydemir & Decker, 2024). 
Journalists were suddenly turned into criminals, and safe working conditions be-
came impossible. Many fled to Europe, the United States and Canada; not only 
famous figures such as Can Dündar (2019), but also reporters and editorial staff 
(rsf.org, 2017; Culebras, 2020). These dynamics—authoritarian media capture, 
securitisation, hate speech, troll mobilisation and forced migration—set the stage 
for the next sections of the chapter, which focus specifically on exiled journalists 
under the shadow of digital hate speech, their experiences of harassment and their 
evolving strategies of solidarity and resilience.

Hate Speech in the Shadow of Populist Authoritarianism
Freedom of expression is one of the most important concepts in democracies. 

It is guaranteed by various international instruments and includes the human 
right to information, which is vital for forming public opinion and making social 
choices. At the same time, freedom of expression is not absolute; it is limited 
when it violates personal rights (Zubčević, Bender & Vojdović, 2017). Article 20 
of the ICCPR explicitly prohibits propaganda for war and advocacy of national, 
racial or religious hatred that incites discrimination, hostility or violence (ICCPR, 
1992). In Türkiye, where democratic culture remains fragile, discriminatory and 
prejudiced news language is widespread, as in many parts of the world. The media 
is particularly discriminatory towards certain groups and minorities (Güvengez, 
Saç & Sert, 2019). Nation-state-focused rhetoric has long targeted Armenians, 
Syriacs, Greeks and Jews, who were among the four groups most exposed to 
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hate speech in a 2019 report by the Hrant Dink Foundation (Güvengez, Saç & 
Sert, 2019). The assassination of journalist Hrant Dink, repeatedly targeted with 
hate speech based on his Armenian identity, and the state’s reluctance to iden-
tify the perpetrators, is emblematic of this pattern—and occurred in a relatively 
“democratic” period (Freely, 2012).Turkey has historically struggled with demo-
cratic processes. Elections have been treated as the primary marker of democracy, 
yet marked authoritarianism has been visible, particularly after the July 15 coup 
(Gürkan, 2024). The Gezi protests became a crucial authoritarian experiment. 
Old labels such as “leftist” or “other” proved inadequate to stigmatize protest-
ers who lacked a classical organisation and mobilized around values rather than 
rigid ideology. Erdoğan coined the term “çapulcu” (looter) to scapegoat them 
and render their rights-based struggle invisible (Harding, 2013; Uluğ & Acar, 
2018). Following Gezi and later the failed coup attempt, repression of protests 
became permanent policy. BBC reporter Selin Girit, for instance, was attacked as 
a “traitor” by the then-mayor of Ankara for her tweets (Gülcan, 2013). Journal-
ists broadcasting individually from protest sites and using personal social media 
to bypass editorial pressure were sanctioned: many who voiced their views online 
were fired (Freedom House, 2013). The successive states of emergency after July 
2016 and the suspension of legal safeguards sparked debate about a shift from op-
pressive democracy to single-party dictatorship (İlkiz, 2016). In this climate, hate 
speech became a central tool of populist authoritarianism, targeting journalists 
and dissidents as internal enemies. During and after July 2016, institutions assur-
ing the functioning of the state—above all, the legal system—were effectively sus-
pended. The absence or capture of the state facilitated violence against the press, 
weakened the economic foundations of news organisations and eroded the rule of 
law. In this context, only media aligned with the regime’s rhetoric could survive. 
The press became not a democratic tool but an instrument for constructing the 
regime’s legitimacy. Many journalists faced a form of “statelessness” in this pre-
carious environment (Waisbord, 2007). For those working in KHK-closed out-
lets across the political spectrum, forced migration often appeared to be the only 
solution (Ünsa & Erzurumluoğlu, 2024). Journalists with strong personal brands 
and large social media followings became especially visible targets (Taşdelen, Ayaz 
& Coşkun, 2019). Erdoğan uses all the state’s authority to ensure the harshest 
punishments for the journalists he targets. Accusing journalists of being “agents” 
and “terrorists disguised as journalists,” Erdoğan has also pursued journalists who 
have served time in prison, whose assets have been forcibly seized, and who have 
been forced to continue their careers abroad due to arrest warrants issued against 
them. (Ceyhan, 2023) The Istanbul 14th High Criminal Court requested that 
a red notice be issued for journalist Can Dündar in another case separate from 
the case file regarding the stopping of MİT trucks. (euronews.com, 2021 ) Even 
though Dündar is abroad, he has always been a target of Erdoğan’s troll team. 
(Dündar, 2019) Some were first dismissed from their institutions and then, via 
social media, turned into entrepreneurial or independent journalists. Others were 
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pushed into exile while continuing to report. BBC ( 2017) While exploiting the 
Turkish diaspora abroad for domestic political communication, it also aims to 
sabotage the security of journalists abroad and ultimately silence them by labeling 
them agents, traitors, and terrorists. (DW, 2024) The Turkish government has 
failed to secure the acquittal of various journalists, particularly those in Europe. 
However, it has placed those who continue to practice journalism on asset freeze 
lists, labeling them “terrorists” and “terrorist financiers.” It has also engaged in a 
form of data manipulation, to some extent distorting data collected by financial 
intelligence agencies that provide information to banks. 

“This puts targeted individuals in double or even triple jeopardy after they fled 
the persecution of their own government and were forced to survive and build 
a new life in a foreign country. Now, they are being targeted once again by pri-
vate companies for this defamatory information, which violates data protection 
laws,” the SCF warned. (Bozkurt, 2024) This decision, published in the Official 
Gazette of the Republic of Turkey, labels journalists as “fugitive terrorists.” The 
second step is to exploit the Interpol system to restrict the financial movements 
of exiled journalists in various countries, effectively rendering them unable to 
practice their professions. Similarly, the payment flows of journalists broadcasting 
on YouTube and receiving Patreon support have been sabotaged. (international-
journalists.org, 2022) 

During this period, journalists’ addresses abroad were publicized on social 
media. The journalists received numerous threatening messages during this pe-
riod, escalating tensions. (internationaljournalists.org, 2021)Furthermore, the 
regime’s FETÖ hate speech, primarily directed at groups aligned with the Gülen 
movement, has also been used to marginalize journalists from different factions. 
Exiled journalists from different factions, such as Can Dündar, Cevheri Güven, 
and Abdullah Bozkurt, are all being labeled as FETÖ fugitives by troll accounts. 

Trolls, Digital Authoritarianism and the Stigmatization of Journalists
Many journalists who published stories of public interest based on leaked of-

ficial reports were prosecuted on charges of “propaganda for a terrorist organisa-
tion.” Prominent professionals who left mainstream newsrooms became increas-
ingly reliant on alternative and hybrid media platforms that mixed professional 
and citizen journalism; a smaller group tried to continue individual reporting via 
personal social media accounts (Ataman, 2018). As repression and arrests intensi-
fied, exile journalism became a necessity rather than a choice. Through a phased 
and strategically coordinated process, Erdoğan’s AKP consolidated control over 
much of the mainstream media. Ownership was reorganised through tenders, tax 
penalties and political pressure to serve party interests. The Gezi protests, how-
ever, demonstrated that social media could enable organically organised publics 
to bypass mainstream outlets and create powerful counter-discourses. Realising 
the threat, Erdoğan and his advisors sought to extend control into digital spaces 
as well, organising them in line with their political discourse (Akiş, 2022). In re-
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sponse to Gezi, the AKP established its first organised “troll army” to undermine 
criticism and weaken the opposition. Troll teams and “AKbots” were formed to 
spread propaganda and attack opposition accounts (Yilmaz & Kenes, 2023; Akiş, 
2022). A 2023 ACM Web Conference study identified Turkey as one of the most 
active countries for bot networks on Twitter. These trolls and bot accounts aim 
to curb emerging public debates by harassing activists, journalists, MPs and op-
position politicians. Almost every post of certain “usual suspects” is targeted with 
insults, accusations of terrorism or treason, and threats of arrest—intended to 
intimidate and silence dissent (Saka, 2021; Saka & Karataş, 2017). Online har-
assment is devastating because trolls who write hateful messages have a significant 
advantage over the journalists they target: virality. This means hateful content 
spreads very quickly. This creates pressure. Reducing this contagion through 
methods like media literacy is one suggestion. Urging politicians to take action is 
another option. (Maarouf, Pröllochs, & Feuerriegel, 2024) However, in countries 
like Turkey, political figures themselves are spreading this hateful rhetoric. 

One common tactic of trolls is to seize control of the social media accounts of 
journalists or activists and share government propaganda messages through them. 
The Twitter account of Der Spiegel magazine’s editor-in-chief, Klaus Brinkbäu-
mer, was hacked using a “double switch” tactic on January 14, 2018. The account 
then shared a photo of Erdoğan and the Turkish flag, along with a message in 
Turkish. (RSF, 2018.) There are also studies that frame hate speech as extremist 
discourse. For example, new media criticism and skepticism are common stereo-
types among online right-wing supporters in Germany, the US, India, Denmark, 
Turkey, Hungary, and other countries. Looking at these contexts, we can see that 
people engaging with digital culture are extremist forms of speech that allow them 
to say things they wouldn’t say in “real life” interactive situations. Internet memes 
and trolling are examples of how different manifestations of hate speech can be 
amplified. (Udupa, 2021) (Pohjonen & Udupa, 2017) Thanks to their structural 
design and algorithmic prioritization of interaction, social media platforms are 
seen as effective in the arithmetic escalation of digital hostilities. These platforms 
mobilize the public, legitimize hostility, and further add digital violence to tradi-
tional battlefields. (Orgeret, Mutsvairo, Mirjam de Bruijn, & Moges, 2025) One 
way hate speech uses social media algorithms to more effectively utilize them is 
through the use of hashtags. These tags enable hate speech to spread rapidly. In 
other words, they are now hatetags. (Orgeret, Mutsvairo, Mirjam de Bruijn, & 
Moges, 2025) 

Journalists have been subject to numerous threats in the past. Online harass-
ment can be a precursor to even more brutal and devastating abuse offline. This 
can be seen in acts of violence against women. The nature of the online harass-
ment journalists face and the types of journalists most likely to be harassed online 
are important. Today, there are examples of journalists working specifically on 
data and refuting the regime’s rhetoric being targeted by both digital and physical vi-
olence. (Lewis, Zamith, & Coddington, 2020) (unwomen.org, 2024) (rsf.org, 2021) 
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Digital media has expanded the scope of communication in many ways. One 
of these is rights advocacy and activism. Hastags, which provide a specific tech-
nological cluster, have also become a tool used by activists. A prominent example 
is the Meetoo movement, (Xiong, Cho, & Boatwright, 2019) along with exam-
ples like Blacklivesmatter and Occupaywallstreet. Researchers have characterized 
these hashtag studies as hashtag activism. 

On Twitter, the function of retweets further contributes to hypertextuality. 
Sharing original posts helps further disseminate messages and their authors. In 
particular, citizens have been shown to spread digital movements this way (Won-
neberger, Hellsten, & Jacobs, 2020) Metin Cihan shared information about trade 
with Israel, and this news received thousands of retweets on social media. 

While digital platforms turn into conflict areas with tags and the dose of 
hostility increases, complex realities are simplified and polarization is reinforced. 
These interactions initially addressed Twitter as a platform for dialogue and sym-
bolic struggle. However, over time, the notion of how these platforms have trans-
formed into a space of symbolic struggle has emerged. Hashtags, for example, 
function as tools of ideological struggle, amplified by the platform’s algorithms 
that foster diasporic mobilization and emotional content. Hate hashtags, on the 
other hand, transform identity symbols into tools of hostile collective action 
and digital violence. In this process, the distinction between “us” and “them” in 
the digital environment can be reinforced, and polarized users are expected to 
engage in violent reactions. (Orgeret, Mutsvairo, Mirjam de Bruijn, & Moges, 
2025) This is similarly evident in the Tigray conflict in Africa. Hashtags such as 
“FETÖ,” “Virus,” “Traitor,” and “Çapulcu” can reinforce online hostility and 
shape the narratives of political power. Tags used to organize activist rights-based 
campaigns can also be used to spread hate speech. These hate hashtags exploit 
similar algorithmic mechanisms of new media technology to incite polarization 
and hatred. How these hashtags can become powerful vehicles of hostility in 
contentious political environments is a matter of considerable debate. (Orgeret, 
Mutsvairo, Mirjam de Bruijn, & Moges, 2025) 

Research 
This chapter focuses specifically on the digital hate speech that exiled journal-

ists face once they have reached relative safety. Exiled journalism is not a new 
phenomenon, but it has gained renewed momentum amid rising authoritarian-
ism and expanding conflict zones (Tetzlaff & Wimschulte, 2024). Some exiled 
journalists abandon the profession, some work in other fields while producing oc-
casional news, and others continue full-time journalism in exile. The Committee 
to Protect Journalists (CPJ) reports that its support to exiled journalists increased 
by 227% over three years (CPJ 2017), reflecting a global press freedom crisis in 
which journalists from Turkey form a notable group (Westcott, 2023).Forced to 
leave their home country in search of protection, they systematically become tar-
gets of online harassment as they continue reporting. In some cases, this hostility 
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has crossed the line into physical violence. The chapter examines their vulner-
ability to digital hate speech, the extent of this harassment, and the solidarity net-
works and digital resilience strategies they build in response. It draws on in-depth 
interviews with exiled journalists.

Our research is based on seven semi-structured interviews with diaspora jour-
nalists from Sweden, Germany, Denmark, and Canada. Six male and one female 
journalist were interviewed. Exiled female journalists were contacted but were 
not interviewed because they chose to remain outside of journalism. Interviews 
lasted 45 to 70 minutes and were conducted in the journalists’ native languages 
or, due to their locations in different cities and countries, in Turkish via What-
sApp or Signal. All interview notes were later transcribed and translated into Eng-
lish. Participants’ in-depth accounts of some incidents during the interviews were 
not disclosed due to confidentiality. Sampling followed a purposeful snowballing 
technique. We emailed several diaspora journalists known to have experienced 
digital violence in exile and then contacted other exile journalists who were con-
nected to them. Participants were asked about (a) their journalism careers and 
experiences working in exile, (b) their connections with local and transnational 
journalistic and non-journalistic actors, (c) their close relationships with audi-
ences in the diaspora and their homeland, and (d) their evolving roles as exiled 
journalists and their impressions of journalism, and (e) their experiences of expo-
sure to digital hate speech and their perspectives on the digital diaspora.

Research Findings 
Our findings offer important implications for understanding how journalists 

adapt in the context of war or political prosecution and how journalistic role per-
ceptions and relationships with fellow reporters and audiences mutate when in 
exile to keep producing public interest content. Moreover, our results also show 
how, through diasporic journalistic organisations, communities and journalists 
partake in cultural preservation, identity reaffirmation, and transnational bridge-
building, fostering a sense of kinship that transcends geographical boundaries. 
Their sense of belonging to their new identities through participation in a digital 
diaspora that differs from their established communities, their sense of security 
during this process, and their perspectives on the regime’s digital violence are 
explored. 

Exiled Journalism Under the Shadow of Digital Violence and the Long 
Arm of the Regime

Exile does not bring full protection for journalists fleeing authoritarian repres-
sion. Even after crossing borders into countries with strong democratic institu-
tions, digital violence and transnational pressure continue to shape their everyday 
lives and professional practices. Exiled journalists remain visible—often highly 
visible—in the digital sphere, which becomes both their main tool of survival 
and their primary site of vulnerability. The same digital platforms that enable 
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them to continue reporting freely also allow the regime to extend its influence 
beyond national borders, transforming the online space into a transnational bat-
tleground of harassment, intimidation, and psychological warfare. In this en-
vironment, exile journalism is not merely journalism practiced abroad; it is a 
form of precarious resistance carried out under conditions of continuous digital 
surveillance, stigma, algorithmic suppression, and coordinated online hostility. 
Although exiled journalists rely on digital tools to access sources, publish stories, 
fund their work (through platforms such as Patreon), and build communities, 
these tools are simultaneously exploited by the Turkish government and its sup-
porters in a far more organized and strategic manner. As a result, a digital public 
sphere in exile has emerged—one in which news censored inside Turkey circu-
lates freely—but this sphere also becomes a target for state-led harassment. The 
campaign to intimidate and silence journalists has led to incidents that threaten 
journalists’ security in the safe countries they visit. Some of the individuals we in-
terviewed were targeted by the regime’s trolls, and this continued in the regime’s 
conventional media. 

Digital Harassment as a Transnational Weapon
The Turkish government’s campaign to intimidate and silence dissident jour-

nalists now extends far beyond Turkey’s borders. Troll networks, pro-government 
media outlets, and covert online operations systematically target exiled reporters, 
reproducing inside host countries the same narrative of treason and terrorism 
used domestically. The journalists interviewed for this study recounted numerous 
incidents in which their safety, privacy, and ability to live a normal social life were 
compromised as a result of digital harassment.

Psychological Warfare in Exile
A prominent example is Levent Kenez, an exiled journalist living in Sweden. 

Although he previously worked only as an editor in Turkey, his profile rose sig-
nificantly after he founded the Stockholm Center for Freedom (SCF), a volunteer 
initiative reporting on human rights violations in Turkey. SCF quickly attracted 
the attention of the regime. As Kenez shifted to YouTube broadcasting to com-
ment on Turkish politics, the intimidation campaign escalated. Photographs of 
his daily life in Sweden were taken and circulated online. His home and office 
locations were posted publicly, accompanied by accusations of treason. Kenez de-
scribed this campaign as “psychological warfare,” designed not only to intimidate 
him but also to send a clear message to Turkish citizens and other victims of the 
regime that dissent—even abroad—would be punished.

Kenez’s experience illustrates how digital surveillance, doxing, and targeted 
smear campaigns merge into a form of transnational repression. Even in Sweden, 
a country known for strong human rights protections, journalists like Kenez be-
come vulnerable to diaspora-based nationalist networks mobilized by Erdoğan’s 
communication strategy. These networks absorb and reproduce the state’s “trai-
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tor” discourse, turning exiled journalists into pariahs within parts of the Turkish 
diaspora. This digital hostility also has geopolitical consequences. During NATO 
negotiations, Erdoğan publicly named individuals—including Kenez—as “ter-
rorists,” demanding their extradition. This placed journalists in a situation of 
extreme uncertainty, where their safety, their legal status, and their professional 
identity were suddenly entangled with high-stakes international diplomacy. De-
spite the tense atmosphere, Kenez continued publishing and strengthened his 
collaboration with international watchdogs such as Nordic Monitor. The solidar-
ity offered by European media and rights organizations became essential to coun-
ter the regime’s narrative and provide a protective layer against digital harassment.

Diaspora Hostility and Fear
Another journalist, Hasan Cücük, the Danish representative of the shuttered 

newspaper Zaman, also faced intense digital harassment. As the child of a work-
ing-class immigrant family, he embodies both the vulnerabilities of diaspora iden-
tity and the political precarity of exile. Due to the autocratic climate in Turkey, 
he can no longer travel to his homeland—a form of “diaspora exile” in which 
migration becomes involuntary and permanent. Online threats have heavily af-
fected his social life. He avoids mosques he once attended due to fears of being 
recognized or followed. Following a wave of digital threats targeting both him 
and his family, Danish security services placed him under protection, forcing him 
to relocate temporarily. Despite this, Cücük continues his reporting, especially on 
the government’s use of the “FETÖ” narrative as a catch-all accusation against 
critics. He maintains strong digital networks with former colleagues who fled 
Turkey, creating a dispersed but interconnected community of exiled journalists.

Intersecting Vulnerabilities
Hayko Bağdat, a well-known Armenian journalist and activist, left Turkey af-

ter sustained death threats. Now based in Germany and co-founder of Özgürüz.
org with Can Dündar, he experiences a unique combination of political, ethnic, 
and digital vulnerability.Unlike others, the threats directed at Bağdat explicitly 
reference the 1915 genocide and carry distinct racialized and historical under-
tones. Turkish state officials have continued to issue threats even after his re-
location, demonstrating the regime’s willingness to project intimidation across 
borders. For a period, he required a security guard and attended public demon-
strations wearing a bulletproof vest. His activism—to support diverse groups suf-
fering injustice in Turkey—intensified after exile, reflecting how digital violence 
can paradoxically deepen a journalist’s political commitment. Bağdat also noted 
that blocking his social media visibility in Turkey temporarily reduced the vol-
ume of threats, underscoring how platform governance decisions directly affect 
the safety of exiled journalists.
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Gendered Digital Violence
Sevinç Özarslan, who began reporting on arbitrary detentions of women, 

children, and the elderly under the FETÖ label, faces severe gendered harass-
ment. Her stories on strip searches, imprisoned pregnant women, and babies 
detained with their mothers quickly spread across social media, leading to a surge 
of hateful and sexually violent messages. These threats are rooted not only in 
political hostility but also in patriarchal and misogynistic discourse. Even in Ger-
many, where she resides, she continues to receive messages referencing sexual 
violence. Özarslan maintains strong professional ties with groups in Turkey and 
experiences a form of “digital diaspora”, where the emotional proximity to her 
homeland is maintained through constant digital exchange—even as it exposes 
her to ongoing harassment. Research shows that women journalists are targeted 
online much more frequently than their male colleagues, and these threats are 
often of a sexual nature. (Oscepa, 2021). It could be argued that women journal-
ists also face more intersectional bullying in this regard. Specifically, the aim here 
in Turkey is to silence women journalists, who are the voices of vulnerable groups 
subjected to systematic violence by the government. The exiled woman journalist 
we interviewed is a key figure, particularly reporting on the injustices faced by 
families subjected to statutory decrees. 

Weaponizing Extradition and Digital Harassment
Another high-profile case is Bülent Keneş, former editor-in-chief of Today’s 

Zaman. Now a scholar and advocate focused on populism, he became a central 
figure in Turkey’s diplomatic narratives when Erdoğan demanded his extradi-
tion during Sweden’s NATO negotiations. Photographs of Keneş were circulated 
online with labels such as “terrorist” and “traitor,” echoing the regime’s official 
rhetoric.Although Swedish authorities ultimately protected his rights, the ambi-
guity created during the negotiations illustrates how digital harassment, political 
labeling, and international diplomacy can reinforce each other. Keneş notes that 
his advocacy—rather than his journalism per se—continues to make him a target 
of the regime’s long-arm repression.

Discussion and Conclusion 
During the autocratic process in Turkey, journalists at risk, who no longer had 

legal protection, went abroad to relatively safe countries. This forced migration 
also forced journalists to be involved in a vulnerable migration process. The coup 
attempt and the seizure of many media institutions by statutory decrees also led 
to the disappearance of institutional support. Some journalists have abandoned 
journalism, either out of necessity or perhaps voluntarily. Those we interviewed 
who continued their work in exile have become subjects of digital hate speech 
in this process. The regime’s complete dismantling of institutions has paved the 
way for digital violence to be directed at individuals. This systematic hate speech 
has also narrowed the security of journalists within the Turkish diaspora living 
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in Europe. A female journalist is being intimidated by content of sexual violence 
through digital threats. 

Exiled journalists increasingly face multifaceted threats. The Erdoğan govern-
ment, in particular, has adopted stringent measures aimed at curbing the active 
journalistic work conducted from abroad. Social media—an essential space that 
provides exiled journalists with visibility, opportunities to communicate with 
their audiences, and, in many cases, economic support—has become a central 
target of state intervention. The government has entered into various forms of co-
operation with global digital platforms such as Google, YouTube, and Twitter/X, 
now commonly described as new global gatekeepers. As a result, opposition ac-
counts are being suspended without any judicial procedure. Previously, the ac-
counts of exiled journalists had been rendered inaccessible to the Turkish public 
except through VPN usage, a practice amounting to formalized state censorship. 
More recently, the Erdoğan administration has taken steps to pressure these same 
platforms to shut down exile accounts at the international level as well. 

Because exiled journalists often remain intensely focused on developments in 
Turkey while working with extremely small teams, their opportunities to build or 
sustain local professional networks in host countries are markedly limited. Many 
choose not to report digital harassment or threats, either due to habituation, a 
perceived lack of institutional support, or strategic prioritization of their work. 
Interview participants nonetheless emphasized the unique privilege of being able 
to speak out against injustices occurring in their country of origin, despite the 
severe constraints of exile. They articulated a pronounced sense of responsibility 
toward their colleagues who remain imprisoned in Turkey, a commitment that 
continues to serve as a primary source of motivation in the face of ongoing digital 
and physical risks. 

Based on the findings of this article, future research should focus more on 
exiled journalists’ solidarity networks and strategies against digital violence. What 
should journalists’ approaches be to effectively advocate for and combat the digi-
tal surveillance and censorship of oppressive regimes? What counter-strategies 
could be used to counter the silencing, closing, and suspension of Patreon ac-
counts of exiled journalists by global digital companies like Google, YouTube, 
Meta, and Twitter/X? How can global solidarity networks be more effective in 
legitimizing and empowering journalists’ work? It appears that injustices against 
exiled journalists working in institutions closed by statutory
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1. Introduction: What We Discuss and Why Now
This chapter analyses the mechanism by which the labeling of individuals as-

sociated (or allegedly associated) with the Gülen movement as “FETÖ” initiates 
a chain of events leading to real-world harm: from hate speech and dehumanisa-
tion, through the treatment of assumptions and associations as evidence, to legal 
and administrative decisions. The starting point is the Grand Chamber judgment 
of the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) in Yüksel Yalçınkaya v. Tür-
kiye of September 26, 2023, in which the Court found violations of the right 
to a fair trial, the principle of nullum crimen, and freedom of association. The 
Court emphasized that convictions based decisively on the mere use of the By-
Lock application constitute a systemic problem requiring general measures from 
the state. This judgment highlights the central thesis of this article: association is 
not proof.

In parallel, research on political and media discourse reveals an entrenched 
vocabulary of dehumanisation in messages about political opponents, including 
individuals associated with the Gülen movement. Frequent labels such as “terror-
ist,” “FETÖ,” and “virus” are analysed quantitatively in a corpus of Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan’s speeches (2002-2022), revealing their polarizing function. Press moni-
toring, such as the Hrant Dink Foundation’s Media Watch on Hate Speech and 
the IPS Communication Foundation/bianet report, document the frequency and 
function of such terms.

Finally, the quality of evidence and language in the public sphere translate 
into measurable harm. Qualitative studies on individuals affected by KHK de-
crees describe a mechanism where the stigma of “terrorist/FETÖ” impacts mental 
health, leading to isolation and suicidal behaviour. The combination of ECtHR 
standards, linguistic patterns, and documented harms justifies the remainder of 
the article, which focuses on demonstrating how to break the chain “from words 
to harm”.
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2. The Gülen Movement and the “FETÖ” Label: Conceptual Frame-
works

This section outlines the theoretical frameworks underpinning the analysis of 
the “label-to-harm” mechanism. The analysis rests on two key concepts: Allport’s 
pyramid of hate (Allport, 1954) and an analysis of political rhetoric and its influ-
ence on the decision-making process, (Demir, 2025).

Firstly, Allport’s pyramid of hate illustrates how lower levels of hostility (ste-
reotyping, denigration) normalise higher levels (discrimination, violence, institu-
tional exclusion). In the context of the Gülen movement, the pejorative labeling 
of “FETÖ” sets the stage for the treatment of associative indicators as evidence 
of guilt. It should be noted that while not the central focus, definitions of hate 
speech provide a crucial backdrop for understanding the escalation mechanism. 
Using Allport’s pyramid can be turned into a practical early-warning dashboard. 
At levels 1–2 (“language” and “prejudiced acts”), track how often dehumanising 
labels appear in headlines and TV tickers (Hrant Dink Foundation, 2024), any 
spikes in “existential threat” headlines (e.g., after major incidents such as 20 Oct 
2024), and how far such posts spread on social media. Useful responses here 
include newsroom style guides that ban dehumanising terms and EU Digital Ser-
vices Act (DSA) tools: down-ranking such content, adding “speed-bumps” before 
sharing (e.g., prompts), and prioritising human moderation during spikes. At 
level 3 (“discrimination”), track the share of cases built only on association—for 
example, use of the ByLock messaging app—without proof of any criminal act, 
plus the time to reopen cases and how many convictions are overturned. The fix is 
a clear ban on “association alone” as proof, fast tracks for retrials/overturning, and 
administrative reviews that start with reinstating people while the review runs 
(European Court of Human Rights, 2023). Level 4 (“violence”) should be moni-
tored via abuse reports and independent prison monitoring; responses include 
easy complaint channels and free legal and psychological support (Fidan, 2025).

Secondly, an analysis of political rhetoric, particularly within the speeches 
of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, reveals the systematic use of populist and polarizing 
rhetoric. The employment of dehumanising metaphors (“virus,” “traitor,” “inter-
nal enemy”) constructs a narrative of existential threat and facilitates the accept-
ance of exceptional measures against designated “enemies”. This discourse creates 
a “runway” for the evidentiary shortcuts challenged in the Yalçınkaya judgment. 
In the context of the Gülen movement, “FETÖ/PDY” has become an entrenched 
label in official communication and legal documents. This label is not a neutral 
descriptor; rather, it combines a security frame with the denigration of the oppo-
nent, influencing evidence assessment and institutional readiness to impose sanc-
tions. The lack of formal membership in the Gülen movement and the reliance 
on indirect indicators in assigning affiliations further complicate the situation 
and contribute to unjust accusations.
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3. Method: Desk Research
This analysis employs a desk research methodology, relying on the triangula-

tion of data from diverse sources. A mixed-methods approach, integrating both 
quantitative and qualitative data, has been adopted to ensure a comprehensive 
understanding of the phenomenon.

Key sources include: (1) ECtHR Jurisprudence and Commentary: The anal-
ysis centers on the Grand Chamber judgment of the European Court of Hu-
man Rights (ECtHR) in Yalçınkaya v. Türkiye, along with related commentaries 
and analyses, providing the legal foundation for the analysis. (2) Hate Speech 
Monitoring Materials: Data is drawn from reports and analyses by the Hrant 
Dink Foundation (Media Watch on Hate Speech) and the IPS Communication 
Foundation/bianet, offering insights into public discourse and its influence on 
decision-making processes. (3) Quantitative and Qualitative Data: The analysis 
incorporates quantitative data on the number of dismissals, arrests, and other 
sanctions, as well as qualitative data from research on the impact of stigmatisation 
on mental health and family functioning (ECtHR, 2023; Hrant Dink Foun-
dation, 2024a, 2024b; IPS Communication Foundation [bianet], 2024; Fidan, 
2025).

Methodological Limitations: The study relies solely on publicly available data, 
without conducting original fieldwork. Limitations may exist due to incomplete 
or inconsistent statistical data, and potential biases in qualitative sources. These 
limitations are mitigated through the triangulation of data from independent 
sources and the use of cautious language in interpreting the findings.

4. Anchor numbers 2016–2025
Since 2016, the scale of measures targeting people associated with the Gülen 

movement has been well documented in both governmental and independent 
sources. According to Minister of Justice Yılmaz Tunç (12 July 2024), in “move-
ment-related” cases more than 700,000 people were subject to proceedings and 
13,251 people were in prison—either on remand or convicted (Ministry of Jus-
tice of the Republic of Türkiye, 2024a). These measures have persisted despite 
ECtHR judgments. (Turkish Minute)

Earlier, the U.S. Department of State’s 2022 Human Rights Report recorded 
Turkish authorities’ figures of 332,884 detained and 101,000 arrested in the years 
following 15 July 2016 on terrorism charges linked to the movement. (The same 
is confirmed in the COI/Home Office review.) (United States Department of 
State, 2023)

At the same time, the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) pointed to 
the systemic nature of the problem: on the day of the Grand Chamber judgment 
in Yalçınkaya v. Türkiye (26 September 2023), roughly 8,500 similar applications 
concerning the right to a fair trial and the nullum crimen principle—where as-
sociative evidence such as alleged ByLock use was at issue—were on the Court’s 
docket. The Court classified this as a systemic problem requiring general meas-
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ures (including a revised approach to evidence allegedly derived from ByLock). 
(ECtHR, 2023)

Social consequences also include the co-detention of young children with 
their mothers: ministerial data from October 2024 indicate 706 children living 
in prisons with their mothers (Ministry of Justice of the Republic of Türkiye, 
2024b).

In the academic sector, KHK decrees resulted in 6,081 dismissals of university 
staff; this figure appears consistently across academic analyses and summary re-
ports (HRFT/Academics for Human Rights, 2018–2020; syntheses 2020–2021). 
(journals.openedition.org; SAGE Journals)

Internationally, a key marker is the takeover of schools associated with the 
movement by the Turkish Maarif Foundation: reports from July 2024 (based on 
TRT Haber) cite 232 schools in 21 countries transferred to Maarif ’s administra-
tion; in previous years the foundation also reported 216 takeovers in 44 coun-
tries. (TRT Haber, 2024; Stockholm Center for Freedom, 2024)

These anchor numbers do not replace legal analysis, but they set the scale: the 
mass character of proceedings, the long tail of cases in Strasbourg, consequences 
for families and professional groups, and the transfer of education infrastructure 
abroad.

5. Media and platforms as “accelerators”
Press monitoring. For years, the Hrant Dink Foundation’s Media Watch on 

Hate Speech has systematically tracked media language, maintaining a case ar-
chive and periodic reports (e.g., Q1 and Q2 2024). These reviews document how 
often collective labels (“FETÖ,” “traitors,” “terrorists”) appear and what narrative 
frames accompany the coverage.

Case studies and numbers. The IPS Communication Foundation / bianet re-
port of 24 July 2024—covering 80 issues of 10 newspapers—found hate speech 
in 21 of the 66 articles analysed (Hate Speech in Print Media in Turkey). This is a 
hard indicator of the presence of stigmatizing discourse in the mainstream press. 
(HDF, 2024a, 2024b); (IPS Communication Foundation [bianet], 2024)

“Spikes” of attention. After the death of Fethullah Gülen (20 Oct 2024), 
observers noted an intensification of dehumanising content in pro-government 
media; the Stockholm Center for Freedom’s December 2024 report describes this 
“spike” as a coordinated rhetorical campaign (Stockholm Center for Freedom, 
2024). Regardless of how one evaluates that source, it serves as a useful case study 
showing how high-salience events trigger step-changes in labelling across the me-
dia space (Dehumanising a Legacy…, 30 Dec 2024). (stockholmcf.org)

Platforms and regulatory obligations (EU). In the European Union, so-called 
VLOPs (Very Large Online Platforms) fall under the Digital Services Act: Article 
34 requires assessments of systemic risks (including those linked to hate speech 
and dehumanisation), and Article 35 requires appropriate mitigating measures 
(e.g., changes to recommendations, “frictions,” prioritised human moderation) 
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and periodic reporting. In March 2024, the European Commission issued guid-
ance on recommended measures. These instruments provide operational language 
for newsrooms and platforms to manage such “spikes.” (European Commission; 
eu-digital-services-act.com)

Evidence of effectiveness. Research on virality and moderation indicates that 
emotionally charged, antagonistic content has elevated virality rates (analyses on 
X/Twitter). At the same time, rapid moderation and “frictions” (e.g., confirma-
tion prompts, posting delays) can reduce harm—findings supported by models 
and literature reviews from 2023–2025. This strengthens the conclusion that 
anti-dehumanisation standards should cover both editorial language and the pa-
rameters of recommendation systems. (dsa-observatory.eu; Electronic Frontier 
Foundation, European Union, 2022; European Commission, 2024)

Media and platforms are therefore not merely a “mirror” of the conflict—in 
critical moments they act as amplifiers of the “from person to label” mechanism, 
which in turn lowers the threshold for presumptions to be accepted as the basis 
for decisions.

6. Mechanism: from speech to harm
The five-step “from speech to harm” schema is the spine of the argument: it 

connects the theoretical frame, the empirical findings, and the proposed remedies. 
It shows how labelling language (the lower tiers of Allport’s pyramid) normalises 
higher levels of hostility (Allport, 1954); within a threat frame, associative pre-
sumptions (e.g., use of an app, network ties) begin to substitute for proof, even 
though the association ≠ evidence standard was confirmed by the Grand Cham-
ber of the European Court of Human Rights in Yalçınkaya v. Türkiye (ECtHR, 
2023). Once that shortcut enters practice, it translates into legal-administrative 
decisions (KHK dismissals, detentions, denial of benefits), producing measur-
able harms: “civil death,” mental-health deterioration, family burdens, and child 
impacts (Fidan, 2025). Feedback loops then close the circuit: sanctions appear 
to validate the prior narratives, which in turn lower the threshold for further 
decisions. At the same time, the schema provides a map of interventions and 
indicators: newsroom style rules and DSA tools at the language stage; a hard ban 
on stand-alone association and rapid reviews/retrials at the evidentiary stage and 
survivor support measures. Read this way, the mechanism below serves not only 
diagnosis but also early warning and practical correction (Allport, 1954; ECtHR, 
2023; Fidan, 2025; HDF 2024a, 2024b; bianet, 2024).

Step 1 — Label and frame. Publicly assigning an “enemy” identity (“FETÖ,” 
“traitors,” “virus”) installs a dehumanising frame in which “they” are cast as an 
existential threat. This vocabulary not only polarises but also lowers the institu-
tional threshold for “preventive” action, paving the way for decisions based on 
associations rather than on case-specific evidence.

Step 2 — Presumptions as a surrogate for proof. Within a threat frame, there 
is a growing tendency to treat associative indicators (e.g., use of a specific app, 
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network contacts, former workplaces or bank transactions) as proof of guilt. The 
Yalçınkaya judgment breaks this shortcut: it reiterates that mere “association” 
(e.g., ByLock) cannot suffice for conviction and cannot replace an assessment of 
an individual act. This shift matters beyond Turkey—European fair-trial stand-
ards and freedom of association assume that correlations and profiles are only 
operational leads, not evidence of authorship. (ECtHR, 2023)

Step 3 — Translation into legal-administrative decisions. Once presumptions 
enter practice, a cascade of measures follows: dismissals and professional bans, 
refusals of passports/benefits, suspension of public services, and—in criminal 
matters—arrests and convictions partly built on inferences from “associations.” 
This is the point at which language and weak evidence materialise as sanctions in 
people’s lives. (In the media section of the paper, we show how newsroom head-
lines and TV tickers can legitimise this shortcut.) (Hrant, 2024)

Step 4 — Harms and feedback loops. Qualitative documentation shows that 
stigma and exclusion after KHK decisions result in isolation, loss of status and 
income, and—in some cases—depression and increased suicide risk; the stigma 
spreads to families (Fidan, 2025). These experiences feed further marginalisation 
(“if they lost their job/have cases, they must be guilty”), closing the loop between 
language and harm.

Step 5 — Bridge to the European context. In “safe” Western states, an analo-
gous shortcut can be reinforced by algorithmic profiling and network analytics 
(e.g., in counter-extremism policies or social-control checks). European human-
rights bodies warn that such systems must be subject to due-process safeguards 
(transparency of criteria, contestability, error-rate validation) so that correlations 
do not morph into pseudo-evidence. This underscores the universality of the 
speech-to-harm mechanism and the rationale for our recommendations (a ban 
on stand-alone associative proof, systematic reviews and retrials). (FRA, 2022)

7. Findings
This section presents the main findings of the study, divided into subsections 

for clarity.

7.1 Language and Normalisation: From Dehumanisation to the Legitimisation 
of Repression

Analysis of political and media discourse reveals a strong correlation between 
the use of dehumanising language and the normalisation of repression against 
alleged members of the Gülen movement. The labeling of individuals associated 
with the movement as “FETÖ” rarely occurs in isolation from dehumanising 
metaphors and terms. Frequently encountered terms such as “virus,” “traitor,” 
and “internal enemy” are not accidental; they play a crucial role in constructing a 
narrative of existential threat and legitimizing exceptional measures.

A quantitative analysis of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s speeches demonstrated the 
systematic use of polarizing rhetoric that constructs an “internal enemy” and 
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strengthens group cohesion through polarisation. This rhetorical style, consistent 
with the literature on populism, creates a social climate conducive to simpli-
fied assessments and evidentiary shortcuts. Dehumanising language lowers the 
threshold of tolerance for repressive actions, paving the way for the acceptance of 
“evidence” based on associations rather than individual actions.

Press monitoring by the Hrant Dink Foundation and bianet confirms the 
frequent occurrence of dehumanising terms in the media. These terms not only 
polarise discourse but also contribute to the normalisation of repression. Accord-
ing to Allport’s pyramid of hate, lower levels of hate (use of insults, stereotypes) 
create conditions for the acceptance of higher levels (discrimination, violence). In 
this context, dehumanising language acts as a catalyst, facilitating the transition 
from label to sanction. As a result, media and political narratives not only reflect 
but also reinforce and legitimise repression against the Gülen movement.

7.2 Association as Evidence: The “Evidentiary Shortcut” Mechanism and its Legal 
Consequences

The findings reveal a systematic use of associative indicators as a basis for as-
signing guilt in proceedings against alleged members of the Gülen movement. 
Following the 2016 coup attempt, Turkish authorities widely employed an “evi-
dentiary shortcut,” treating connections with the movement as sufficient proof 
of guilt. These indicators included, among others, alleged use of the ByLock ap-
plication, network ties, employment history, and small donations. This approach 
disregarded the principle of nullum crimen sine lege and the right to a fair trial, 
guaranteed by the European Convention on Human Rights.

The Yalçınkaya v. Türkiye judgment unequivocally condemned this practice, 
stating that convictions based decisively on associative indicators violate Articles 
6, 7, and 11 of the ECtHR. The Court emphasized that correlation cannot sub-
stitute for individual proof of guilt, and the use of this “evidentiary shortcut” 
violates the right to defense and the principle of equality of arms. This judgment 
has far-reaching practical implications, requiring, among other things, ensuring 
access to digital data for the accused, replicability of evidence analysis methods, 
and transparency of error rates. In practice, this means the necessity of applying 
significantly higher evidentiary standards in cases based on associations with the 
Gülen movement. Implementation of these standards to date remains contested, 
which underscores the systemic nature of the problem and the need for wide-
ranging reforms in the justice system.

7.3 Gendered harms
While both women and men are targeted, qualitative accounts show gender-

specific pathways. Women frequently bear compounded burdens: pregnancy or 
early motherhood under detention, co-detention with infants, and stigma ampli-
fied in community spaces. A stark proxy is the number of children living with 
their mothers in prison—706 as of late 2024—underscoring how administrative 
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and criminal measures spill over into family life (Fidan, 2025). Men’s narratives 
more often centre on occupational expulsion and criminalisation—dismissals 
via KHK decrees, prolonged pre-trial detention and the social death that fol-
lows a terrorism label—while women additionally describe caretaking strain and 
community-level shaming. These patterns suggest that gender shapes exposure, 
setting and secondary effects of the “label → suspicion → sanction” chain, even as 
core rights violations remain shared (Fidan, 2025).

7.4 Harm to Individuals and Families: Multifaceted Consequences of Repression
Repression against alleged members of the Gülen movement has resulted in a 

wide range of negative consequences for individuals and their families, extending 
far beyond the immediate effects of arrests and dismissals.

Dismissals from employment under KHK decrees and labeling as “terrorists” 
have led to lasting exclusion from the labour market. Job loss meant not only loss 
of income but also health insurance and other social benefits, as well as difficul-
ties in finding new employment in the private sector due to “blacklisting” and 
social stigma. This state, referred to as “civil death”, is characterized by long-term 
socio-economic exclusion, deprivation of the ability to function normally, and 
support a family.

Qualitative research points to serious consequences for mental health. Stigma-
tisation, social isolation, and job loss lead to depression, anxiety, and, in extreme 
cases, suicidal thoughts and attempts. Those affected describe feeling stigmatized, 
avoided, and treated as “monsters”, highlighting the profound impact of repres-
sion on their self-esteem and identity. Repression is not limited to the accused but 
also significantly impacts their families. The co-detention of mothers with young 
children, separation from parents, and stigmatisation at school lead to trauma 
and mental health disorders in children. These consequences are evident both in 
statistical data (the number of children in prison with their mothers) and in the 
accounts of those affected by repression.

Voices from the field (pull-quotes)
“Nobody wants to talk to you; you’re like a monster; everyone avoids you.” 

— Participant G-VI. 
“People who thought I should be tortured because they called me ‘FETÖist’ 

made me live a life of imprisonment in my own home.” — Participant G-III (as 
cited in Fidan, 2025).

“Waking up one morning as a terrorist in a country you’ve served for years 
was complete destruction… This was the main factor in my decision to attempt 
suicide.” — Participant G-X.

7.5 Transnational Repression: The Long Reach of Repression Beyond Turkey’s Bor-
ders

Repression against alleged members of the Gülen movement is not confined 
to Turkish territory but has a clear transnational dimension. These actions affect 
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the lives of the Turkish diaspora worldwide, and their reach extends beyond Tur-
key’s criminal jurisdiction. The Turkish Maarif Foundation has taken control of 
numerous schools abroad that were previously associated with the Gülen move-
ment. These takeovers, documented by TRT Haber, exemplify transnational in-
terference in the education system and have far-reaching consequences for Turkish 
students and teachers abroad. Members of the Turkish diaspora live in constant 
fear of repression. Many practice self-censorship, avoiding public expression of 
views that could be interpreted as supportive of the Gülen movement. Others 
choose to emigrate to countries where they feel safer, representing an additional 
cost for those affected by repression. There are reports of abductions and forced 
returns of individuals linked to the Gülen movement from various countries to 
Turkey. These actions, raising serious concerns under international law, highlight 
the long reach of Turkish authorities’ repression and create additional risks for 
those living outside Turkey’s borders.

8. Conclusion
This article shows that what is often dismissed as “only language” marks the 

beginning of a predictable process: stigmatising labels create social and institu-
tional tolerance for presumptions, and those presumptions—if left unchecked—
become the basis for legal-administrative decisions that cause real harm. This 
is why it is justified to braid together three strands into a single narrative: the 
Allport pyramid (lower levels normalise higher ones), the association ≠ evidence 
standard grounded in the Grand Chamber judgment of the European Court of 
Human Rights in Yalçınkaya v. Türkiye, and empirical data on health, family and 
occupational consequences (Allport, 1954; ECtHR, 2023; Fidan, 2025).

The repression of the Gülen movement in Turkey amounts to systemic hu-
man-rights concerns, including arbitrary arrests, torture, deprivation of liberty, 
dismissals from employment, denial of access to healthcare, social stigmatisation, 
and transnational persecution. The persecution has resulted in severe psychologi-
cal consequences for victims, including PTSD, depression, suicidal thoughts, the 
breakdown of family and social ties, and the loss of sense of identity and dignity. 
These effects are transmitted to subsequent generations. Mass dismissals and stig-
matisation have led to mass unemployment, impoverishment, and emigration, 
causing a “brain drain” and economic damage to Turkey. The dehumanising lan-
guage used by the Turkish authorities and pro-government media plays a crucial 
role in legitimizing repression and fostering social acceptance of persecution. This 
mechanism is well described by Allport’s pyramid of hate. Despite numerous 
reports and international rulings, the international community’s response to the 
repression in Turkey has been limited to date.

A practical conclusion follows from this synthesis: if association is allowed to 
act as evidence, a feedback loop is created in which anticipatory frames in media 
and political discourse harden into legal shortcuts, and those shortcuts—once 
decisions are issued—return to the public sphere as their own legitimation. This 
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is not a mere hypothesis; it is a pattern identified and described both in research 
on the language of public life (Demir, 2025; Hrant Dink Foundation, 2024) 
and in case-law and reports on the quality of digital evidence (ECtHR, 2023; 
Statewatch, 2024).

It is also worth noting that although this case study concerns Turkey and peo-
ple associated with the Gülen movement, the conclusions are universal. “Safe” 
Western jurisdictions, too, wrestle with the temptation to use profiling and net-
work analytics in place of traditional evidentiary standards. If human rights are 
to be more than an abstract declaration, we must keep the evidentiary bar high, 
distinguish correlation from authorship, and correct language that normalises 
shortcuts. That is the core of our claim and an invitation to action: implement the 
Yalçınkaya standard, build pathways to redress, and teach institutions—courts, 
administrations, newsrooms and platforms—to recognise and stop the ‘from 
words to harm’ process before it injures more people.
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Digital platforms as Tools for Influence and 
Polarised Politics
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Introduction
Populism, nationalism, and neo-liberalism are part of contemporary politics 

in Ireland. Nationalism while ingrained in the fabric of political history of Ireland 
is not entangled with the accelerating neo-liberal order of the country through 
populist strategies and rhetorics. It is no longer a sustainable argument to pre-
sent Ireland as an exception to the realities of populist political strategy seen in 
other parts of Europe. Over the past two decades, the visibility of new migrant 
communities has become entangled with the tension of populist nationalism, 
where digital communication both reflects and amplifies radicalised and hateful 
narratives. The centre-right, while promoting neo-liberal economic structures in 
the country, has utilized the rhetoric of ‘Irish Identity’ politics to gain influence 
among voters, echoing the postcolonial myth of Ireland as a small, homogenised 
country, erasing its rise towards a multicultural reality. This is framed by the sub-
text of Irish identity being ‘predefined’, where immigrants are only conditionally 
accepted. 

This chapter argues that the recent cases of racism and hate incidents towards 
the Indian population are the result of a populist nationalism built on the eco-
nomic foundation of neo-liberalism and mobilised through online platforms. 
The Indian population in Ireland, who are predominantly professionals, have 
become the current subject of party politics, where constructed anxieties around 
Irish identity are defended and promoted indirectly by centre-right, right, and 
far-right political parties, referred to here as far-right in this paper. This adapta-
tion of the term is because of the usage of far-right narratives in soft an extreme 
forms in political parties associated with right. The values expressed by far-right 
political parties, and adopted by the right more broadly, are now deeply entwined 
with hostility towards the non-Irish population in general and, as recent incidents 
show, have escalated against the Indian population. 

This analysis critically engages with the logic of neo-liberalism and its com-
modification of mobility, where economic migrants, including those from India, 
are praised for their economic contribution but are denied belonging and recog-
nition and are framed as a threat to national cohesion. These are factors that con-
tribute to the formation of populist nationalism, a rhetoric promoted by right-
wing parties, including the centre-right, right, and extreme right. The promotion 
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of anxieties centred around myth-based narratives in the public discourse perme-
ates online platforms, where a narrow understanding of “values” is used to other 
immigrants. This article contributes to an understanding of neo-liberalism and its 
role in the propagation of hate, including racism towards the Indian population, 
among other economic migrants, and positions not only far-right politics as its 
driver, but firmly roots the phenomenon in the mainstream centre-right.

Populism, Historical Nationalism: the production of exclusion in Ire-
land

Populism is built on a binary approach to politics (Mudde 2007; Moffitt 
2016; Müller 2017). As a strategy, it relies on left-right,  pro-against, and is best 
explained by the us-them dichotomy. Its rationale is to speak for ‘the people’ 
against those positioned as elite, corrupt, or external, which is also emblematic 
of a binary strategy in politics where exclusion is pivotal. The right-left divide 
can be traced to the French Revolution, when Jacobins and Girondins sat on 
opposite sides of the president of the parliament (Mudde 2019). Populism thus 
lends itself to a polarised duality of right and left, and explains its adaptability 
to contexts based on steering group membership in one direction at the cost of 
exclusion of the other (Kirby 2024). These exclusions are understood under the 
pretext of Bobbio’s theory of political distinction, where the level of acceptance 
of inequality (Lindqvist 2020) can be utilised in determining values. Of course, 
a multi-party system is also a foundational feature of any democracy; however, 
in the contemporary politics of Europe, and Ireland specifically, the relationship 
between immigration and othering has evolved into normative instrumentaliza-
tion, with rising racism as its consequence. 

In Ireland, the relatively long history of fascism and violent party opposition 
as explored by Pádraige Óg Ó Ruairg (2025) can be traced to the antisemitism 
of the Irish political elite in the 1920s, the IRA’s support of Nazi Germany in the 
1940s, and the Ultra-Conservative and Catholic movements of the Blueshirts, 
influenced by Italian Fascism. These accounts bring together the long history of 
violence and hatred based on a populist, divisive rhetoric, where such values can, 
in one way, find their connection to the rise of the far-right in the late 2010s and 
onward, leading to the riots in November 2023. In November of 2023, groups of 
far-right agitators mobilised through online channels that caused hours-long riots 
in Dublin city centre. The riot was triggered by a man stabbing three young chil-
dren and a care assistant. This included arson attacks and destruction of roads, 
buses, shops, and tram lines with damages reaching €5 million. The riot was later 
investigated and connected to far-right mobilisation through WhatsApp and Tel-
egram groups. Pádraige Óg Ó’s deep dive into historical events and their pivotal 
consequences is significant for contextualising current far-right ideologies in Ire-
land that target immigrant communities. Although targeting immigrants by the 
far-right in Ireland can be seen as a new development, from a policy perspective, 
it has evolved out of populist politics and the 2004 Irish Citizenship Referen-
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dum that inserted the language of differentiation between ‘Irish’ and ‘non-Irish’ 
into public discourse. The development of far-right ideology popularised through 
anti-immigrant rhetoric in Ireland from 2018 to 2024 is investigated coherently 
in The far-right Rise, activities, and international links (2025), edited by Yasmin 
Ahmed, highlighting transnational influences, particularly through online plat-
forms.

Today, political parties reflect Ireland’s historical upheavals. The two leading 
parties on the centre and centre-right, Fianna Fáil (FF) and Fine Gael (FG), 
emerged out of division over the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921. The Anglo-Irish 
Treaty of 1921 was an agreement signed between the British government and the 
representatives of the Irish Republic that concluded the Irish War of Independ-
ence. The treaty was also the beginning of the party division among the Irish party 
politics marking the division of the 1920s Sinn Féin into pro-treaty and anti-trea-
ty parties. The nature of this historical and political division places nationalism at 
the core of Irish politics. It surfaces as a central element existing in all contempo-
rary political parties, including the centre-left Sinn Féin. Immigration may have 
become a political issue from 1996 onwards, with immigration peaking in 2002, 
but the far-right ideologies that quietly underpin Irish party politics can be traced 
to Ireland’s historical roots through the “hegemony of populist nationalist main-
stream” (Garner 2007). This soft but nonetheless potent populist nationalism 
functions as the backdrop of Irish politics in general and has now manifested in 
the real world with the rise of vocal nationalist and far-right activities, including 
regular arson attacks on International Protection Accommodations, Direct Pro-
vision Centres, among other anti-immigrant protests from 2018 onwards. The 
target of these far-right activities are perceived asylum seekers or those in Direct 
Provision Centres or International Protection Applicants who make up the small-
est number of the non-Irish population compared to economic migrants, referred 
here to those residing in Ireland based on work-permits. Although this targeting 
is specific in its violence, such as the arson attack in October 2025 that risked the 
lives of children and babies, the effects are widespread and pernicious, creating 
a sense of   alienation among the entire non-Irish population, including Indians 
who have arrived in Ireland on work permits similar to European migrants. Those 
seeking work permits, despite sharing an economic migration background with 
these European economic migrants, have a different experience both bureaucrati-
cally and in their daily lives. For instance, non-European migrants require a work 
permit issued by the Ministry of Enterprise, Trade, and Employment based on 
a contract offered before applying for an Irish visa from home country. Populist 
nationalism, normalised in Irish politics, has made this group of economic mi-
grants, perceived as non-European, the target of daily racism in Ireland. 

Economic development and the Indian population
From the Celtic Tiger boom of the 2000s onwards, with a brief econom-

ic slowdown in 2008-2010, Ireland has enjoyed a lengthy period of economic 
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growth, particularly through tech exports and the pharmaceutical industries. Ire-
land was of the fastest-growing GDPs in Europe in 2021 and keeping an above 
average GDP (OECD 2025). The decline of unemployment has been consistent 
since 2011 onwards (CSO 2024). Nevertheless, levels of disparities still exist in 
the labour market, best understood through a neo-liberal lens. The lack of class 
recognition in the real world and in Irish politics is a strong indicator of how neo-
liberal politics has played out which, best understood through a ‘putative middle 
class’ or the ‘squeezed middle class’ (Meade and Kiely 2020). The principles of 
neo-liberalism, such as free market, privatisation, and deregulation, with a focus 
on strong private property rights, are the core underpinning of how politics func-
tion (Hathaway 2020; Nofal 2023). Ireland is no exception in this. The inflow of 
economic migrants to Ireland is embedded in these broader neoliberal dynamics.

A total of 149,200 immigrants entered Ireland in the 12 months leading to 
April 2024, a record high over the last 16 years in Ireland, this number included 
the returning Irish people. Based on the Central Statistics Office census of 2022, 
there are 45,449  Indian nationals in Ireland (CSO 2025). In the same year, close 
to 10,000 Indian nationals came to Ireland, taking up residence, making them 
the largest non-Irish group in the country (CSO 2025). In 2024, the highest 
number of work permits were issued to those coming from India. The numbers 
are expected to be the same or higher in 2025. Because housing is limited in 
Ireland, particularly in Dublin—a crisis going as far back as 1980s—means the 
incoming economic migrants have been spread across Ireland. Incidents of hate 
directed at Indians have thus spread beyond Dublin, a complex phenomenon 
involving manipulation of anti-immigrant narratives in less concentrated areas in 
Ireland, discussed later. This spread of economic migrants across Ireland is also 
an outcome of the neo-liberal systems of privatisation and property management. 
This interconnection is thoroughly explained by Raquel Rolnik in her book, Ur-
ban Warfare: Housing under the Empire of Finance, which was written in her 
capacity as the United Nations special rapporteur on adequate housing. While 
she speaks about the UK housing situation and its government hold, she provides 
a wider global outlook on housing policies worldwide and its failures within a 
neo-liberal system. This interconnection also in Ireland explains how houses are 
not built to meet social needs anymore but to offer investment opportunities in 
central Dublin and across Ireland. This development has led to a lack of afford-
able housing for those who are not economically squeezed, and they will have to 
choose to live in the periphery.

Hate crimes and incidents
The arc of Irish history bends toward the populism that politically divide and 

the economic advance and inflow of immigration into the country complements 
these old strategies that adopts to the contemporary environments. The divi-
sions are enforced by the rise of hatred against the Indian population in Ireland 
through compartmentalisation of immigrant groups based on differences that 
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are racially motivated. These compartmentalisations bypass the economic con-
tribution due to the neo-liberal order and politicises belonging in a nationalistic 
framework that manifest violence in different forms. The number of hate crimes 
and incidents recorded by Gardaí in 2024 were 676, including 264 incidents 
‘anti-race crimes/incidents’, the highest number since the system was introduced. 
These numbers do not cover the extent of ‘anti-race incidents’ in Ireland, as most 
are not categorised under either anti-race ‘incident’ or crime, due to Ireland not 
having had effective hate crime legislation prior 2024. The 1989 Prohibition of 
Incitement to Hatred Act is the main legislation in Ireland that addresses hate 
speech and prohibits the use of language and behaviour that are likely to stir up 
hatred and the dissemination of racist ideas. In 2024, a new Criminal Justice 
(Hate Offences) Act was introduced to provide a framework for hate crimes, 
including hate speech. The An Garda Síochána used a working hate crime and 
hate incident definition introduced in October 2019 that categorises criminal 
offences and non-criminal offences (INAR 2019). Apart from legislative barriers, 
most hate incidents, including racism against marginalised communities such as 
the Indian population, are hidden hate incidents because not all are reported and 
recorded, as mentioned in some of the instances below.

Despite this lack of reporting, racially motivated hate-incidents against the 
Indian population in Ireland rose substantially in 2025. News outlets such as the 
Irish Independent, Irish Examiner, Irish Times, Stand.ie, among others, covered 
incidents that included severe physical assaults. The throwing of glass at nurse 
Jibby Palatty working in one of Dublin’s hospitals (Pollak and Gallagher 2025), 
the physical assault of   Indian man working in a tech company in Tallaght on 
June 19th (Chowdhury 2025), the physical assault of an Indian man working in 
another tech company resulting in a face fracture in Letterkenny (Nath 2025), 
the harassment of a 6-year old child in front of her house in south-east Ireland 
(Stand.ie 2025), and the physical assault of an Indian taxi driver in Ballymun 
(Walsh 2025) are just a few of the recorded incidents in May-August, 2025 tar-
geting the Indian community. The Christian Science Monitor, citing the Ireland 
India Council, an independent institution, reported 11 racially motivated at-
tacks against the Indian community from July-August alone. Civil society or-
ganisations such as Doras, Immigrant Councils of Ireland, and the Irish Refugee 
Council expressed concerns about this rise of racism against Indians, including a 
statement by the Indian embassy in Dublin, political parties, and the president.

The involvement of children and adolescents as perpetrators in some of these 
assaults is particularly alarming, as it underscores how intolerance has found its 
way into neighbourhood cultures and even internalised in family settings. These 
events are also connected to the apparent misinformation spread through social 
media platforms, including X, Facebook, TikTok, and Telegram. The two cases in 
Tallaght and Letterkenny were connected to rumours being circulated on these 
platforms, some with thousands of views. In two cases, these rumours targeted in-
nocent victims, accusing them of inappropriate behaviour towards a child, which 
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were debunked by the victim himself and the Gardaí. Throughout 2025, rumours 
spread about physical assaults, inappropriate behaviour towards children, and 
rape, echoing past myth-based moral panics around protecting ‘Irish women’, 
‘Irish Nationality’, ‘Irish jobs’, and ‘Irish culture’. Myth-based narratives at times 
of crises—real or imagined—are potent to gain momentum, specifically within 
a populist rhetorics (Mudde 2007, 2016). Myth-based narratives and framings 
simplify the nuanced issues, namely the root causes of crises in the first place. The 
online spread of these narratives through social media is one of the major mecha-
nisms of mobilisation for offline hostility. This pattern echoes far-right ideology 
through a strategy of online mobilisation, which was recognised and harnessed 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Covid and Far-right mobilisation online 
The surge in hate crimes can also be connected to conspiracies that began 

with QAnon, the extreme far-right movement in the U.S., which reached many 
nebulous Irish far-right individuals and groups during the anti-lockdown pro-
tests (Fattibene et al. 2024). These were often tailored to the Irish context, a 
narrative flexibility that features prominently among populists and far-right ideo-
logues (Pirro 2024), akin to the change of signifiers that strategises polarity. The 
COVID-19 pandemic left a few lasting impacts on far-right ideology and its fol-
lowers. The first was the connective thread of anti-vaccine tendencies as a source 
of identification and political belonging (Paoletti et al. 2024). Being distrustful 
of vaccines and the instrumentalization of social media for the dissemination 
of misinformation prevalent in the   far right, was characterized as opposition 
to a ‘corrupt elite’. The anti-institutional stance   went beyond health concerns 
explained by group identification in social psychology (Magnus 2022) where in-
group favouritism took place. The political stance of the right wing reflected 
the ‘us’ and ‘them’ rhetoric associated with populism, and the weaponization of 
conspiratorial fears and anxieties to reinforce in-group identity(Magnus 2022), 
characterized by resistance to public health measures (Backhaus et al. 2023) (Pao-
letti et al. 2024). This may have been a feature of far-right ideology before the 
pandemic but the crisis paved the way for a more  concerning change to the polit-
ical atmosphere: the realization of the power of new media tools.  The pandemic 
enhanced social media platforms as spaces where people could mobilise (Daphi 
et al. 2024) and facilitated transnational ideological cohesion. This mobilisation 
paved the way for the misuse of information, especially by radical right-wing 
parties (Törnberg and Chueri 2025). Misinformation is most potent in times of 
crises, as was the case with the ‘refugee crises’ the continuous climate change cri-
sis, and in the case of the pandemic, produced an enduring threat to democracy 
(Daphi et al. 2024:16). One example of this polarising antagonism can be seen 
in the arguments put forward by the far right in recent years, specifically during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, which displayed a polarisation among the people, 
between those who are pro-vaccine and those who are not. This suggested a type 
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of group membership, exhibited, and eventually internalised. It was in the inter-
section of these processes that political parties also capitalised on these proposed 
values for followers.

Conclusion
The pattern of instrumentalisation of immigration and immigrant identities 

is a recognised strategy among far-right parties. In the Irish context, although 
and when direct political influence remains limited, this tendency becomes more 
pronounced during the electoral period, when competition for power amplifies 
exclusionary narratives. This was the case with the deputy prime minister of Ire-
land (Tánaiste), Simon Harris, who expressed appreciation for the contributions 
of Indian immigrants when the Indian embassy issued a statement warning its 
residents in Ireland about safety measures.  A couple of days after the presidential 
election that took place on 24th of October, with his party’s candidate losing the 
election, he stated : “Our migration numbers are too high, and I think that is re-
ally an issue that needs to be considered in a very serious way by the Government. 
One of the reasons I think they are so high is that there are too many people who 
come to this country and are told they do not have a right to be here, and it is tak-
ing too long for them to leave the country.” (O’Toole 2025). Harris is known as a 
centre-right politician representing Fine Gael. This was after Catherine Connoly’s 
win, a left-leaning candidate for the presidency. Ó Ríordáin of the labour party 
did call out on Harris’s spread of misinformation on immigration (Ó Ríordáin 
2025). The online platforms and the ease of communication distribution and 
mobilisation it provides is only a pivote of these political dynamics in the con-
temporary politics that has roots in the neoliberal systems.
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