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ONLINE HATE, DISINFORMATION AND SOCIAL 
FRAGMENTATION

Branco Di Fátima 

/ LabCom – University of Beira Interior

This is the first book of the Online Hate Speech Trilogy. 

It focuses on the relationship between disinformation, 

political polarisation, and virtual attacks involving toxic 

language. These phenomena are much more complex 

than they may initially appear, and they are strongly 

interrelated with each other in the algorithmic society.

To begin with, there is no universally accepted 

definition of hate speech. Its characterisation is a 

point of intellectual dispute that varies across different 

worldviews (Müller & Schwarz, 2021). However, more 

consensually, hate speech can be understood as a 

verbal or non-verbal attack on an individual or a social 

group. As a form of violent communicative action, its 

roots lie in the codes and values of a particular culture 

(Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021).

Hate speech becomes especially more complex, 

comprehensive, and harmful on online platforms. It is 

omnipresent, interactive, and multimedia in nature (Di 

Fátima, 2023). 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, it spreads 

rapidly through the vast networks of the Internet, 

influencing behaviour far beyond its point of origin, 

across borders. Haters hide behind the anonymity 

facilitated by digital technologies and find support from 

like-minded communities online (Amores et al., 2021).

This book brings together chapters written by 16 authors 

from 11 universities across the globe, examining hate 

Preface
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speech within each of their unique socio-cultural contexts. To achieve this, 

they utilize both traditional and digital methods, employing quantitative and 

qualitative data collected from various digital platforms, including websites, 

instant messaging apps, and social media.

The authors analyse the deep origins of hate speech and its manifestations 

online. They highlight attacks against the LGBTQ+ community in Europe, 

journalists in Asia, and black politicians in Latin America. Additionally, 

these researchers examine the crucial role of fact-checking agencies in 

confronting toxic language and combating hate speech.

It can also happen that the material basis for hate speech is disinformation, 

which is exacerbated in polarised societies (Ndahinda & Mugabe, 2022). 

This issue has become more prominent in the last decade, largely due to 

its strong correlation with populism, the rise of the new anti-system far-

right, and conspiracy theories. Platform algorithms play a significant role 

in the disinformation process, particularly by creating echo chambers that 

reinforce individuals’ beliefs and can distort reality (Recuero, Soares, & 

Zago, 2020).

Haters aim not only to destroy their targets but also to influence the 

public sphere at deeper structural levels. Previously, attempts to influence 

public opinion relied on one-to-many transmission technologies (Cardoso, 

Lapa, & Di Fátima, 2016). An individual or small group could have access 

to the technology for disseminating information to a large audience via 

broadcasting. However, everything has changed in the algorithmic society 

(Ndahinda & Mugabe, 2022). Now, hateful messages can be generated and 

distributed on a large scale by any individual with access to new media. 

Moreover, a significant portion of the global population already enjoys such 

access (Reuters Institute, 2024).

This book uncovers the intimate connection between disinformation, 

polarisation, and virtual attacks in the algorithmic society. Volumes 2 

and 3 of the Online Hate Speech Trilogy delve into the legal challenges of 

combating toxic language while ensuring freedom of expression. They also 
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explore hate as a political strategy, the latest techniques for detecting violent 

narratives, and the creation of counter-narratives to mitigate hate speech. 

The aim is to provide a multicultural overview of one of the most pressing 

issues in contemporary society, which is responsible for undermining 

democratic values.
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THE VIRALIZATION OF STIGMA ONLINE: HATE 
SPEECH AGAINST GAY MEN IN CONNECTION WITH 
THE MONKEYPOX OUTBREAK

Adolfo Carratalá

Universitat de València, Spain

adolfo.carratala@uv.es

The international outbreak of monkeypox that began in 

May 2022 placed Spain as the global epicenter of the 

disease. With the memory of the pandemic caused by 

COVID-19 still so fresh, the fear of the rampant spread 

of a virus drew enormous attention from the media. 

The first news published about the outbreak identi-

fied one social group as being principally responsible 

for the increase in the number of infections: gay men. 

This chapter presents the analysis of comments post-

ed by Twitter users in response to news published on 

the monkeypox outbreak in Spain during the month of 

May 2022. The aim is to observe the relationship be-

tween the stigmatization of the gay population in the 

media discourse and the reaction of the social audience 

in terms of hate speech, while also detecting whether 

this relationship is stronger in the case of content pub-

lished by pseudo-media that spread disinformation. 

The research undertaken has demonstrated the close 

connection that can be seen between disinformation, 

journalistic coverage from a conservative perspective, 

and hate speech against the LGBTIQ+ community on so-

cial networks. Disinformation and stigmatization went 

hand in hand for weeks, providing the perfect breed-

ing ground for the generation of hate speech. As this 

study has shown, although the stigmatizing nature of 

the news was particularly pronounced in the content 

Abstracts
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provided by a pseudo-media outlet specializing in the production of dis-

information, homophobia also extended to the coverage of the events by 

conservative mainstream media organizations.

Keywords: online hate speech, disinformation, LGBTIQ+ community, mon-

keypox, social media
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MAINSTREAMING THE FAR-RIGHT: DEPLATFORMING, CONTENT 
MODERATION AND FAR-RIGHT PRESENCE ON MAINSTREAM SOCIAL 
MEDIA SITES

Sarah Anne Dunne

University College Dublin, Ireland

sarah.dunne1@ucd.ie

Eugenia Siapera

University College Dublin, Ireland

eugenia.siapera@ucd.ie

There has been a noted rise in the (re)legitimation of far-right political ideol-

ogy across much of the West and parts of the Global South in recent years. 

This has been especially noted on various social media platforms, both al-

ternative and mainstream. Indeed, in spite of ongoing content moderation 

and deplatforming efforts, far-right ideologues maintain a notable presence 

on mainstream social networks and continue to share anti-democratic and 

hate-fuelled messages across them. This paper highlights how such actors 

are able to maintain a visible mainstream presence that disseminates such 

messages despite hate speech policies and user agreements. Focusing on 

META/Facebook as an example, we provide a visual and discursive analysis 

of a post that disputes the availability of LGBTQ+ material for minors, high-

lighting how the far-right employs tactical manipulation and side-stepping 

of META’s hate speech policies to ensure their material remains accessi-

ble on the sight. Via the avoidance of naming LGBTQ+ groups specifically, 

and the means by which they verbally direct and focus their argument on 

children as symbols of innocence, rather than on the LGBTQ+ community 

specifically, these far-right ideologues maintain a mainstream presence 

that furthers their perceived relevance and legitimacy.

Keywords: mainstream social media, alt-tech platforms, content modera-

tion, deplatforming, far-right politics, anti-LGBTQ+ narratives
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FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION, DISINFORMATION AND HATE SPEECH: 
THE CASE OF COLOMBIA’S VICE PRESIDENT, FRANCIA MÁRQUEZ

Lina Uribe-Henao

Universidad Icesi, Colombia

lina.uribe@u.icesi.edu.co

Maria Juliana Soto-Narváez

Universidad Icesi, Colombia

mjsoto@icesi.edu.co

Mauricio Guerrero-Caicedo

Universidad Icesi, Colombia

mguerrero@icesi.edu.co

This chapter addresses the relationship between disinformation, hate 

speech, and freedom of expression in the Colombian context based on the 

analysis of contents that circulated about Francia Márquez during her 2022 

presidential campaign and the first months as vice-president of Colombia, 

and which were checked by two digital media: ColombiaCheck and La Silla 

Vacía. By reviewing the complexities of this case, we seek to continue con-

tributing to the fight against disinformation, understanding its strategic, 

discursive, and narrative nuances, and knowing the contributions that a 

transdisciplinary look can make to its theoretical and practical approach.

Keywords: freedom of expression, disinformation, polarization, hate 

speech, Colombia
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HATE SPEECH IN ARGENTINE SOCIETY: ORIGINS AND 
CONTEMPORARY EXPRESSIONS

Sergio G. Grabosky

University of Salta, Argentina

graboskysergio@hum.unsa.edu.ar

This article studies the historical, discursive, legal, psychological and cul-

tural dimensions of Hate Speech in Argentina from the Complex Analysis 

of Discourse. Even though it is a contemporary communicational phenom-

enon driven by the context of viral online speech, its origins in history can 

be rebuilt. Hatred towards the abominable subject “negro”, a term that in 

Argentina means native, northerner, brown, poor, peronista; and who goes 

through national history. However, it is the racialization of politics which 

was originated by the hatred towards peronismo that gave birth to the most 

representative term of hate speech in politics: cabecita negra. This political 

and racial hatred not only attacks those sectors that have received State 

assistance through the implementation of Public Policies by peronismo, 

planeros or unemployed and informal workers, but also women’s struggle 

and members of the LGBTIQ+ community. In 2022, this political hatred 

with strong historical roots has led to a hate crime, the attempted magni-

cide against the vice-president of Argentina. In 2023, a new antidemocratic 

atmosphere is noticeable in the country, with the aggravation of institution-

al violence of a State that undermines human rights and citizens in some 

Argentine provinces. Forty years after the return to Democracy, the 

strength of some far-right sectors that put democracy in danger through the 

growth of fascist stands that put forward hatred, segregation and increase 

of anti-rights policies are also noticed. Hate speech, paradoxically, has been 

part of the political campaign that helped Libertad Avanza candidate, Javier 

Milei, to win the elections and be the elected President.

Keywords: hate speech, political hatred in Argentina, online writing, ra-

cialization of politics
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ACTIVISM AS A RESPONSE TO HATE SPEECH ON SOCIAL MEDIA: 
IDENTITY AND FANDOM ON THE @PABLLOVITTAR PROFILE

Marcelo Freire

Federal University of Ouro Preto, Brazil

marcelofreire@ufop.edu.br 

Debora Cristina Lopez

Federal University of Ouro Preto, Brazil

debora.lopez@ufop.edu.br 

Daniel Martín-Pena

University of Extremadura, Spain

danielmartin@unex.es

At the Lollapalooza 2022 festival, Brazilian artist Pabllo Vittar made a 

political statement in support of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, at that time a 

pre-candidate for Brazil’s presidential elections. In this article, we analyse 

4,950 comments made on the posts of the @pabllovittar Twitter profile, spe-

cifically in relation to the Lollapalooza Festival. We developed a qualitative 

analysis, with data coding techniques that guide a deductive approach. The 

goal is to understand how Pabllo Vittar’s fandom responds to comments 

from Bolsonarist groups and triggers mobilization and identification with 

the artist as a strategy against hate speech. The data shows that the positive 

mobilization and identification of the fandom with Pabllo Vittar were the 

main strategy used. The cycle of aggressiveness and polarization character-

istic of interactions on social networks was contained by the identification 

of the fandom with Vittar and by a strategy collectively built to combat 

hate speech.

Keywords: activism, hate speech, Twitter, Pabllo Vittar, Lollapalooza 

festival
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POLITICS, JOURNALISM AND HATE SPEECH IN PAKISTAN

Imran ul Haq

Bahria University, Pakistan

iamhaq@gmail.com

Shabir Hussain

Bahria University, Pakistan

shasain2@gmail.com

Jamal Ud Din

University of Swat, Pakistan

jamaluddin@uswat.edu.pk

This chapter offers an insight into the patterns of digital hate speech in 

the polarized politics and the society of Pakistan. We review the relevant 

academic scholarship in the context of prevalent political situation in the 

county to account for the broader factors leading to this malaise. The anal-

ysis suggests that the polarized and highly volatile political environment 

is contributing to the increasing incidents of hate speech against media 

workers. The social media teams of various political parties and the avid 

supporters do not allow critical journalists to work independently. The so-

cial media affordances and the lack of clearcut government policy against 

hate speech in Pakistan make them easy targets. We broadly contextualize 

these arguments within the framework of journalistic norms and digital 

affordability to explore how divergent reporting patterns adopted by jour-

nalists may clash with public expectations and sentiments, thus warning 

them the public wrath and hate.

Keywords: social media, hate speech, online harassment, freedom of ex-

pression, journalist expression

mailto:iamhaq@gmail.com
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FACT-CHECKING ON TWITTER IN THE FACE OF FAKE NEWS: 
COMBATING HATE SPEECH ON SOCIAL NETWORKS

Enrique Javier Díez-Gutiérrez

University of León, Spain

enrique.diez@unileon.es

María Verdeja

University of Oviedo, Spain

verdejamaria@uniovi.es

Eva Palomo-Cermeño

Rey Juan Carlos University, Spain

eva.palomo@urjc.es

Disinformation has become a real problem in the 21st century. Understood 

as a process where fake news is mixed with truthful information and where 

different channels cooperate to enhance the credibility of such malicious 

accounts, it is increasingly raising concern in our societies. Disinformation 

can affect our perception of reality and is believed to be causing a worry-

ing ‘information epidemic’. This ‘infodemic’ has turned social networks into 

one of the most widely used channels of spreading hoaxes exponentially 

increasing the problem of disinformation, the consequences of which have 

even been warned about by the European Commission. The purpose of this 

study was to analyse the fact-checking work on Twitter carried out by a 

professional from the Pandemia Digital account. Specifically, the analysis 

was carried out around the controversy of macro-farms, which went viral 

with the hashtag #MacrogranjasNO by the end of 2021. Based on the mac-

ro-farms controversy and the statements made by the Spanish Minister of 

Consumer Affairs, Alberto Garzón, defending extensive livestock farming, 

a fact-checking experience is analysed in the face of fake news from the 

Pandemia Digital Twitter account. A qualitative methodology is used, using 

an in-depth interview with a professional fact-checker. Regarding how fake 

news works on social networks, it should be noted that three key aspects 

interact: 1) the attraction of lies, 2) the link with strong emotions, such as 

mailto:eva.palomo@urjc.es
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hate, and 3) viralisation with the help of fake accounts or bots. In this dis-

information strategy, the media play a very important role as necessary 

partners in the process. The research carried out showed that the intention 

of fake news is to influence the perception of reality and the construction of 

a polarised socio-political climate that can have very serious effects on of-

fline reality. Critical digital literacy is one of the key elements in combating 

disinformation.

Keywords: disinformation, fact checking, fake news, network noise, criti-

cal digital, literacy





THE VIRALIZATION OF STIGMA ONLINE:  
HATE SPEECH AGAINST GAY MEN IN CONNECTION 
WITH THE MONKEYPOX OUTBREAK

Adolfo Carratalá  

/ Universitat de València, Spain 

The international outbreak of monkeypox that began in 

May 2022 placed Spain as the global epicenter of the 

disease. With the memory of the pandemic caused by 

COVID-19 still so fresh, the fear of the rampant spread 

of a virus — which, although not unknown, had rare-

ly been transmitted outside Africa — drew enormous 

attention from the media. The first news published 

about the outbreak identified one social group as being 

principally responsible for the increase in the number 

of infections: gay men. In a context of growing hate 

speech against the LGBTIQ+ community, especially 

on the internet, the media coverage functioned as an 

incentive to perpetuate prejudice and stigma against 

non-normative sexualities. This chapter presents 

the analysis of comments posted by Twitter users in 

response to news published on the monkeypox out-

break in Spain during the month of May 2022. The 

aim is to observe the relationship between the stigma-

tization of the gay population in the media discourse 

and the reaction of the social audience in terms of hate 

speech, while also detecting whether this relationship 

is stronger in the case of content published by pseudo-

media that spread disinformation.
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Media discourse and stigmatization of the LGBTIQ+ community

Throughout history, heterosexist logic has excluded non-normative 

sexualities from public discourse. The best way to preserve and reinforce 

heteronormativity as the norm to which sexual and affective relationships 

must conform has long been to exclude any cultural representation of iden-

tities and experiences that would call into question the apparent natural 

complementarity of man and woman as the only possible model (Tin, 2012). 

In this way, media discourse, both in journalism and fiction, has relegated 

LGBTIQ+ realities to a state of total silence for centuries (Albertini, 2012). 

Denying and ignoring affective-sexual diversity has thus facilitated the con-

solidation of the hegemony of heterosexuality as the only acceptable model 

for relationships. Nonetheless, the symbolic violence entailed in the censor-

ship of LGBTIQ+ identities has not been the only form of media violence 

suffered by this community (Martínez, 2016). Since the period of silencing 

has ended, media coverage of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and trans people has 

been subjected to prejudice, stereotypes, and stigmatizing strategies, which 

are clear examples of the inaccurate representation of these social groups 

(Ventura, 2019). The visibilization of LGBTIQ+ realities has conformed to 

a heterosexist perspective, presenting non-normative sexualities as oth-

erness, highlighting lurid and sensationalistic aspects that encourage the 

presentation of these identities as extraordinary experiences — not because 

they are exceptional, but because they are strange, peculiar, and removed 

from the dominant model (Carratalá, 2016).

In particular, media discourse toward gay men has contributed to them 

being linked with perversion, crime, and disease (Fejes & Petrich, 1993). 

From their portrayal as sinners and criminals, according to religious and 

law enforcement authorities, the media began to portray them as sick, 

thereby validating the psychiatric discourse that viewed homosexuality as 

a medical problem (Kuhar, 2003). Through these strategies, the media has 

attempted to stigmatize gay identity by subjecting it to a process of sym-

bolic violence through which social differentiations and inequalities are 

established (Rodríguez Martínez & García Gadivia, 2006). The term stigma 
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is understood to mean any attribute recognized in another individual that, 

as well as making him or her different from others, is deeply discrediting 

toward that person, thereby contributing to him or her being discriminated 

against (Goffman, 1963). Stigma, as an expression of “devalued stereotypes,” 

finds its root cause in certain institutional practices, such as the activities of 

the media as key players in the social construction of reality, and the people 

affected by it being excluded from “social networks, neighborhoods, labor 

markets, the law, and politics” (Clair, 2018).

The media narrative during the early years of HIV/AIDS, which came to 

be referred to as “gay cancer, gay pneumonia, pink cancer, gay plague” 

(Martínez Nicolás, 1994), was a clear example of this process. The associa-

tion of the virus and the disease with a supposed gay lifestyle, and therefore 

the establishment of at-risk groups, was based on a cultural and ideologi-

cal dichotomy between an “us” (heterosexual) and a “them” — the others 

— (homosexual) (Cruze Bell, 2006), which at the time fuelled homophobic 

views (Mangeot, 2012) and encouraged a twofold process of stigmatization 

of the community (Kowalweski, 1988). This stigmatizing discourse perme-

ated so deeply that it continues to surface in recent journalistic coverage of 

HIV that is clearly homophobic (Carratalá, 2019). 

The pandemic caused by COVID-19 has again shown how the twofold stig-

matization of the LGBTIQ+ community operates, again in the context of 

the outbreak of a hitherto unknown virus. Some political and religious fig-

ures did not hesitate to use LGBTIQ+ people as scapegoats as they were 

“singled out, blamed, abused, incarcerated and stigmatized as vectors of 

disease,” as was denounced by the United Nations Independent Expert on 

Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity, Victor Madrigal-Borloz (United 

Nations, 2020), who also highlighted the role that social media played in 

this process; for example, in Malaysia, a message claiming that COVID-19 

was a punishment from God for LGBTIQ+ people went viral on the web 

and contributed to an increase in negative rhetoric against this communi-

ty. During those months, the circulation of LGTBIQphobic messages grew 

throughout Europe and Central Asia (ILGA, 2021). Frequently, the media 
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were responsible for this, as was the case in Seoul that was denounced by 

Amnesty International: “In May, a COVID-19 cluster outbreak among club 

visitors in Itaewon, a nightlife district in Seoul, generated media reports 

that suggested unfounded links between infections and sexual orientation. 

Some reports included personal information, such as the age, residence, 

workplace, occupation and commuting patterns of individuals, impacting 

on their privacy. The discriminatory reports caused stigma against LGBTI 

people, many of whom subsequently avoided COVID-19 testing for fear of 

being ‘outed.’” (2021: 329).

The symbiotic relationship between disinformation and hate speech

As demonstrated by the stigmatizing role played by the media in the cover-

age of the HIV/AIDS and COVID-19 crises, the problems of disinformation 

and hate speech often exist side-by-side at the core of some messages. The 

growing interest generated in the social sciences toward the study of the 

phenomenon of fake news and disinformation, as a result of its escalation 

globally in recent years, has prompted reflection on the relationship that 

can be observed between such content and hate speech toward vulnerable 

groups, which are often the favorite target of platforms specialized in the 

dissemination of pseudo-news and falsehoods (Palau-Sampio & Carratalá, 

2022). Wardle & Derakhshan (2017: 20) proposed a categorization of the 

types of expressions found in the current information disorder in which 

they identified hate speech as a form of mal-information (“information that 

is based on reality, used to inflict harm on a person, organization, or coun-

try”), which they distinguished from disinformation (“information that is 

false and deliberately created to harm a person, social group, organization, 

or country”). Nevertheless, this classification complicates the observation 

of the interrelationship between hate speech and lies, since fake news, for 

example, may be linked to the stigmatization and discrimination of vulner-

able social groups (Segura, 2021). In fact, more recent studies (Hameleers 

et al., 2022) have demonstrated that hate speech is often a distinctive ele-

ment of disinformation (messages whose deliberate purpose is to mislead 
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the audience), insofar as stereotypes, prejudice, and dehumanization, as 

well as a lack of empirical evidence and expert knowledge, are some of its 

inherent attributes.

The concept of hate speech refers to all types of expression that “spread, 

incite, promote or justify racial hatred, xenophobia, anti-Semitism or other 

forms of hatred based on intolerance, including: intolerance expressed 

by aggressive nationalism and ethnocentrism, discrimination and hostil-

ity against minorities, migrants and people of immigrant origin” (Keen & 

Georgescu, 2020). The United Nations (2019) also stresses that this speech 

habitually uses “pejorative or discriminatory language with reference to a 

person or a group on the basis of who they are.” Analysis of this speech 

cannot be limited to linguistic aspects but must also consider who makes it, 

who its recipients are, through what channels it circulates, and what inter-

actions occur in relation to it, as well as its effects and interpretations. This 

is why Communication Studies must be at the forefront of research into this 

phenomenon (Paz et al., 2020), which represents an enormous challenge for 

the recognition of diversity.

As Arcila-Calderón et al. (2022) indicate, “hate speech has alarmingly per-

meated our society and social media have become the most suitable means 

of propagation.” Indeed, the internet, and particularly social networks, 

have fostered the dissemination of hate speech, thanks to the interaction, 

instantaneousness, permanence, and anonymity that characterize commu-

nication on the web (Martínez Valerio, 2021; Rivera Martín et al., 2022). For 

several years, the Council of Europe has been warning about how the online 

environment facilitates the dissemination of these messages: “online hate 

speech is tolerated more than offline hate speech, and is less subject to con-

trol” (Keen & Georgescu, 2020). In Spain, the internet and social networks 

are playing an increasingly more prominent role in the dissemination of 

hate speech. Official data recorded by the Ministry of the Interior (2022) 

is evidence of this: Of all the incidents identified by the institution in 2021, 

most took place in the digital sphere (37.73% on the internet and 22.29% on 

social networks). Following the release of this information, the newspaper 
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El País warned in one of its editorials on October 5, 2022 that “hate speech 

poisons coexistence and is the precursor to violence, particularly when, all 

too often, social networks provide a venue for its instantaneous dissemina-

tion in closed and often criminal bubbles.” In fact, the increase in the spread 

of hate speech on social networks such as Twitter is correlated with the 

growth of hate crimes (Amores et al., 2021).

Hate speech against the LGBTIQ+ community in Spain

One of the social groups that is most affected by hate speech is the LGBTIQ+ 

community. These are messages founded on LGBTIQphobia, understood as 

a cultural system that regulates sexuality and supports acts of physical, 

verbal, and symbolic violence that some people decide to exert on those 

they differentiate and perceive as non-compliant with the norms of sexual 

practices and gender roles (Martínez, 2016). This type of speech has a seri-

ous effect on this community, as “the fear and intimidation resulting from 

hate crime and hate speech prevent lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 

(LGBT) persons from participating fully in society” (FRA, 2009). 

While it is difficult to know the real extent of this type of speech in the 

European Union because several countries do not have an accurate record 

of its scale, in Spain, the Ministry of the Interior has been officially measu- 

ring it since 2015. According to the latest known data (Ministry of Interior, 

2022), 60 episodes related to hate speech against the LGBTIQ+ population 

were recorded in 2021, which means an increase of 87.50% in the last year. 

Hate speech based on sexual orientation or gender identity is the second 

most frequent in Spain, behind messages of a xenophobic nature, although 

it is experiencing the highest growth. In fact, it is through such speech that 

most of the discrimination against the LGBTIQ+ community in Spain is per-

petrated today (Rebollo et al., 2018). Furthermore, it should be taken into 

account that official figures are not entirely representative, as information 

gathered by social organizations, observatories, and support services sug-

gest that the magnitude of violence against these minorities is much greater 

than that recorded by the authorities (Carratalá & Herrero-Jiménez, 2019). 



Adolfo Carratalá 31

Once again, the internet and social networks have emerged as powerful 

forums for its expansion, which is a real challenge for today’s societies (Anti-

Defamation League, 2021). The concept “online anti-LGBT+ hate speech” 

refers to any “online communication or expression which advocates, pro-

motes, or incites hatred, discrimination or violence, against any individual 

or group, because of their sexual orientation, or gender identity.” Among its 

principal manifestations, the following are highlighted: “grossly offensive 

posts or comments and trolling (posting offensive, upsetting or inflam-

matory comments online in an attempt to hurt and provoke a response)” 

(Galop, 2021), which are often the result of coordinated efforts of accounts 

linked to the far right across a variety of social networks (Boone, 2022). 

Nevertheless, the latest report prepared by GLAAD (2022) indicates that, 

rather than protecting their users, most of the tech companies that own 

these social networks barely provide any information on how they manage 

and respond to hate speech and attacks targeting LGBTIQ+ people. In evalu-

ating how safe the main social networks are for this minority, none of them 

manages to achieve more than 50 out of a possible 100 points: Instagram 

(48%), Twitter (45%), Facebook (46%), YouTube (45%), TikTok (43%). In addi-

tion, according to data from the organization, “40% of all LGBTQ adults, and 

49% of transgender and non-binary people, do not feel welcomed and safe 

on social media.”

The way in which social network users participate in the production of hate 

speech against the LGBTIQ+ community has been the object of recent re-

search. Some studies have focused on comments made on news published 

on the social network Facebook. Research by da Silva and da Silva (2021), 

for example, revealed that about 27% of the comments on news items in 

the state of Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil, were hate speech, many of which 

expressed “repulsion for the existence or repudiation of LGBT people’s at-

titudes.” Carratalá’s (2023) work regarding comments made on Facebook to 

news items in the Spanish press about COVID-19 also found that a significant 

proportion of the comments from the social audience echoed prejudices and 

stigmas about gay and bisexual men, expressing demeaning and insulting 
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opinions. The reactions of Twitter and Instagram users to news items in 

the Spanish media linked to the LGBTIQ+ Pride 2021 celebrations have also 

been analyzed by various studies (Martínez Valerio, 2022; Rivera Martín et 

al., 2022). According to the results of these investigations, the prevalence 

of hate speech appears to be lower on Instagram than on Twitter, although 

discriminatory comments of a derogatory and hostile nature toward the 

LGBTIQ+ population can be detected on both platforms.

Methodology

In May 2022, the emergence of an outbreak of monkeypox virus outside of 

Africa, where the disease is endemic, led to a further episode of discrimina-

tory discourse and narratives against the LGBTIQ+ community. In fact, as a 

significant portion of the first Monkeypox cases were identified among gay, 

bisexual, and other men who have sex with men, the Joint United Nations 

Program on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) expressed concern that some media report-

ing and commentary was reinforcing homophobic and racist stereotypes 

(United Nations News, 2022). The objective of this study is to determine the 

relationship between stigmatizing media coverage and expressions of hate 

speech made by the social audience on Twitter by analyzing the publications 

made by some media outlets during the weeks following the appearance of 

the first cases in Spain. Furthermore, the study aims to ascertain whether 

the publication of discriminatory comments is higher among the audience 

of the media outlets that produce disinformation, and whether its scale 

differs according to the editorial and ideological policy of the organization 

publishing the news.

Three media outlets were analyzed: one pseudo-media outlet and two main-

stream media outlets. The pseudo-media outlet selected was Mediterráneo 

Digital (@MediterraneoDGT), one of the main sources of disinformation 

in Spain, which promotes itself with the slogan “Politically Incorrect” and 

whose content includes fake news and falsehoods about LGBTIQ+ people 

(Palau-Sampio & Carratalá, 2022). The mainstream media outlets cho-

sen were El País (@el_pais), the newspaper with the highest circulation 
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in Spain, which has a progressive political stance; and ABC (@abc_es), a 

long-standing newspaper that is traditionally a point of reference for con-

servative Spanish audiences. To establish which articles would be analyzed, 

in terms of their comments, all the pseudo-news about monkeypox that 

Mediterráneo Digital published during the month of May 2022, a total of six 

articles, were taken as a reference. Following this identification, articles of 

related information published on the same dates by El País and ABC were 

selected. In five of the six cases, it was possible to find in these newspapers 

news items similar to the pseudo-information published by Mediterráneo 

Digital. The sixth pseudo-news article published by Mediterráneo Digital 

did not have any correlating content in the selected mainstream media. 

Table 1 shows the headlines under which the selected articles appeared on 

Twitter.

Table 1: Twitter headlines of the tweets analyzed

 Mediterráneo Digital ABC El País

N1

18/05

Health alert! 23 
gay men confirmed 
infected by 
“monkeypox”

Madrid investigates 23 
cases of monkeypox 
and fears number is 
rising

Madrid raises 
number of suspected 
monkeypox cases to 23

N2

20/05

Gay sauna in Madrid, 
world epicenter of 
monkeypox infection

Madrid closes largest 
gay sauna in the 
capital, identified as 
primary source of 
monkeypox outbreak

Community of Madrid 
closes sauna in capital 
where main outbreak 
of monkeypox 
detected. Spain is the 
country with most 
positive cases, 30 
confirmed

N3

23/05

Festival of 80,000 
gays in Maspalomas, 
focus of the spread of 
monkeypox

Health Ministry 
investigates a huge 
festival in Maspalomas 
as a hotspot for the 
spread of monkeypox

Massive party in Gran 
Canaria, held between 
May 5 and 15 and 
attended by nearly 
80,000 people, is the 
second hotspot of the 
monkeypox outbreak 
in Spain
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N4

25/05

WHO confirms that 
Spain accounts for one-
third of monkeypox 
cases worldwide

WHO rules out that 
monkeypox virus has 
mutated

Health Ministry raises 
cases of monkeypox in 
Spain to 51 after 15 new 
positives confirmed

N5

26/05

It’s coming: Spain buys 
millions of doses of 
monkeypox vaccines

Health Ministry 
promises vaccines for 
monkeypox “within 
days or weeks”

Health Ministry 
announces the 
purchase of thousands 
of vaccines to 
treat the outbreak 
of monkeypox. 
Recognized cases in 
Spain rise to 59

N6

31/05

Health Ministry 
confirms having sex 
with men in “saunas 
and gas stations” 
spreads monkeypox

-- --

Source: Prepared by the author.

By means of a methodological approach that combines quantitative content 

analysis with discourse analysis, an evaluation is made of the stigmati- 

zing nature of the headlines published by the three media outlets on their 

Twitter profiles (N= 16), the engagement generated through the number 

of likes, retweets and comments, along with the presence of hate speech 

among all the comments made by the platform’s social audience (N= 622).

Results

Stigmatization in the news coverage on Twitter

Having gathered the 16 articles that form the corpus, an assessment scale 

was designed to evaluate the level of stigmatization observable in the vari-

ous sources of (pseudo)information according to the elements they contain 

and the references to LGBTIQ+ people they make. Accordingly, in order to 

measure the degree of discrimination observable in the tweets analyzed, 

four possible levels of stigmatization were considered: 
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0) No stigmatization: No element of the post alludes to the LGBTIQ+ 

community.

1) Low stigmatization: The text accompanying the headline and that which 

can be read in the tweet includes some reference to LGBTIQ+ people. For 

example, this occurs in Figure 1, corresponding to N1 published by ABC, 

which reads “The vast majority of those affected are young men who had 

sex with other men.”

Figure 1: Tweet from the ABC newspaper that reflects a low level of stigmatization

Source: Twitter.



The viralization of stigma online:  
hate speech against gay men in connection with the monkeypox outbreak36

2) Medium stigmatization: Some reference to LGBTIQ+ people is found in 

the headline or in the image in the tweet. For example, this is the case in 

N3 published by the newspaper ABC in its Twitter profile, which includes an 

image related to the Gay Pride Maspalomas celebrations held in May 2022 

(Figure 2).

Figure 2: Tweet from ABC newspaper that reflects a medium level of 

stigmatization

Source: Twitter.

3) High stigmatization: Both the headline, or the text, and the image accom-

panying the tweet explicitly refer to the LGBTIQ+ population. This can be 

seen, for example, in the tweet that Mediterráneo Digital issued to publish 

N2 (Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Mediterráneo Digital tweet that reflects a high level of stigmatization

Source: Twitter.

The assessment of the 16 selected tweets, based on this stigmatization scale, 

reveals significant differences between the different accounts under analy-

sis (Table 2). As such, it is noteworthy, first of all, that the tweets published 

by the pseudo-media outlet Mediterráneo Digital are of a notably discrimina-

tory nature. Five of the six posts exhibit some form of stigmatizing feature. 

Two of them display a medium degree of stigmatization, and three reveal a 

high level, implying that both the image and the headline (or the accompany-

ing text) overtly identified gay or bisexual men as being responsible for the 

origin of the monkeypox outbreak in Spain and its subsequent spread. Only 

the tweet published in relation to N5, related to the purchase of vaccines 

against the disease, refrained from incorporating discriminatory elements 

against this social group. An entirely opposite scenario can be observed in 

the tweets extracted from the profile of the newspaper El País, which did 
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not publish any content explicitly alluding to the LGBTIQ+ population in 

its coverage of the monkeypox outbreak. Neither the texts nor the images 

that this media outlet used in its Twitter reports on the matter exhibited 

discriminatory features. For its part, the conservative newspaper ABC also 

published content with stigmatizing features, of a low or medium level, in 

three of the five tweets analyzed. They correspond, moreover, to the first 

reports that the newspaper published to inform about the outbreak of mon-

keypox cases in Spain. Its last two tweets dropped any reference to gay and 

bisexual men, both in their texts and their images.

Table 2: Level of stigmatization of the tweets analyzed in each of the news items

Level of stigmatization

News item Mediterráneo Digital ABC El País

N1 2 1 0

N2 3 2 0

N3 3 2 0

N4 2 0 0

N5 0 0 0

N6 3 - -

Source: Prepared by the author.

Discriminatory speech and social audience engagement

Before analyzing the comments made by the social audience in response to 

the Twitter posts of the accounts analyzed, it is relevant to quantitatively 

evaluate the reaction generated by each of the tweets among Twitter us-

ers — in other words, what is known as engagement. In this sense, the 

total number of interactions that each of the news items provoked among 
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the Twitter audience was computed, adding, consequently, the number of 

retweets that each publication obtained, the likes it received, and also the 

number of comments it generated (Table 3). 

The pseudo-media outlet Mediterráneo Digital achieved a total of 278 reac-

tions, which in most cases took the form of likes (153), retweets (75), and to 

a lesser extent, comments (50). The tweets that received the most reactions 

were those related to N2 (65 reactions), N3 (58), and N6 (53). The engage-

ment of these three objects of analysis represent 63% of the total number of 

reactions achieved by this account in connection with its tweets on monk-

eypox. It is noteworthy that the three tweets most successful in provoking 

reactions from the audience correspond to level 3 of stigmatizing speech, 

the highest level. It can be observed, therefore, that the reaction in terms of 

retweets, likes, or comments seems to be related to the stigmatizing nature 

of the text: the higher its level, the more the audience reacts.

Table 3: Level of engagement associated with the tweets analyzed for each of the 

news items.
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N1 9 23 11 81 29 13 1906 318 102

N2 22 33 10 1394 1876 239 188 182 57

N3 15 35 8 20 14 3 268 201 80

N4 10 29 12 4 7 2 137 60 12

N5 4 4 0 14 16 28 62 77 36
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N6 15 29 9 - - - - - -

Total 75 153 50 1513 1942 285 2561 838 287

Media 12.5 25.5 8.3 302.6 388.4 57 512.2 167.6 57.4

Engagement 278 3740 3686

Standardized
Engagement 

0.0037 0.0016 0.0004

Source: Prepared by the author.

A similar relationship can be observed in the case of the ABC newspaper 

profile. This was the media outlet with the highest number of reactions 

of the three accounts analyzed (3,740 interactions), despite the fact that 

it has fewer followers on Twitter than the newspaper El País. As was the 

case with Mediterráneo Digital, the interaction from Twitter users was 

focused on liking the tweets of this media outlet (amounting to 1,942 in 

total), followed by sharing the posts (1,513 retweets) and replying to them 

(285 comments in total). The tweets that obtained the highest engage-

ment were those related to N2 (3,509 reactions), N1 (123), and N5 (58). As 

with Mediterráneo Digital, two of these tweets demonstrated some level of 

stigmatization, ranging from low (N1) to medium (N2). It should be noted 

that the ABC tweet related to N2 (Figure 4) is that which obtained the high-

est number of reactions among the entire sample under analysis, mostly 

due to the high number of likes and comments it received (only the El País 

tweet related to N1 surpassed it terms of the number of retweets). In this 

report, the conservative newspaper explicitly linked the outbreak of mon-

keypox with a gay sauna in the capital of Spain, which it defined as “the 

focal point” of the virus. In the text accompanying the headline, it was 

emphasized that the premises that had been closed is “a known venue for 

sexual encounters between men.”
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Figure 4: ABC newspaper tweet linked to N2, emphasizing the link between mon-

keypox and a gay sauna in Madrid

Source: Twitter.

The tweets published on Twitter by the account for the newspaper El País 

obtained a high number of reactions (3,686), almost the same as that of the 

newspaper ABC. In this case, in contrast to the other two profiles, most of 

the engagement was achieved through retweeting the news items (2,561) 

— this being far higher than the number of likes (838) or comments (287) 

received. The tweet this newspaper published in relation to N1 was the one 

which generated the greatest number of reactions in the social audience of 

Twitter (2,326), primarily due to the large number of users who decided to 

share this first piece of information regarding the detection of monkeypox 

virus in a number of Spanish patients (1,906).

If we compare the average number of retweets, likes, and comments that 

the three accounts received in the group of tweets analyzed, we can see that 
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the newspaper El País managed to achieve more users sharing its tweets 

(512.2 retweets on average per item published), while ABC stands out for 

being the media outlet with the highest average number of likes (388.4). 

Both were almost equal in their ability to generate comments from their 

audiences (57.4 comments on average per tweet in the case of El País, and 57 

in the case of ABC). Evidently, the tweets published by Mediterráneo Digital 

achieved far more modest figures in all the engagement indicators, largely 

because its number of followers (75,618) is much lower than those of the 

two other accounts analyzed (ABC has 2,267,008 followers, and El País has 

8,709,862). However, if the interaction generated by the three profiles is 

standardized by dividing the total number of reactions by the number of 

followers of each account, we can see that the level of engagement is higher 

in Mediterráneo Digital (0.0037) than in ABC (0.0016) and El País (0.0004). 

The reaction of the social audience appears to be directly proportionate to 

the stigmatizing nature of the accounts analyzed, with the pseudo-media 

outlet, known for spreading disinformation, managing to generate the high-

est number of interactions with its posts.

Hate speech in the social audience comments 

After evaluating the stigmatizing nature of the publications that constitute 

the corpus and measuring the engagement associated with them, it is es-

sential, within the framework of the objectives of this study, to further 

examine the comments made by the social audience of the three accounts 

to identify the presence of hate speech among the opinions that Twitter us-

ers expressed in relation to these news items.

Graph 1 illustrates the result of this analysis in global terms for each of the 

accounts considered. As can be seen, the profile with the highest number 

of comments regarded as hate speech toward the LGBTIQ+ community in 

general, particularly against gay and bisexual men, was that of the newspa-

per ABC (70) — far ahead of those for the newspaper El País (48), despite the 

fact that both had a very similar number of total comments, and those of the 

pseudo-media outlet Mediterráneo Digital (29). 
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However, if we look at the proportion of hate speech in relation to the total 

number of comments made for each of the profiles, we can see that the 

Mediterráneo Digital account had the highest relative percentage of hate 

speech in connection with its tweets. More than one out of every two com-

ments posted by the social audience to the pseudo-news published on this 

account (58%) corresponds to this type of speech. This percentage is lower 

in the case of the newspaper ABC, accounting for 25% of the total number of 

comments, and even lower in the profile of the newspaper El País, where hate 

speech is observed in only 17% of the opinions expressed by the users of the 

social network who decided to comment on its tweets. Therefore, it can be 

considered that the presence of hate speech is greater in the pseudo-media 

outlet that specializes in producing disinformation than in the mainstream 

media. Furthermore, when comparing the latter two newspapers, it can 

also be concluded that the expression of hate speech is more closely linked 

to the newspaper that reflects a conservative editorial position (ABC) than 

to the one that is noted for upholding more progressive ideals (El País).

Graph 1: Presence of hate speech in the social audience comments of the three 

profiles

Source: Prepared by the author.
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If instead of evaluating the presence of hate speech in the total number of 

comments received by each of the accounts we consider what proportion 

they represent of the opinions expressed in relation to each of the news 

items analyzed (Table 4), some interesting observations can be made. First, 

it should be noted that all the tweets analyzed received responses that can 

be considered as hate speech, with the exception of three posts: the N5 

tweet from Mediterráneo Digital and the tweets linked to N4 published by 

ABC and El País. The common characteristic of these tweets is that none of 

them featured stigmatizing elements toward the LGBTIQ+ community. This 

means that 81% of the tweets analyzed included hate speech.

Table 4: Presence of hate speech in the comments to the tweets analyzed for each 

of the news items

Presence of hate speech in the comments to news items

Mediterráneo Digital ABC El País

N1 8 (73%) 2 (15%) 2 (2%)

N2 4 (40%) 64 (27%) 12 (21%)

N3 5 (63%) 2 (67%) 33 (41%)

N4 8 (67%) 0 0

N5 0 2 (7%) 1 (3%)

N6 4 (44%) - -

Total 29 (58%) 70 (25%) 48 (17%)

Media 4.8 14 9.6

Source: Prepared by the author.

If we examine the figures associated with the pseudo-media outlet 

Mediterráneo Digital, we can see that the number of comments considered 

as hate speech is proportionally very high; for example, they amount to 

73% in the case of the tweet linked to N1 (“Health Alert! 23 gays confirmed 
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infected by ‘monkeypox’”) and 67% in those linked to N4 (Figure 5). In the 

case of the comments accompanying the tweets published by the ABC 

newspaper, which is the media outlet with the highest total number of com-

ments of the three profiles examined, it can be seen that it is mainly the 

tweet relating to N2 (Figure 4) that accounts for the highest number of mes-

sages considered as hate speech (91% of all those identified in this case). It is 

also the thread with the greatest number of accompanying reactions from 

the social audience in which such expressions occur, it being the post in 

which the newspaper established a direct link between the emergence of 

the monkeypox outbreak and a sauna for gay and bisexual men in Madrid. 

The remaining tweets published by this newspaper received a very low 

number of reactions that could be considered as hate speech, with no more 

than two comments for each news item.

Figure 5: Tweet from the pseudo-media outlet Mediterráneo Digital associated 

with N4

Source: Twitter.
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In the case of the newspaper El País, the highest proportion of hate speech 

found in the responses among all its tweets was 41% of the total number 

of comments received. This percentage was observed in the publication 

linked to N3, on the association between the outbreak of the virus and the 

Maspalomas Pride celebration (although the newspaper did not explicitly 

identify this event in its post). In addition to this tweet, the one related to 

the closure of the sauna in the capital, a place that the newspaper never de-

scribed with any particular adjectives or linked to any specific social group, 

also stands out for receiving a significant percentage of comments in which 

hate speech is detected (21%). The remaining news items published in the 

profile of El País hardly received any reactions that could be considered to 

display hatred toward the LGBTIQ+ community.

The identification of the news items in which the occurrence of hate speech 

was highest makes it possible to establish a close relationship between the 

generation of stigmatizing content toward gay men and the expression of 

prejudiced, hostile, and discriminatory opinions toward this community. 

Accordingly, the four tweets which received reactions expressing hate 

speech in more than 50% of the comments made by the social audience 

(MD-N1, MD-N3, MD-N4, ABC-N3) correspond to publications which, ac-

cording to the rating scale used in this study, exhibited a medium or high 

level of stigmatization. Similarly, it is also evident that the clearly disinform-

ative content (most of these tweets were published by the pseudo-media 

outlet Mediterráneo Digital) encouraged the production of hate speech by 

Twitter users.

Detailed observation of the comments considered to be examples of hate 

speech makes it possible to establish, inductively, three different categories 

into which these remarks can be classified. In first place, some comments 

can be detected that identify gay men as being responsible for the outbreak 

and propagation of the virus in Spain, thus reinforcing an association sug-

gested by some of the tweets analyzed. These are expressions of hatred 

that make a direct link between monkeypox and the sexual orientation of 

these people, even suggesting that measures should be taken against them 
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to protect the rest of the population. This finger-pointing can be observed in 

opinions such as the following: “The fag virus,” “Mass gay lockdown please. 

Let’s not play with the health of innocent people,” “Thanks to all those de-

generate Gays now the whole country is on health alert,” “It all started with 

a faggot fucking a monkey I SCREAM,” “They should just start closing them 

all [in reference to saunas], hotspots for queer contagion,” “Health passports 

for homosexuals now!” (N2-ABC); “The faggots doing their thing,” “Pure 

gay orgy,” “Homo pox” (N2-EP); “They do things they shouldn’t. It’s not ac-

ceptable,” “Grateful assholes, and the monkey is loose” (N3-MD); “Party, 

Maspalomas [city in the Canary Islands where Gay Pride event was held], 

men, rainbows? Nothing more to say” (N3-EP); “They excluded me for not 

being vaccinated, with a passport for medical reasons. Now you have to 

show your heterosexuality ID card, it’s for your health,” “Feminists spread 

the corona on 8M and the LGBTYs the monkey bug. The lobbies fucking 

with your health,” “Pox Pride!!!!” (N4-MD).

A second set of comments comprises those opinions through which the so-

cial audience of these profiles tried to establish an analogy between the HIV/

AIDS crisis and the emergence of the monkeypox outbreak outside Africa, 

once again targeting the gay population. This is, therefore, hate speech that, 

just as happened in the eighties, seeks to revive the twofold stigmatization 

of this group of people. Some examples of these comments are the follow-

ing: “AIDS and now the monkey virus...” “Hahahaha and they say that the 

gays aren’t the problem, I remind them that AIDS also started because of 

them,” “First AIDS, now the monkey pox... Nature always punishes vice” 

(N2-ABC).

Finally, a third category of comments expressing hate speech toward gay 

men corresponds to expressions of contempt and hostility toward them 

simply because of their sexual orientation, which in some cases is defined 

as a disease. These are, therefore, posts in which the social audience on 

Twitter openly expresses disgust and contempt toward sexual minorities. 

Some of these comments are the following: “The only thing I like about 

Muslims is that they ban these nuisances [in reference to saunas catering to 
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gay men],” “Let’s see if they can get cured and not get the pox while they’re 

at it,” “I applaud it [gay sauna closure],” “What sick people. This is what all 

this depravity creates,” “And when will there be a vaccine for homosexu- 

ality?” (N2-ABC); “No comment. If they’d just sleep with whoever they want 

in private without these lurid exhibitions, maybe these things wouldn’t hap-

pen. Freedom? Freedom” (N3-MD); “Not a party [in reference to Pride], a 

bunch of dirty pigs, looking for cocks” (N3-ABC); “The monkey pox thing is 

getting more and more repugnant. Information should not be censored, we 

want to know the origins of this virus. If it’s really caused by the deprav-

ity and lechery of certain individuals, it would be alarming,” “Antinatural,” 

“A party of FAGGOTS” (N3-EP); “Good thing I’m not gay” (N5-EP). On oc-

casions, hate speech was also expressed through memes, as the following 

image illustrates (Figure 6). It falls into this third category of comments and 

appeared as a response to two of the tweets analyzed (N2-ABC and N3-EP). 

In it, the following dialogue can be read between the two characters shown 

in the picture:

- Homosexuals should be confined for reasons of public health.

- Do you think that will do anything to stop the monkeypox?

- What monkeypox?

Figure 6: Meme expressing hate speech toward gay men

Source: Twitter.
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Conclusions 

The research undertaken has demonstrated the close connection that can 

be seen between disinformation, journalistic coverage from a conservative 

perspective, and hate speech against the LGBTIQ+ community on social 

networks, based on the study of how the Twitter audience reacted to posts 

about the emergence of the monkeypox outbreak in Spain. Disinformation 

and stigmatization went hand in hand for weeks, providing the perfect 

breeding ground for the generation of hate speech. As this study has shown, 

although the stigmatizing nature of the news was particularly pronounced 

in the content provided by a pseudo-media outlet specializing in the pro-

duction of disinformation, homophobia also extended to the coverage of 

the events by conservative mainstream media organizations. The impact 

that websites that disseminate fake news and falsehoods can have on the 

discourse and style of hitherto trusted media outlets, with whom they are 

competing for the same audience on social networks, raises a number of 

questions that will need to be addressed in future research.

The media coverage, clearly homophobic, was partly a consequence of 

the fact that the first news about the outbreak came from an institutional 

source (the Community of Madrid) that needlessly identified a profile of 

those affected. This contributed to the stigmatization of gay men, in addi-

tion to generating a false sense of security among the rest of the population. 

Instead of highlighting the means or patterns of transmission of the virus, 

much of the information presented monkeypox as if it were essentially 

a disease affecting gay and bisexual men, emphasizing the places where 

transmission had occurred — an issue of zero relevance for raising aware-

ness of the disease — and without contacting sources from LGBTIQ+ 

organizations (Canet, 2022).

This type of journalistic narrative, resembling a horror story, seeks to do 

more than merely inform. This is because its message, in addition to hold-

ing gay and bisexual men responsible, also has an implicit desire to scare 

them in order to discipline and instruct them so that they do not transgress 
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certain limits in their behavior: having sex with strangers, having sex with 

as many people as they want, or visiting certain places, among other red 

lines (Serrano, 2022). In order to put an end to this narrative, GLAAD and 

the CDC have created resources to combat anti-LGBTIQ+ stigma in monk-

eypox-related communications to make it clear that anyone can get MPV, 

and cisgender women have also contracted the virus. Thus, for example, 

they underscore that all stories that mention LGBTIQ+ people should in-

clude LGBTIQ+ voices, that the emphasis should be on how transmission 

of the virus is related to behaviors rather than to communities or identities, 

and that facts should be included that broaden public health alerts to reach 

the largest possible audience (GLAAD, 2022a).

Nevertheless, stigmatizing and disinformative discourse, generating hate 

messages, circulated freely on social networks during the first few weeks 

after the news broke. The internet was a powerful forum for both fake 

news (Czopek, 2022) and homophobic messages (Chan, 2022) during this 

initial period. Twitter failed to put a stop to such speech, despite the fact 

that many users utilized their accounts to spread dangerous hateful rheto-

ric against the LGBTIQ+ community, even insinuating that queer men had 

sexual relations with children by way of an explanation for the first cases 

of monkeypox detected in minors (Gallagher, 2022). This serious problem 

calls into question the platform itself in its ability to curb hate speech and 

also to moderate users’ opinions — an area in which the role played by the 

media is also fundamental.

This study also highlights the possible relationship between clickbait 

(Gutiérrez, 2022) and the negative nature of the news shared on Twitter, 

and its capacity to generate engagement among users. Analyzing whether 

tweets that exhibit these characteristics not only favor the viralization of 

content but also audience reactions through opinions expressing hate is a 

matter which should be the subject of future research. Similarly, the results 

suggest the need to undertake further studies with the purpose of deep-

ening the understanding of how hate speech interacts with a message’s 

capacity for cultural resonance (the references to AIDS suggest that it has a 
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positive influence), the editorial policy of the media covering current events 

(Martínez Valerio, 2021), and the ideological and partisan polarization of the 

users who participate in the debate on social networks.
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“I’m Jewish, and there’s a set of people who deny 

that the Holocaust happened. I find that deeply of-

fensive. But at the end of the day, I don’t believe 

that our platform should take that down because 

I think there are things that different people get 

wrong.”

– Mark Zuckerberg.

In 2018, Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg controver-

sially announced the right of Holocaust deniers to share 

their opinions online (Klein, 2018).   The comment pro-

duced immediate outrage, garnered a paltry apology, 

and revealed the realities of online moderation and 

platform governance. While there are understandab-

le and complex nuances behind platform governance 

policies and, particularly, moderation policies that can 

result in deplatforming, Zuckerberg’s comment poin-

ted to a deeper problem: that platform moderation was 

indelibly linked to the fact that social media platforms 

like Facebook remain, first and foremost, capitalist 

machines. As Zuckerberg went on to note: ‘The princi-

ples we have on what we remove from [Facebook] are: 

if it’s going to result in real harm, real physical harm, 
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or if you’re attacking individuals, then that content shouldn’t be on the pla-

tform’ (Klein, 2018). Regardless of the ignorance behind such a comment 

and the undermining of online harm and digital violence, such a response 

(perhaps unsurprisingly) fails to account for the harm produced by groups 

often behind such content: white supremacists, antisemitic groups, and 

Nazi-apologists (among other extremist ideologues) produce this historical 

revisionism as a means of targeting Jewish communities and justifying 

Nazi propaganda and ideology (Cohen-Almagor, 2016). For companies like 

META, this points to an ideological blind-spot that refutes the realities of 

antisemitic hate speech (Guhl & Davey, 2020); an issue that traverses both 

antisemitism and social network platforms more broadly. Indeed, despi-

te ongoing demands for policies and moderation that protects users from 

abuse and deplatforming actions taken by mainstream social media sites 

(MSMs), a growing body of work depicts the proliferation of extremist chan-

nels, including anti-LGBTQ+ and racist groups across these sites (see Gugl 

& Davey, 2020; Martiny & Lawrence, 2023; Rajan & Venkatraman, 2021). 

It has been further noted that these mainstream pages work as potential 

gateways into more radical content on alternative (or Alt-Tech) platforms 

(Mamié et al., 2021). This paper aims to highlight the growing use of MSMs 

by extremist and far-right groups and users often in spite or manipulation 

of the hate speech policies and user agreements. We intend to highlight how 

the continued use of these MSMs by extremist groups is reflective of both 

far-right ideologues’ manipulation and side-stepping of hate speech policies 

and the vagaries of MSMs regulations, as indicated in Zuckerberg’s earlier 

quoted statement.

The proliferation of far-right and extremist political discourse online is in no 

way a new phenomenon; far-right ideologues have utilised these networks 

since the circulation of Web 1.0 with websites such as Stormfront leading 

the cause and challenging the misunderstanding of such individuals as 

uneducated or unintelligent (Daniels, 2009), as is evident in their sophisti-

cated avoidance of moderation tactics. Digital networks have always played 

a key role in the development of extremist and far-right communities. That 
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this growth has extended into the Irish context is, however, novel given 

the country’s lack of significant far-right political party or political action 

prior to 2022/2023. It has only been in the last several years that a growing 

Irish far-right presence has been noted and connected to the Irish govern-

ment’s response to the Covid-10 pandemic. In particular, the disaffection 

and dissatisfaction of many citizens owing to extended lockdowns and re-

strictions became topics of ire and frustration across social media channels 

and, eventually, alt-tech platforms. Within this context, the Irish far-right 

flourished, reflecting the discontent of the larger population and proffering 

easy answers, exploiting the real disenfranchisement many felt via con-

spiracy theories that offered a quick return to the norm (e.g. that the virus 

was a hoax). Evidently, the radicalisation of Irish citizens via these groups 

did not stop with anti-vax narratives or covid-scepticism. Rather, far-right 

ideologues indoctrinated their new followers into more traditional and 

well-known far-right agendas which commonly vilified minority groups 

and challenged liberal or democratic politics. Climate denial, populist dis-

courses and nationalism conjoined with anti-LGBTQ+ and anti-immigration 

narratives became common discussion points on both SMSs and alt-tech 

channels. While it is not within the scope of this work to cover all these 

topics, we intend to focus our analysis on how anti-LGBTQ+ discourse is 

shared on these sites. In doing so, we will provide a detailed content anal-

ysis of a video uploaded by Irish far-right journalist-cum-politician, Andy 

Heasman, in which he and a small group of supporters target an Irish book-

store for selling LGBTQ+ material. 

Our analysis will focus on the use of language to consider how figures 

such as Heasman avoid the likelihood of their content being moderated or 

removed under META policies. Indeed, Heasman’s avoidance of hateful lan-

guage that targets LGBTQ+ people is replaced in favour of the language of 

protection and guardianship, with the symbolic figure of the child being cen-

tral to their argument, hence avoiding META’s regulation policies.  In order 

to create a rounded discussion of these policies – and the context in which 

Heasman and other far-right ideologues and extremists are managing to 
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share their content despite hate speech and anti-extremism regulations – 

we will begin this paper with a historical overview of platform governance 

policies and the historical contexts which led to the ongoing moderating 

and deplatforming of far-right. It is our contention that these policies have 

informed how the far-right are currently sharing their political messages 

on MSMs, and, furthermore, that such posts may act as gateways into more 

radical and extremist positions.

From early bans to the great deplatforming

Deplatforming, or the permanent banning of an individual, group, or organ-

isation from a platform, has long been a contentious topic that the far-right 

have frequently framed as, at best, attempted censorship and, at worst, tech 

companies bowing to liberal pressure. Controversies ranging from the effec-

tiveness of deplatforming in disengaging radicalisation of users to whether 

free speech trumps hate speech are common reservations from both sides 

of the argument. As far as mitigating the reach of extremist discourse and 

the potential for radicalisation, the effects of deplatforming cannot be un-

dermined. In 2016, when alt-right darling and Breitbart news editor Milo 

Yiannopoulos was banned from Twitter1 for his role in organising a targeted 

hate campaign against comedian/actress Leslie Jones, few could foretell the 

influence such a move would have over his career. While Yiannopoulos may 

have initially celebrated the decision (Romano, 2016), he later claimed that 

removal from MSMs effectively ended his career and rendered him broke 

(Klein, 2020). 

Yiannopoulos’ removal was not strictly unprecedented given his frequent 

suspension owing to various policy violations and harassment of other 

users. Significantly, the use of temporary suspensions represents anoth-

er facet of the deplatforming strategy: other methods including content 

1.    Yiannopoulos would later be banned from other MSMs, including Youtube and Facebook.
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removal, warning or strike systems, demonetization2 and shadow-banning3 

are further implemented by various platforms as a means of encouraging 

stronger engagement with the user policies. Regardless of these other meth-

ods, Yiannopoulos’ removal surprised many even beyond his loyal followers 

and fellow trolls; not least because such big tech platforms had long been 

accused of purposefully maintaining, propagating, and profiteering off such 

content (Kirk & Schill, 2024). Twitter, at the time, responded with a commit-

ment to improve their moderation and removal policies having also received 

negative backlash following their handling of Gamergate: ‘We have been in 

the process of reviewing our hateful conduct policy to prohibit additional 

types of behaviour and allow more types of reporting, with the goal of re-

ducing the burden on the person being targeted’ (Romano, 2016).4

In 2018, Infowars conspiracist and radio-show host Alex Jones faced simi-

lar repercussions as his channel was removed from Facebook, YouTube and 

streaming services Spotify and Apply, with Twitter later following suit. As 

with Yiannopoulos, Jones had faced a series of repercussions and warnings 

for sharing harmful content on his podcasts and channels, and for the type 

of conspiracies and disinformation his channels traded in, particularly in 

rebranding national tragedies as hoaxes. Jones’ frequent reiteration of the 

belief that the Sandy Hook Elementary school shooting – which tragically 

took the lives of 26 people, 20 being children in December 2012 – was a 

manufactured hoax perpetrated by a liberal government aiming to restrict 

gun laws, identifying it as a ‘false flag’ operation, referring to the grieving 

parents and survivors as ‘crisis actors’ (Sellnow et al., 2019: 131). While the 

MSMs which banned Jones did not directly cite the reason for removal, 

2.   Demonetization, as a strategy of platform governance, involves removing the opportunity for veri-
fied users to monetize their channels, effectively removing their ability to make money via the content 
they provide and/or the ads and sponsorship they endorse.
3.   Shadow-banning involves the partial blocking of a user’s content from reaching their followers and 
other audiences. While the content remains available on the user’s page, it effectively does not appear 
on follower’s feeds or updates, causing a lack of engagement. This tool often means content searches 
will often exclude a shadow-banned account’s posts also.
4.   The harassment campaign known as Gamergate involved an orchestrated attack primarily against 
women in the gaming community. While many claimed the campaign was about ethics in the larg-
er gaming industry, Gamergate has been noted for a series of virulent and elongated online attacks 
against women gamers, designers and content creators, including game programmer Zoe Quinn and 
gaming vlogger Anita Sarkeesian.
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references to policy violation and hate speech along with violent discourse 

were common across the board (Coaston, 2018). Reflecting on Zuckerberg’s 

printed quote and the noted polarisation he espouses between disinforma-

tion and hate speech, it is worth citing that Facebook clearly differentiated 

from others in locating hate speech and not disinformation, alarmingly 

dividing two highly intertwined narrative devices: ‘While much of the dis-

cussion around Infowars has been related to false news, which is a serious 

issue that we are working to address by demoting links marked wrong 

by fact checkers and suggesting additional content, none of the violations 

that spurred today’s removals were related to this’ (Coaston, 2018). Jones, 

again mirroring the effects of deplatforming on Yiannopoulos, has similarly 

claimed bankruptcy and, moreover, is facing charges as a result of defaming 

the Sandy Hook families (Robertson, 2022). Evidently, both Yiannopoulos 

and Jones’ removal from MSMs has been linked to a noted regression in 

their celebrity status, limiting their overall reach to other users and effected 

their wealth.

These early examples of mainstream deplatforming provide evidence 

that removal of persons from MSMs – and removal of the extremist con-

tent therein – is indeed a successful method for undoing and undermining 

far-right extremism and hate speech. Indeed, Jhaver, Boylston, Yang and 

Bruckman’s  analysis of deplatforming as a tool found that the removal of 

far-right actors (in this case, Yiannopoulos, Jones, and comedian Owen 

Benjamin) had resulted in not only a drop in posting activity of their sup-

porters but also reduced the ‘overall toxicity levels of supporters of each 

influencer’ (2021: 4). The findings indicated the ‘efficacy of deplatforming 

offensive influencers to counteract offensive speech in online communities’ 

(Jhaver, 2021: 4). Other researchers produced similar results, finding de-

platforming to be an effective tool of platform governance for mainstream 

sites (Rauchfleisch & Kaiser, 2021; Rogers, 2020). Reddit’s decision to 

remove fat-shaming and racist subreddits in 2015, for example, was deter-

mined a success as offensive and hate-fuelled content apparently decreased 

(Chandrasekharan et al., 2017; Saleem & Ruths, 2018), while others have 
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‘found that deplatforming significantly reduce[s] the popularity of many 

anti-social ideas associated with influencers’ such as Yiannopoulos and 

Jones   (Jhaver et al., 2021). Deplatforming has additionally been found to 

mitigate the spread of disinformation somewhat, though the sharing of con-

tent often continues via new account or new sharing streams and at times is 

more a disruption in the content stream than a deterrent or undoing (Bruns 

et al., 2021; Innes & Innes, 2023).

The Covid-19 years witnessed a series of deplatforming’s for influencers 

who peddled in misleading and harmful health narratives; disinformation 

was rife throughout this period, with MSMs introducing visible fact check-

ing methods and issuing warnings on posts related to the pandemic.  With 

the pandemic and these sweeping measures came new, alternative plat-

forms that offered less stringent moderation policies and greater leniency 

to its users. Alt-tech platforms opened their arms to new users and known 

influences such as Yiannopoulos and Jones (who invited their fanbases 

to follow their new channels) and profited. YouTube replica Bitchute and 

Twitter-esque platform Gab both boasted increased users and traffic ow-

ing to deplatforming measures (Rauchfleisch & Kaiser, 2021) pointing to the 

greater issue: ‘When deplatformed social media celebrities migrate to alter-

native platforms, these sites are given a boost through media attention and 

increases in user counts’ (Rogers, 2020: 214). The migration of deplatformed 

users and their followers to such platforms could boast further negative ef-

fects, rendering it more difficult to police and navigate extremist threats. 

In some cases, it has been highlighted that deplatforming, while restrict-

ing the reach and audience of extremist content, has rendered users more 

hostile and active (Ali et al., 2021) and may contribute to the production of 

deeper radicalisation (Buntain et al., 2023: 2; Urman & Katz, 2022: 908). 

The disadvantages of deplatforming are evident, and there remains serious 

debate on how and why MSMs utilise it.

In this regard, there are legitimate concerns to how deplatforming is 

enacted and there are debates that more resemble strawmen. For the lat-

ter group, deplatforming is often presented as a form of censorship that 
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suppresses free speech, thereby threatening core human rights and free-

doms, as Alex Jones compared his deplatforming as akin to ‘communist 

style censorship’ (Rauchfleisch & Kaiser, 2021: 5). The free speech debate 

further consolidates the conspiratorial belief that governments and tech 

companies either highly influenced or outrightly controlled by liberal elites 

(Alfino, 2023: 11; Mulhall, 2019). According to communications researcher 

Prashanth Bhat, the liberal bias argument is not novel but rather has been 

an ongoing narrative device of conservative groups and is being ‘re-weap-

onized by the American Right to challenge the credibility of corporate social 

platforms’ (2022: 109). The right and responsibility of such corporations to 

protect themselves legally and to uphold their user agreements and the val-

ues espoused (see van Dijick et al., 2023) are largely disregarded within this 

narrative frame. Yiannopoulos replicated these exact discourses in his lam-

entation of Twitter becoming a ‘safe space’ (Romano, 2016) at the expense of 

open debate and free speech. This use of language invalidates liberal politics 

and ideologies as potentially coddling and certainly too “politically correct” 

as a result of practices that include providing trigger/content warnings or of-

fering safe spaces to marginalised groups. As for labelling these discourses 

as strawmen, there is significant irony behind the far-rights considerable 

fight for free speech when it suits their agenda. Indeed, the far-right contin-

uously undermine the rights of minority groups to be heard; as this paper 

will go on to depict, currently many far-right groups are engaging in library 

and bookstore protests which disputes the availability LGBTQ+ content. As 

Adrian Rauchfleisch and Jonas Kaiser have noted: ‘calling deplatforming 

censorship, then, is often more a rhetorical weapon to avoid acknowledging 

the4 spread of disinformation, racism, or other extremist speech, than an 

accurate and honest analysis’ (2021: 6).

Scholars, by contrast, query the fairness and bias of these procedures, 

expressing concern over how deplatforming and other forms of moder-

ation are operationalized and managed. The moderation and removal of 

content and users from MSMs often involves policies and actions that are 

non-transparent and difficult to challenge. The innate human bias involved 
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in both manual content moderation and AI or automated content modera-

tion make the likelihood of mis-contextualisation (relating to language use 

or other circumstantial instances), errors and biased decision-making; fur-

ther involved and prone to biases are user reports, content flags and other 

automated tools (Díaz & Hecht-Felella, 2021). Indeed, concerns abound in 

this regard:

‘A growing body of scholarship has documented the multip0le chal-

lenged with commercial content moderation as enacted by platforms 

today, ranging from labour concerns (about the tax concerns) about 

conditions and mental health challenges faced by moderators, many of 

whom are outsourced contractors in the Global South); democratic le-

gitimacy concerns )about global speech rules being set by a relatively 

homogeneous group of Silicon Valley elites); and process concerns about 

the overall lack of transparency’ (Gorwa et al., 2020: 2).

Human rights advocates and academics, such as the Santa Clara Principles 

have argued the necessity of transparency and accountability in modera-

tion policies and platform governance from big tech companies; and while 

many of these MSMs now offer regular transparency reports and appeals 

procedures, the processes behind deplatforming, moderation and the man-

agement of data more broadly remains opaque and, often, selective. The 

widespread censoring, for example, of pro-Palestinian stories from META’s 

platforms has been noted by the Human Rights Watch despite much of the 

data being non-violent and yet was ‘unduly supressed’ in a ‘systemic and 

global’ manner (Brown & Younes, 2023). A majority of MSMs are governed 

by for-profit enterprises and, as such, prioritise capital accumulation. 

This fact has not escaped broader public attention, with headlines such as 

the following emerging: ‘social media companies prioritising profit over 

harmful content: Senate report’ (Barr, 2022). There is a near impossibility 

in proving such statements, given the convoluted and cryptic characteris-

tics of content moderation and data management within these companies. 

Indeed, potent questions abound when powerful and influential figures 
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seem to post with impunity while others are subject to strict regulation 

(Díaz & Hecht-Felella, 2021: 15-16). Thus, the argument remains: ‘On social 

and digital media, algorithms reinforce and amplify outrage and extremity. 

Both legacy as well as digital and social media have mastered the art of 

monetizing anger, paranoia, and distrust’ (Kirk & Schill, 2024: 6).

Public intervention and global events, as much as users’ actions, can impact 

wide scale deplatforming, as was witnessed with the covid-19 pandemic 

and the spread of disinformation during this time. Indeed, the removal of 

Yiannopoulos and Jones from MSMs in 2018 has been linked to growing 

public outrage over far-right violence that had occurred at a demonstration 

in Charlottesville in late 2017. The Unite Right Rally unified many cohorts 

of the alt- and far-right including Neo-Nazis, nationalists, and white su-

premacists, one of whom would deliberately drove a vehicle into a crowd 

of counter-protestors, injuring 35 and killing Heather Hayes in the process. 

Trump’s election, growing far-right popularity across the West and other 

political motivations heralded new opportunities for these right-leaning 

groups to (re)legitimise their political efforts, which the Unite the Right ral-

ly capitalised on. MSMs played a major role promoting the rally (Donoval 

et al., 2019); a reality which many of these corporations took great pains to 

distance themselves from after the violence of the event. In an apparent at-

tempt to mitigate claims that they had served as propagators (and profiters) 

of the rally during its organisation and promotion, many MSMs responded 

with serious moderation upheavals (Donovan et al., 2019). Referred to as the 

‘purge’ (Rauchfleisch & Kaiser, 2021: 9), the deplatforming of high-profile, 

far-right ideologies such as Jones and Yiannopoulos, was perhaps more po-

litically motivated to protect MSM corporations than community standards. 

Rita Kirk and Dan Schill have produced similar results in their research of 

the Jan. 6 Capitol siege, during which staunch Trump supporters stormed 

the Capitol building in Washington, adamant that election fraud had se-

cured Trump’s loss. MSMs – which were ‘foundational before, during, and 

after the attack’ (Kirk & Schill, 2024: 6) – were again in the hot seat and 

held responsible for the disinformation which circulated regarding electoral 
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fraud and, moreover, for the consistent display of leniency granted to Trump 

whose messages frequently espoused violent and hate-filled content along 

with gratuitous and dangerous disinformation (Díaz & Hecht-Felella, 2021: 

16). In what has since become termed “the Great Deplatforming,” Trump, 

and other key figures involved in the Capitol siege and in touting elector-

al fraud disinformation, were permanently banned from several MSMs. In 

conservative fashion, Trump would be-cry the loss of free speech and claim 

that MSMs were working at the ‘behest of Democrats and the radical-left’ 

(Bhat, 2022: 108). Many users would follow their far-right ideologues to the 

alt-tech sites that were decidedly unlike mainstream platforms (Bhat, 2022: 

111), many of whom would relocate their views to more lenient alt-tech sites. 

This, along with promises of user anonymity, end-to-end encryption, and 

privacy, renders alt-tech sites as virtual havens for extreme content creators 

and the far right to share their politics and ideologies, build communities 

and movements, and establish legitimacy even with regard to the disinfor-

mation and hate-fuelled content they share.

Hate speech and anti-LGBTQ+ narratives

While alt-tech sites provide ideal spaces for the growth of far-right polit-

ical groups, this does not negate the continued significance of MSMs for 

them too. As stated, alt-tech sites provide ample opportunities for growth 

but not the reach or audience present on more mainstream spaces. The im-

portance of these more populated virtual spheres as potential gateways into 

more radical and extremist content remains and they are still sought out as 

spaces to share far-right content as such, even despite the risk of content re-

moval, as guarantors of a mainstream presence. Indeed, as this paper goes 

on to argue, many far-right users have adopted savvy techniques to sidestep 

content removal and deplatforming, locating the nuance in MSMs hate pol-

icies and user agreements in a way that makes the content acceptable. As 

has been highlighted, the nuances and complexities of language, context 

and situation can render the concept of hate speech as questionable; even 

the use of slurs is debatable when key target groups are reclaiming them 
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as a means of power (Gorwa et al., 2020: 10).  We need only refer back to 

the opening quotation from Zuckerberg to recognise that for MSMs, content 

moderation of hate speech is a complex process. 

Myriad definitions and vague policies further exacerbate such complexities, 

lending little in the way of direction for moderations or those flaggers who 

report on content they deem harmful. Given this, it is perhaps redundant to 

state that hate speech lacks a singular definition. Rather, we can consider 

hate speech as referring to discourse which dehumanises or discriminately 

targets historically othered and minority groups; as incitements to violence 

against these groups; and as means of undermining the agency and self- 

determination of said groups (see Daermstadt et al., 2019; Guhl & Davey, 

2020; Saresma et al., 2020). Furthermore, as Zuckerberg’s statements fail 

to recognise, hate speech and disinformation as narrative tactics are often 

intertwined, fabricating events and discourses to undermine the rights and 

existence of minority and target groups.

All MSMs prohibit hate speech in some form, as Tarleton Gillespie argues 

it is ‘a safe position politically’ (2018: 59), and often reiterates the very 

community values that these sites lay claim to. Facebook/META’s mission 

statement has always been ‘to build community and bring the world closer 

together’ while one of META’s key principles is to ‘keep people safe and pro-

tect privacy,’ highlights their apparent commitment to their community’s 

wellbeing (META). META’s defines hate speech as ‘direct attacks against 

people – rather than concepts or institutions – on the basis of what we call 

protected characteristics’ (META). The platform further recognises dehu-

manising speech, stereotyping, expressions of inferiority or segregation 

as acts of hate speech. Such abstract definitions provide fertile ground for 

manipulation and circumvention; far-right actors such as Heasman are es-

pecially tactical in their avoidance of egregious language or slurs and will 

reference targeted groups in roundabout ways, focusing their attention 

on those that they reconceive of as being most vulnerable and at risk as a 

means of undermining and discrediting the group they are truly targeting. 

These tactics provide opportunities for the far-right to further deny their 
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intolerances and discriminatory politics in the guise of protecting another 

vulnerable group. Prime examples of this include references to the Irish 

housing crisis and homelessness when protesting migrant accommodation 

and asylum seekers rights and, as will be discussed, a focus on children and 

childhood to contest LGBTQ+ visibility. 

Such tactical measures are not only elusive of META’s slippery policies, 

they also encourage further public engagement and sympathy via such ma-

nipulative discourse. As has been highlighted, META is keen to outline the 

nuances apparent when enforcing their own policies, as Zuckerberg’s irre-

sponsible quote suggests. More succinctly, the reality of content moderation 

as a tool is challengeable when context cues and acceptable language are 

elusive as they tend to be on social media. Indeed, while the use of slurs 

are not permitted according to META’s policies, their reclamation as an 

act of power and transgression by certain minority groups provides am-

ple ground for reconsidering the effectiveness of content moderation more 

generally. And indeed, the reliance on and use of these methods remains 

debateable with Zuckerberg claiming before US congress in 2020 that 

Facebook hate speech moderation was at 94 per cent and META’s transpar-

ency reports locating actioned content as consistently between 80 and 90 

per cent; whereas leaked documents seem to place the number at a more 

meagre 3 to 5 per cent (Giansiracusa, 2021). Meanwhile, international NGO 

Global Witness sought to test Facebook’s tolerance toward hate speech, 

introducing ads to the platform which targeted and dehumanised margin-

alised groups and incited violence against them. The ads varied in relation 

to location and content but were explicitly hate-fuelled and were sent for 

publication to Facebook, TikTok and YouTube; of the three, Facebook ac-

cepted the majority (Peck, 2023). Such findings query not only the actual 

statistics but the very efficacy of the policies which META is governed un-

der. Between such slippery definitions and potentially false statistics, the 

question of how hate speech proliferates on such platforms is a pertinent 

one, particularly as the far-right community grows across them.
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Homophobia is well documented within these far-right communities, with 

anti-LGBTQ+ narrative constituting a primary aspect of their political ide-

ologies (Mudde, 2019). In particular, recent years have witnessed staunch 

and highly discriminatory rhetoric and actions against trans and queer 

communities. For the far-right, these groups represent real threats to the 

heteronormative order and the traditional family structure (Leidig, 2023: 

75). Fears of indoctrination and grooming are strongly articulated across 

far-right digital channels (Leidig, 2023: 90); often, these narratives are con-

nected to the concept of “gender ideology,” and feminist/queer theory which 

extends gender beyond binary restrictors and opens sexuality beyond the 

heteronormative. The perceived threat which this poses to the natural order 

and nuclear family thus becomes a central concern for the far-right. Within 

these narrative frames, the figure of the child is often central and symbol-

ically placed as being in need of protection and support (Slothouber, 2020: 

93). Crucially, such rhetoric often overlooks the needs of trans and queer 

youth who may be seeking such supports and resources. 

In the eyes of many far-right and conservative groups, LGBTQ+ youth do 

not exist but are rather groomed or indoctrinated via various liberal ideolo-

gies. One broad frame often used in this is related to what they call “gender 

ideology,” a perceived liberal agenda that the far-right argues is undoing 

the biological order of sex and sexuality and which threatens natural gen-

der norms. The far-right deploys these arguments as a ‘political instrument’ 

that delegitimise liberal and feminist politics (Corredor, 2019: 616): ‘The use 

of the term gender ideology functions discursively to bring together different 

forms of right-wing mobilization, united against progressive demands for 

gender equality and against tolerance for sexual diversity’ (Leidig, 2023: 

80). It is crucial to note that these discourses do not exist in a vacuum, 

rather with the growth of these narratives online there have emerged simul-

taneous upswings in real world hate crimes and acts of violence (Godzisz & 

Vigiani, 2019). 

In early 2023, the Irish police force, An Garda  Síochána, released a report 

noting a 29 per cent rise in hate related incidents, with LGBTQ+ people 
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marked as the second most targeted group following racial minorities 

(Fanucci, 2023). This statistic and the marked rise in far-right political ag-

itation in Ireland cannot be undermined. Indeed, over 2023 there was a 

marked rise in far-right demonstrations against LGBTQ+ resources and 

activities across Ireland. This has included the intimidation of groups or-

ganising and supporting trans events (Linehan, 2023) and a rally organised 

by TERF activist, Posie Parker, and anti-trans group, Let Women Speak, in 

Dublin city centre5 (McGreevy, 2023). Libraries and bookstores have been 

primary targets for these groups throughout 2023, with demonstrations 

protesting the availability of LGBTQ+ material for minors and young adults 

(Fitzgerald, 2023). Such protests, again, overlook the necessity of such 

material and resources for LGBTQ+ youth while hypocritically insisting 

that their agenda is to safeguard Irish children. Simultaneously, their fo-

cus on texts which prioritise queer sexual health acts to further stigmatise 

LGBTQ+ sexuality and sexual acts more broadly. 

Protesting LGBTQ+ material

The aim of this analysis is twofold: firstly, to provide a critical analysis 

of the anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric used by far-right ideologues on MSMs and 

secondly, to consider how this rhetoric often circumnavigates MSM hate 

speech policies and community/user agreements. In order to do so, we pro-

vide a detailed content analysis of the dialogue taken from a Facebook video 

post uploaded to far-right activist Andy Heasman’s public page. The post 

depicts a demonstration at Irish bookstore chain, Dubray, where Heasman 

and a supporting cohort of protestors, object to the availability and sale of 

LGBTQ+ sexual health and lifestyle material to minors. Heasman, who 

takes the lead in the filmed protest, has earned himself a name as a far-

right agitator across Ireland, and reached notoriety during the Covid-19 

pandemic with the circulation of anti-vaccine disinformation and his arrest 

for purposefully disregarding the mask mandate on public transport. While 

advertising himself as a freelance Irish journalist and declaring intentions 

5.   Importantly, a counter-protest simultaneously took place celebrating queer and trans lives.
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to run as an independent candidate in the 2024 Irish elections, Heasman is 

widely known for his involvement in far-right protests, in particular he has 

championed himself as a protector of children via ongoing library and book-

store protests (Fitzgerald, 2023). Indeed, Heasman regularly posts about 

these protests to his multiple social media accounts. The Facebook video 

we intend to analyse remains active on Heasman’s public Facebook profile: 

it was uploaded 25 June 2023 and runs for a total of 27 minutes and 2 sec-

onds, during which Heasman and his accomplices attempt to debate the 

indoctrination of Irish children by Dubray staff and the LGBTQ+ material 

they stock. We will provide both a descriptive content analysis of the tran-

script and a visual analysis of the video to provide a detailed examination of 

the encounter and compare the results with Facebook policy in our analysis.

As stated, Heasman’s video takes place in Co. Cork bookshop, Dubray, 

and takes aim at the LGBTQ+ resources available through their premises. 

Heasman, behind the camera, is joined by fellow far-right agitator Ross 

Lahive and several others, two members of Dubray staff and, later, inter-

vening Gardai (who Heasman himself requested under the belief that a 

crime is taking place via the sale of such materials to minors). The books 

in question, This Book is Gay and What’s the T?   both by Juno Dawson (a 

transgender woman), are best described as introductions and guides on dif-

ferent aspects of queer identity aimed at teens and young adults and include 

information on sexual acts and safe sex. What’s the T? focuses primarily on 

questions that transgender and non-binary teens and young adults may be 

grappling with, while Dawson herself has referred to This Book is Gay as 

‘a manual to all areas of life as an LGBT person’ (Dawson, 2014). Heasman 

and his supporters, however, are quick in their video to identify both works 

as ‘pornography’ (2023). Their primary argument insists that as such, it is 

being illegally marketed and sold to children according to the Irish Child 

Protection Act 2015. Also known as Children First, this legislature high-

lights that sexual abuse against a child includes ‘wilful exposure of the child 

to pornography’ (Children First Act 2015). 
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Heasman and his support utilise this line of argument throughout, contend-

ing that Dubray and its staff are engaging in illegal activities via the sale of 

such material to minors; at the presence of Gardaí, Heasman and Lahive 

become insistent on this fact and call for arrests of staff or removal of the 

materials. Two points of note here: both books are advertised for teens (not 

children as the videos falsely and frequently states) and are visibly marked 

as having ‘mature content’ via a sticker applied by Dubray (Heasman, 2023). 

Evidently, the mature nature of the content is recognised and regarded se-

riously, as is the case with many teen and YA books available within such 

stores and which were not taken to task by Heasman or his supporters. 

Similarly questionable is why these protests do not challenge the availabil-

ity of texts which detail sexual health and well-being for heteronormative 

youths. While this point alone does suggest the hypocritical and discrim-

inatory nature of such protests, it remains notable throughout this video 

that references to LGBTQ+ identities are almost non-existent (apart from a 

transphobic instance at the end of the video). Rather, Heasman and Lahive 

carefully redirect their language away from the issue being LGBTQ+ iden-

tities or materials and concentrate more on the potential indoctrination 

or sexualisation of children that could occur as a result of such material. 

This discourse itself relates to an entire history of myths and prejudices 

that conflated homosexuality with paedophilia, historically misidentify-

ing queer men as threats to children (see Bennett et al., 2024). Such rape 

myths pathologized homosexuality and queerness as deviant and perverse 

(Bennett et al., 2024: 1); an iteration which is implicit in the arguments made 

by Heasman, Lahive and his supporters.

The video begins abruptly with Heasman and Lahive already mid-debate 

with the Dubray staff, querying the age group the books are sold to, specifi-

cally asking whether a bookseller would hypothetically sell the material to a 

ten-year-old. Both declare that the store and its workers have a ‘duty of care’ 

to its consumers and, primarily, the hypothetical children purchasing such 

material (2023). The protestors are quick to claim that the material actively 

‘grooms’ and ‘indoctrinates’ children, holds the booksellers accountable for 
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selling this “porn” illegally to minors, and highlights their moral ground 

by painting themselves as guardians of children. They are ‘standing up for 

defenceless children’ and express concerns that the material is ‘damaging 

to children’s health’ (Heasman, 2023). Implicit here, of course, is the false 

equivalency that historically has linked homosexuality and illness/disease 

which was heightened during the AIDs epidemic (see Sontag, 1989). Such 

statements and beliefs continue to produce prejudicial feelings and acts 

against the queer community, displaying further disregard for children and 

teens who are likely to identify beyond the heteronormative. And indeed, 

despite claiming their latent guardianship of Ireland’s children, at no point 

does the likelihood of queer youth necessitating access to such material 

considered. Rather, it is ostensibly suggested via their argumentation that 

children and teens do not identify as LGBTQ+ so much as they are indoc-

trinated into it. The implicit homophobia behind these arguments becomes 

clear again when Lahive and Heasman condemn what could be considered 

the crasser information the text proffers in sections that detail safe anal 

douching and oral sex. Lahive and Heasman both reference the texts as 

‘despicable’ and ‘filth’ at this and other points of the post (Heasman, 2023). 

The reactions of disgust and moral outrage expressed in this instance not 

only stigmatises queer desire and sex but threatens safe and easy access to 

one of the few LGBTQ+ sexual health resources available to queer youth.

When visible on video, several of the protestors are seen to be wearing ‘ed-

ucation not indoctrination’ t-shirts, a popular slogan of the far-right which 

highlights the concern that the teaching of inclusive gender identity and 

sex-ed in schools (and other instructional institutions such as libraries) is 

actively grooming Irish youth (O’Connor, 2023). As aforementioned, what 

is clear via this ideology is the symbolic use of the child as a marker of 

the need for anti-LGBTQ+ political action. The existence of such groups and 

the resources they require are framed as threats to children’s health and 

well-being. Van Slothouber, in their work on mainstream media and stories 

of detransitioning, highlights the significance of the child as a symbol in an-

ti-trans (and anti-LGBTQ+) politics. Following queer theorist Lee Edelman’s 
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theory in No Future, ‘the Child remains a figurative child, “not to be con-

fused with the lived experiences of any historical child” (Edelman, 2004: 11) 

[…] This ideological discourse works to deny citizens of their rights in the 

here and now, instead holding out for this future Child’ (2020: 93). 

In this respect, we can consider the means by which the discourses 

Heasman, Lahive and his cohort utter as often undoing the existence of 

queer children or teens as a matter of fact. Indeed, when Heasman states 

that children ‘shouldn’t be able to stumble across filth like this’ (Heasman, 

2023) there is little to no regard for children or teens actively searching for 

such resources; in fact, for these groups, such children are indoctrinated 

into seeking this material rather than seeking it out at their own initiative 

and will. This, in itself, points to the manner in which the group manages 

to avoid almost completely any discussion of LGBTQ+ people in this work. 

Keeping in line with META’s hate speech policies, Heasman and his cohort 

avoid directly referencing any protected or vulnerable groups directly, in 

fact they manage to mostly avoid any utterance of the words gay, lesbian, or 

queer. Rather, they are able, through the symbol of the child, to focus their 

attention on the texts and direct the problems associated with these groups 

to the health and well-being of that hypothetical being.

The only instance in which queer identities are specifically mentioned and 

targeted occurs towards the end of the video when, in a bid to depict the var-

ied moral transgressions of the bookstore, Lahive takes aim at trans actor 

Elliot Page’s memoir, PageBoy. The book, wherein Page recounts his coming 

out as both queer and trans, and the book-jacket depicts Page’s transforma-

tion following top-surgery and hormone replacement therapy. In the video 

both Heasman and Lahive direct their ire towards Page depicting their 

transphobia: both deadnaming the actor and repeatedly using the wrong 

pronouns, flippantly noting:

Heasman: She [Page] was gorgeous.

Lahive: Gorgeous, you know?

Heasman: Look at the state of her now.
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This discourse points to the inherent misogyny and sexism rife within 

anti-trans and far-right politics, where women’s worth becomes linked to 

beauty and reproduction primarily. A later altercation in the video further 

depicts said beliefs, a customer purchasing a queer text is approached by 

Heasman, who informs him that the store ‘sells porn to kids.’ The customer, 

themselves purchasing a queer themed book, calls Heasman a ‘Nazi’ leav-

ing Heasman to condescendingly ponders if the man is a ‘predator’ simply 

for purchasing a queer-themed text, again reiterating these links (Heasman, 

2023). The sharing of such disinformation is a key aspect of these groups, 

and often allows them to push specific agendas. As noted at the beginning 

of this work via Zuckerberg’s quote, disinformation is not necessarily of 

great concern for META: indeed, the right of Facebook’s users to express 

different ideas and opinions is protected in their policies just as people are 

protected from hate speech and discrimination on them. Disinformation, in 

this case, exaggerates the content of Dawson’s texts and, in doing so, poses 

them as sexually licentious and too advanced for their age group. 

This is evident again in Lahive and Heasman’s recontextualising of the sex-

ual material available within the book. Despite its matter-of-fact style and 

that it comes from a trustworthy source (rather than queer youth having to 

seek out such information from strangers on the internet, for example) and 

offers salient advice on safe sex, STIs and queer stereotypes, Lahive and 

Heasman demonise these texts via their expressions of moral outrage and 

repulsion. Another protester falsely states that the author explicitly tells 

their readers to join queer dating app Grindr, a platform that is known for 

its proclivity and hook-up culture. Similarly, when discussing the issue with 

Gardai, Heasman also incorrectly states that the books are ‘telling 11-year-

olds to go onto these apps [Grindr] where predators can get them’ (Heasman, 

2023). While the book does contain information of popular queer sites and 

dating apps, particularly Grindr, it is balanced in its objectives pointing to 

the positives and negatives of such sites, as well as providing advice on how 

to navigate them and engage with other users. Moreover, Dawson explicitly 

states in the print that such sites are for 18-year-olds plus with emphasis 
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(2021). The larger philosophical debate that remains here is that while it 

may seem jarring that this content is aimed at teens, the text remains the 

more tasteful and secure option for queer teens who may otherwise find 

themselves out of their depths or would have to circumnavigate the disinfor-

mation, homophobia, and extremist content (porn included) of the internet 

to find such information.

The rhetoric in this video, while tellingly anti-LGBTQ+ in its aim, is tame 

in its rhetoric. Barring the transphobic statements relating to Page, there 

is little in the way of a verbal, targeted attack on the queer community. 

This restructuring of anti-LGBTQ politics into a more palatable discourse 

has become an essential element in the (re)legitimation of far-right political 

groups in recent years. Indeed, across platforms, far-right ideologues are 

cautious of the language and ideologies they tout, particularly figures such 

as Heasman and Lahive who have advocated for far-right political candi-

dates and have considered or are entering the electoral race themselves.6 

Tellingly, however, this does not extend to the followers and audience of 

posts who are free to express themselves more egregiously. While many 

avoid explicit homophobic and transphobic remarks on MSMs, the use of 

alt-tech platforms – which has grown exponentially in recent years – has 

encouraged and permitted the use of hate speech and anti-LGBTQ+ dis-

course. On Heasman’s public Telegram channel, for example, his followers 

offer a multitude of responses that range from messages of support to a 

use of slurs and reaffirmations of queer stereotypes and rape myths that 

connect trans people to groomers, predators and paedophiles, and calls for 

a regression of LGBTQ+ right such as gender affirming health care for trans 

people. The fact that such rhetoric is shared without impunity on these 

platforms, and that the administrators like Heasman do not act to remove 

such posts or remonstrate the original poster, demonstrates their very ac-

ceptance. As with most echo-chambers, those who denounce or challenge  

6.   Heasman had announced his intention to stand as an independent candidate in late 2023 but with-
drew his bid online in January 2024. Lahive is still considering running for Irish election as an inde-
pendent candidate in 2024.
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these discourses are marked as Other; as with the customer in Dubray who 

dared denounce Heasman’s politics, these denouncers are posited similarly 

as dangers and threats. 

 What is evident via this analysis is that while the rhetoric has changed, the 

ideology has not; these far-right ideologies are rather the wolf in sheep’s 

clothing on MSM platforms, maintaining their regressive stance to un-

dermine LGBTQ+ gains and challenge them at any opportunity via new 

discursive techniques and tactics. In their deferral to the symbol of the 

innocent child, the Irish far-right is building a more acceptable route to 

homo- and transphobia; those who are reiterating anti-LGBTQ+ messages 

can defend themselves not as bigots or discriminators but as merely con-

cerned about Ireland’s future and the next generation. These strategies have 

been essential to the development of the Irish far-right and the ubiquity 

with which their messages are spreading to the broader public. They have 

further permitted the far-right to remain present across MSM platforms de-

spite ongoing moderation and deplatforming efforts. What remains evident 

is that while hate speech policies remain vague and undetermined in their 

moderation of extremist and discriminatory content, the far-right will con-

tinue to maintain a mainstream presence and employ tactical means such 

as those shown to ensure the circulation of their narratives. 
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Presentation of the case: Francia Márquez and 
disinformation

In 2022, for the first time in Colombia, an Afro-

descendant woman became Vice-President of the 

Republic. Her name is Francia Márquez Mina. Before 

she was nominated as vice-presidential candidate of 

the coalition that came to power (the Pacto Histórico), 

Márquez participated in a party consultation as a pre-

-candidate. Although she came in second place, she 

obtained remarkable electoral support and achieved 

a vote count that surpassed that of candidates with a 

more established political background.

Before her involvement in the executive branch, 

Márquez had emerged as a social leader committed to 

defending environmental rights in her native territory: 

Suárez, Cauca, a vulnerable region in southwestern 

Colombia. Her struggle led her to adverse situations, 

such as being forcibly displaced from her territory and 

being declared a military target by paramilitary groups 

eight years before she became vice president.
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Márquez’s arrival on the national political scene led to the proliferation 

of disinformation narratives that, since 2021, began to disseminate dis-

torted representations of her identity and trajectory as a social leader, 

Afro-descendant woman, and leftist political figure. These narratives, ba-

sed on prejudices of class, race, gender, and political ideology, contributed 

to creating and strengthening hate speech against her.

Smear strategies through disinformation began to be orchestrated and 

materialized by people deliberately dedicated to it. Social networks, in par-

ticular, were the main channel for the massive dissemination of misleading 

content, such as manipulated images, false videos, and other viral publi-

cations that contributed to feeding an atmosphere of distrust and hostility 

towards the candidate.

At the same time, media outlets dedicated to checking information tried 

to verify the dubious publications they saw online or that arrived at their 

channels with the express request to check them. ColombiaCheck, the first 

portal in Colombia dedicated mainly to fact-checking, published between 

December 2021 and December 2023, a total of 19 contents verifying disin-

formation in which Francia Márquez was the protagonist. If those linking 

her are included, the number rises to 94.

On the other hand, the Detector of Lies, a section of the portal La Silla 

Vacía dedicated to the verification of data, published in that same period 

20 fact-checks of disinformation with Francia Márquez as the protagonist. 

Thus, between the two media, 39 contents verified disinformation in which 

Márquez was directly linked.

The digital era has posed new challenges for professionals dedicated to the 

production of information (such as journalists and academics), as well as for 

society in general, which faces the omnipresence of online disinformation. 

This phenomenon contributes to the polarization of discourses, the radicali-

zation of opinions, the misinformation of the population, and, indirectly, to 

an erosion of trust in the journalistic profession and the work of the media 

(Rodríguez Pérez, 2019).



Lina Uribe-Henao, Maria Juliana Soto-Narváez  
and Mauricio Guerrero-Caicedo 87

One of the greatest difficulties in addressing misinformation lies in the 

tendency of users to select sources of information that confirm their con-

victions (Lotero-Echeverry, Romero-Rodríguez, & Pérez-Rodríguez, 2018). 

In Colombia, one of the best-known cases of its disinformation strategy was 

the 2016 plebiscite, in which the citizenry voted overwhelmingly against the 

approval of the peace agreements between the government and the FARC 

guerrilla, motivated, in part, by the dissemination of misrepresented and 

erroneous content about the proposals and the scope of the agreements.

According to Rodríguez Pérez (2019), one of the reasons why it is necessary 

to talk about disinformation is that this phenomenon is not reduced to the 

publication of fraudulent informative content (or fake news), but encom-

passes both this concept and misleading content, hate speech, deliberate 

false speeches or unintentional informative errors by media or journalists. 

“Disinformation, therefore, is the distortion of information through the dis-

semination of falsified news that misleads the final recipient” (Rodríguez 

Pérez, 2019: 3).

Additionally, from an ideological perspective, disinformation seeks to fa-

vor certain positions or candidates (Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017, cited by 

Rodríguez Pérez, 2019), while simultaneously weakening public trust in the 

media. Added to this are aspects related to intersectionality: “hate speech 

can be motivated by reasons of race, color, ancestry, national or ethnic ori-

gin, ideology, age, disability, religion, sex, gender, gender identity, sexual 

orientation, and other personal characteristics or conditions” (Amores et 

al., 2021: 104), elements of the narrative intended to be viralized against the 

targeted individual.

In the case of Francia Márquez, the disinformation verified by the check 

portals that were taken into account for this chapter occurred in three key 

moments of her political career: her candidacy as presidential pre-candi-

date (3 checks), her vice-presidential candidacy (18 checks) and her first 

months in office (18 checks).
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Social networks, especially Twitter and Facebook, emerge as the main vec-

tors for the dissemination of disinformation, followed by platforms such 

as WhatsApp, Instagram, TikTok, and Kwai. The most recurrent disinfor-

mation narratives focus on representations that present Márquez Mina as 

a member of guerrilla groups, a fraudulent contractor for the State, and a 

practitioner of witchcraft and Santeria (Saavedra, 2022).

Of the 39 checks made by both media in the aforementioned period, the 

majority (28) were labeled as false, while five were “misleading”, three were 

“questionable”, one was “true” and another was “true, but with caveats”. 

The remaining check was labeled as “multiple checks”, titled “This is how 

the misinformation about alleged contracts of Francia Márquez with the 

State has moved”.1

Some themes of the checkups and their narratives

“Here you have Francia Marquez, she is not as harmless as she seems”.2 

This text, which accompanies the image that circulated during the 2022 

presidential campaign and was checked by ColombiaCheck and La Silla 

Vacía, can give some initial clues about the axes of the narrative that stron-

gly oriented the smear strategy that was deployed against Francia Márquez, 

at that time candidate. This type of contents that address imaginaries about 

politics tends to go viral and is a strong point in the disinformative agendas 

(Hernández-Rodríguez & Londoño, 2023).

1.   Translation from authors of “Así se ha movido la desinformación de supuestos contratos de Francia 
Márquez con el Estado”.
2.   Translation from authors of “Aquí tienen a Francia Márquez, no es tan inofensiva como parece”.
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Figure 1. Check an image presenting Francia Márquez as a member of the ELN 

guerrilla group

Note: This check, from the ColombiaCheck portal, was published on March 13, 2022, after 
an image started circulating on Twitter, and was rated “False”.

Figure 2. Lie Detector checks the image presenting Francia Márquez as a member 

of the ELN guerrilla group

Note: This check, from the portal La Silla Vacía, was also published on March 13, 2022, and 
was rated as “False”.
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Electoral processes understood as confrontation install logics of dispute 

that can overflow ethical and legal frameworks, and disinformation is con-

figured as a powerful and historically recognized tool to distort the rival 

and mark polarization scenarios (Acevedo, Quiroz & Villabona, 2022). In 

this sense, Francia Márquez was seen by her adversaries as an opponent 

who gathered sensitivities that could generate massive support, but also as 

a figure that could represent, through false information, old hatreds, fears, 

and biases. Therefore, pointing out that she belonged to the ELN guerrilla 

activated a narrative against her and displaced her from her political space, 

placing her in one of tension within the public’s imagination.

In this same line, there are other images and texts checked by the two media, 

in which Francia Márquez is related to the FARC guerrilla. Once again, the 

narrative described above is activated, which seeks to reinforce a bias of di-

sapproval and fear present in a part of the citizenry concerning the guerrilla 

groups. This issue had already been staged with particular nuances during 

the 2016 plebiscite, mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, which was 

also marked by widely known and referenced disinformation strategies.

On the other hand, the image of a tweet with false information that was 

checked and analyzed allows following other routes of the narrative against 

candidate Márquez. The text brings up a topic that has served as a ghost 

and distractor in several electoral processes in Latin America: The case of 

Venezuela and the possibility of repeating its experience. This text also 

synthesizes several ideas that allude to imaginaries already fixed in digital 

audiences in Colombia: The criticism and destruction of the capitalist system 

by the leftist ideology and the fear of living like the perception of Venezuela.
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Figure 3. Checks to the disinformation linking Francia Márquez to the Farc-ep 

guerrilla group

Note: Checks published in the portal La Silla Vacía (April 1, 13, and 18, 2022) and 
ColombiaCheck (April 18, 2022).
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Regarding the composition of the image, it is observed how this type of 

montage simulates well the tone of writing used in X or Twitter, managing 

to generate a strong impact on the communities of like-minded users who 

receive them, given its simplicity and its ability to connect two theses in a 

logic of cause and effect. Another aspect that is important to point out in 

this case, and which is referenced by ColombiaCheck’s check, is that Álvaro 

Uribe Vélez, one of the former presidents who have generated the most po-

larization in Colombia, retweeted the image and then deleted it.

This action may have had a stronger effect in terms of message efficacy, 

as Álvaro Uribe Vélez, as a figure of “authority on the network” (Calvo and 

Aruguete, 2020), is a credibility reference, coupled with the fact that his po-

litical affiliation is on the opposite side of Márquez’s ideological spectrum.

Figure 4. Check a tweet that held Francia Márquez responsible for an idea that 

incited the destruction of the capitalist system

Note: The check was published on March 25, 2022, by the portal La Silla Vacía. That same 
day, former president Álvaro Uribe Vélez retweeted it with the message “This is what Doña 
Francia will tell my fellow countrymen in Antioquia!”. The fake image was dated January 
5, 2019.
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The review of checks also highlights a set that verifies information about 

the financing of Francia Márquez’s campaign, her alleged relationship with 

the State as a beneficiary of aid and operator of contracts, and her lifestyle. 

Once again, the objective of distorting already established ideas and preju-

dices emerges, which can strengthen a discourse of hatred and rejection 

with a new narrative that links them. These prejudices are related to topics 

ranging from corruption to pointing out supposed ideological contradictions 

between what Marquez represents publicly and his personal actions.

Specific examples of the aforementioned can be seen in the checks on alle-

ged properties acquired by Márquez in exclusive sectors of Colombia and 

the United States when she was already serving as vice president. 

Regarding the racial, two checks disprove videos of a tiktoker who, pre-

tending to be a daughter of Francia Márquez, shares in a satirical tone her 

opinion regarding a position of victimization on the part of her supposed 

mother. This content went viral and was replicated by users who assumed 

that the protagonist was Marquez’s daughter. Several complex aspects are 

at play in terms of discrimination, as the discourse is generated from the 

intersection of her gender (limited to the role of mother), race (she is blamed 

for playing the victim of the racism suffered), and class (by criticizing the 

reiterations of her humble origin).
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Figure 5. Checks on misinformation about the alleged lifestyle of vice president 

Francia Márquez

Note: Checks published in the portal La Silla Vacía (April 12 and March 7 and 8, 2023) and 
ColombiaCheck (April 5, 2023).
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Figure 6. Checks on lying videos in which Francia Márquez’s supposed daughter 

spoke

Note: Checks were published in the ColombiaCheck portal and La Silla Vacía on May 25, 

2022. 

Finally, there is evidence of a narrative of disinformation linked to religious, 

moral, and ethical aspects, which are addressed with decontextualized text 

images and false information. In this case, the topics chosen are abortion 

and Santeria, treated from a perspective that poses dilemmas, judgments, 

and debates in a light and biased manner. In this type of content, a strategy 

based on the crossing of prejudices to find a particular meaning in the poli-

tical struggle is pointed out once again. 

At a narrative level, we find in this type of content an orientation towards 

the creation of representations that can begin to function as a matrix for 

the management of more content along these lines. Installing the idea that 

Marquez does witchcraft opens a very wide space of meanings in a society 

like the Colombian one.
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Figure 7. Check a publication that went viral on Facebook and Twitter, which sug-

gests that Francia Márquez practices witchcraft and Santeria

Note: Check was published in the ColombiaCheck portal on June 16, 2022. 

The blurred boundaries of freedom of expression

The growing concern about the impact of disinformation narratives, both 

at the individual level and for democratic systems, has prompted various 

sectors, ranging from academia and the press to human rights organiza-

tions, the UN, and governments, to undertake pedagogical actions, as well 

as research and regulation that have put at the center the question of what 

are the limits of freedom of expression in the dynamics of interaction that 

occur in digital environments. 
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In this regard, it is pertinent to recall that freedom of expression is a funda-

mental right protected by Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights.3

According to the manual Hate Speech, published by the international NGO 

Article 19, “International human rights law requires States to guarantee to 

all persons the freedom to seek, receive or impart information and ideas of 

any kind, regardless of frontiers, through any medium of the individual’s 

choice” (2015: 6).

The right to freedom of expression is further enshrined in Article 19 of the 

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).4 In that instru-

ment it is described as follows:

1. No one may be subjected to interference on account of his opinions.

2. Everyone shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right 

shall include freedom to seek, receive, and impart information and ide-

as of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or print, 

in the form of art, or through any other media of his choice.

3. The exercise of the right provided for in paragraph 2 of this article 

entails special duties and responsibilities. It may therefore be subject 

to certain restrictions, which must, however, be expressly fixed by law 

and necessary to:

a. To ensure respect for the rights or reputation of others;

b. The protection of national security, public order, public health, or 

morals.

In particular, the ICCPR defines in its Article 20 what could be considered a 

limit to freedom of expression, establishing it as a non-absolute right, mea-

ning that it can be restricted by States through legal mechanisms.

3.   See the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: https://www.un.org/es/about-us/universal-decla-
ration-of-human-rights
4.   See the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights: https://www.ohchr.org/es/instrumen-
ts-mechanisms/instruments/international-covenant-civil-and-political-rights
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Article 20

1. Any propaganda for war shall be prohibited by law.

2. Any advocacy of national, racial, or religious hatred that constitutes in-

citement to discrimination, hostility, or violence shall be prohibited by law.

In the case of Colombia, the 1991 Constitution enshrines the right to free-

dom of expression in its Article 20:

Every person is guaranteed the freedom to express and disseminate his 

or her thoughts and opinions, to inform and receive truthful and impar-

tial information, and to find mass media. These are free and have social 

responsibility. The right to rectification under fair conditions is guaran-

teed. There shall be no censorship.

Another right that is directly related to the question of the limits of freedom 

of expression in digital environments is the right to equality and non-dis-

crimination for all persons, enshrined in Article 1 of international human 

rights law.5 Thus, discrimination is understood as:

1. Any distinction, exclusion, restriction, or preference against a person.

2. That is based on a protected characteristic, recognized under interna-

tional human rights law.

3. And which has the purpose or effect of nullifying or impairing the 

recognition, equal enjoyment, and exercise of human rights and fun-

damental freedoms in political, economic, social, cultural, or any other 

field. (Human Rights Committee, 1989, cited by Article 19, 2015).

Therefore, the right to freedom of expression and the right to equality is 

at stake in the face of the phenomenon of hate speech on digital platforms 

(Igareda, 2022), whose manifestations occur, many times, under the figure 

of anonymity or, as mentioned above, through deliberate or orchestrated 

5.    See the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: https://www.un.org/es/about-us/universal-decla-
ration-of-human-rights
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narrative strategies with clear purposes of discrediting, discrimination or 

dissemination of lies.

Responses to hate speech are what are known as limits or restrictions on 

freedom of expression. As stated in Article 19’s “Hate Speech” Handbook, 

“Hate speech is an emotive concept, so there is no universal definition ac-

cepted by international human rights law. Many people will claim that they 

can identify what is ‘hate speech’ when they perceive it. However, the crite-

ria for identifying it are often elusive or contradictory” (2015: 9).

The danger, however, is that when seeking to protect people from this 

type of speech, freedom of expression may be overly or abusively limited. 

Although there is no consensus on what to label under the concept of “hate 

speech”, it has made it possible to encourage the search for spaces free of 

the violence that promote equality and dignity. Likewise, it has shown how 

discriminatory stereotypes of gender, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orien-

tation, social class, and migratory status, among others, continue to be 

perpetuated through language, as an action that creates subjectivities and 

realities.

Based on the guidance formulated by the then UN Special Rapporteur on the 

Promotion and Protection of the Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression, 

Frank La Rue, in his annual report to the General Assembly, A/76/357, 

September 7, 2012, Article 19’s “Hate Speech Manual” proposes a typology of 

“hate speech” according to the level of seriousness it would entail:

1. “Hate speech” that should be banned.

2. The “hate speech” that can be banned.

3. The legal “hate speech” should be protected under Article 19(2) of the 

ICCPR.

Although an analysis of the full typology is beyond the scope of this chap-

ter, it is pertinent to at least mention the existence of such exercises which, 

from a civil society perspective, highlight the complexities of a concept such 

as “hate speech”.
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Although the 39 expressions checked by ColombiaCheck and La Silla Vacía 

with information related to vice president Francia Márquez do not reach the 

highest level of incitement to genocide, they do move in a gray zone between 

speech that “can be restricted” and speech that “must be protected” by free-

dom of expression, according with Article 19 typology (2015: 19).

Therefore, the set of checks analyzed is a sample of the contribution that 

this type of expression makes to the promotion of stereotypes and the 

stigmatization of certain groups or individuals, which causes a high level 

of concern, as they are undoubtedly problematic and require educational, 

political, social, and interdisciplinary measures to address their effects. In 

other words, freedom of expression has worrying nuances when it gives 

way to hate speech, which spreads due to the uncontrolled power of content 

on social media, leading some individuals to attack those they consider in-

ferior (Di Fátima, 2023).

Disinformation and hate speech: A dangerous duo

In Colombia, a group of researchers in the field of behavioral sciences be-

came interested in understanding the relationship between disinformation 

and psychology. According to information on their website SomosDIP (2024), 

in the “ConoceDIP” section, they set out to “understand the Colombian po-

pulation and the particular traits that can make them stronger in the face of 

the disinformation attacks that are inevitable in this new digital era”.

In addition to an exhaustive literature review, they conducted a diagnosis of 

more than a thousand Colombians in different regions of the country throu-

gh an instrument composed of two tests and two surveys.

In their work, the researchers of DIP (Detox Information Project) established 

four characteristics that are strongly related to Colombians’ vulnerability to 

disinformation: “distrust of the other, taking away or subtracting human 

characteristics from the other, feeling discriminated against and being less 

tolerant to ambiguity (called high need for cognitive closure), that is, prefer-

ring to see everything in black and white” (SomosDIP, 2024).
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As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, among the most recurrent 

disinformation narratives against the figure of Francia Márquez are those 

that associate her with photographs of women in guerrilla groups and with 

being a practitioner of witchcraft and Santeria (Saavedra, 2022). If these 

narratives are read under the perspective of DIP, they appeal to at least two 

psychological characteristics that are related to the possibility that a person 

is more susceptible to “falling” into disinformation: dehumanization, defi-

ned as “considering other people or other groups of people as less human in 

emotional and/or cognitive terms” (SomosDIP, 2024) and distrust, a charac-

teristic that prevents a person from establishing agreements with those he/

she considers different.

As already mentioned, the figure of the guerrilla awakens a bias of disapproval 

and fear in Colombia, which is related to the formulation of the main enemy 

of Colombian society: the guerrillas. A narrative fed, in the last two decades, 

by the exacerbated appearance of information related to the actions of the 

guerrillas and the invisibility of other actors also victimizers, such as the pa-

ramilitaries, and, of course, the invisibility of their victims (López de la Roche, 

2014). The role of the media helped to shape a process of dehumanization 

of the guerrillas, stripping them of their human characteristics, “recognizing 

them as amorphous beings, without identity, gender, feelings, or the possibili-

ty of second chances in society” (Sánchez-Prieto et al., 2022: 33).

This is why the false comparison of the image of vice president Márquez 

with any other guerrilla is such an easily spread strategy, since it awakens 

imaginaries that, probably, remain rooted in a large part of Colombian socie-

ty. On the other hand, the narrative that associates Márquez with religious 

or mystical practices such as Santeria or witchcraft can be understood un-

der the psychological characteristic of distrust.
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Figure 8. Montage with a photo of Francia Márquez and Elda Neyis Mosquera, 

alias “Karina”

Note: Taken from the check titled Detector: This is not a photo of Francia Márquez as a guer-
rilla, from La Silla Vacía (Matiz, 2022).

Figure 9. A Facebook publication that misinforms about the event in which Francia 

Márquez was with Emberá indigenous people

Note: Taken from the check titled This photo does not prove that Francia Márquez is practi-
cing witchcraft or Santeria, from Colombiacheck (Campos Sandoval, 2022).
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In this case, distrust is linked to religious prejudices and the conservati-

ve values ​​of Colombia as a Catholic country. Any other spiritual practice, 

such as the case of the mandala-shaped offering of the Emberá indigenous 

women that can be seen in the photo, or any symbol of syncretism that 

attracted attention in the clothing, speech, or gestures of the then vice pre-

sidential candidate from Colombia, Francia Márquez, could have reinforced 

distrust towards her by not seeing herself as the traditional Catholic wo-

man whose most representative image is the Virgin Mary, a white, young 

and obedient woman.

Conclusions

The literature review and narrative analysis of the messages or expressions 

checked by ColombiaCheck and La Silla Vacía developed in this chapter 

reveal the relevance of incorporating different perspectives to study and 

counteract the problem of hate speech when it is interwoven with disin-

formation strategies, crossed by racial and class biases, and when they 

confirm stereotypes rooted in society, in this case, Colombian society. It is 

also pertinent to recognize formats, hoaxes, and feelings as variables to un-

ravel the objectives of these discourses and their strategies (Gutiérrez-Coba 

& Rodríguez Pérez, 2023).

In this sense, it is necessary to address the problem of disinformation from 

a rights perspective, which seeks in a balanced manner the balance be-

tween the protection of the right to freedom of expression and the right to 

equality and non-discrimination.

Digital environments, where anonymity, the size of the audience, and the 

authority or lack of authority of a voice affect how hostile or offensive speech 

is moderated, eliminated, or allowed to circulate, require interdisciplinary 

analyses, at least among the communication, law, psychology, sociology, 

and computer science.

An example of this is the proposal that arises from behavioral sciences, 

as briefly mentioned in the chapter. From a psychological point of view, 
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behavioral sciences have expanded the framework of references and offe-

red new perspectives for the design of interventions and strategies that seek 

to dismantle the chains of misinformation that lead to greater polarization 

and distrust among citizens.

Finally, the task of the portals in charge of verifying content that may be 

spreading hate speech camouflaged in misinformation requires an intersec-

tional view, which does not focus on the misinformation itself, but rather 

unravels the content until finding the narratives that characterize it. and 

that incites hatred. In the case of Francia Márquez, as mentioned, these 

narratives were created around gender, social class, race, and political 

orientation biases.
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Theoretical foundations

In these post-pandemic times, the digital buzz has in-

creased the social murmuring and complaints that 

are augmented by online hate messages. The number 

of voices that make information and disinformation go 

viral produces content that vindicates hate crimes in 

the last civil and military Argentine dictatorship; hate 

speech is memorable (Grabosky, 2022). This nostalgic 

insight into the darkest passages of Argentine history 

is updated when identifying new social agents as tar-

gets of hatred and antidemocratic violence. Feminism, 

LGBTIQ+ community, speakers of inclusive language, 

marginalized social groups, targets of inclusive public 

policies – planeros according to the hate speech – are 

added to zurdos, a derogatory term that makes reference 

to and dismisses many sectors of society, mixing and 

distorting political affiliations. Therefore, peronistas, 

supporters of social organizations, union representa-

tives, militants are built again as the enemy who has 

to be destroyed. It is not coincidence that the kirchner-

ismo is loathed because it is the political expression of 

the expansion of rights for the unemployed or infor-

mal workers. The implementation of public policies is 

not tolerated, in particular those policies that embrace 

respect for diversity and gender identity and laws en-

acted in that regard (National Congress of Argentina. 
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2012, May 23. Bill  N°  26.743 on Gender Identity in Argentina; National 

Congress of Argentina. 2006, October, 23. Bill N° 26.150. National Program 

of Comprehensive Sexual Education; National Congress of Argentina. 

2015 December 30. Bill  N°  27.234. Educar en Igualdad: Prevention and 

Elimination of Gender Violence; National Congress of Argentina. 2019, 

January 10. Bill N° 27.499, Mandatory Training in Gender for workers of 

the Three Branches of Government).

The incorporation of health protocols to guarantee reproductive rights 

is criticized with hatred, for example, the National Plan of Prevention of 

Unintended Pregnancy in Adolescents, ENIA (Ministry of Health) and any 

other policy of workplace integration of the LGBTIQ+ community (National 

Congress of Argentina. 2021, July 8. Bill N°  27.636 Access to Formal 

Employment for Crossdressers, Transsexuals and Transgenders).

At the beginning of 2022, a social buzz was increasing with the importance 

that mainstream media adds to these speeches that are created on social 

media, reverberating them like an exhaust pipe that pollutes and destroys 

the democratic ecosystem. Apart from the media, there are also voices and 

ways of doing politics of allied groups, powerful groups of the mainstream 

economy, which are the center of the opposition of a Peronist government 

as the one led by Alberto Fernández, who had to handle with the new debt 

between Argentina and the International Monetary Fund taken by the pre-

vious government in charge of the engineer Mauricio Macri, in the context 

of a new global crisis, the covid-19 pandemic.

That buzz – hate messages, intolerance, exacerbation of the insecurity 

feeling that mainstream media builds in the news – together with the unha-

ppiness originated by the economic crisis have created a breeding ground 

which paved the way for the attempt of magnicide with a weapon against 

the vice-president Ph.D. Cristina Fernández on 1st September 2022. Weeks 

before, her supporters were camping in Recoleta, opposite Cristina’s hou-

se, to publicly support her figure in the closing arguments by the Attorney 

who investigated the case of Grupo Austral and requested imprisonment 
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of her and many high officials as well as banning them from public office. 

Anonymous voices and public figures’ voices that were attacking peronistas 

and kirchneristas, negros planeros1 and corrupted officials permeated social 

media and TV every day and every hour, eventually they have come up 

with the phrase: “It’s them or us” (Lopez Murphy [(@rlopezmurphy], 2022; 

Walfeind, 2022).

The fact that the bullet did not hit the face of Ph.D. Cristina Fernández de 

Kirchner was due to a technical failure. Media was covering the support-

ers’ camping; therefore, the attempt of assassination was broadcasted. 

However, many voices continued with the hatred by denying the attempt 

and accusing the victim of having invented it.

In 2023, 40 years after the return to democracy in Argentina, the country 

is divided by a serious cleavage, encouraged by hate speeches and crimes. 

In a new context of social and institutional violence, the beginning of 2023 

is marked by illegal State repression in two provinces of the North of 

Argentina and finishes with the victory of the far-right candidate known as 

libertarios (libertarians), Javier Milei, as the elected president of Argentina.

On 25th May, the wick was fueled in Salta (Perfil, 2023; Brizuela, 2023). But 

the gunpowder deflagrated in the province of Jujuy, where teachers asking 

for better salaries and indigenous communities fighting for land, water and 

protesting against the Provincial and Constitutional Reform proposed by 

the government, were violently suppressed. These events broke with the 

democratic agreement of Nunca Más that had been in force since the Report 

written by the National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons (1984). 

In 2023, there have been some events: new illegal arrests by unidentified 

1.   The term planero and its alternative choriplanero are uttered by people belonging to conservative 
and middle-class sectors to attack to the unemployed, popular groups who receive any type of Social 
Security program. Since the government of Menem, the economic crisis was being mitigated by the 
creation of programs and plans of this type; however, the concept of planero uttered in a violent polit-
ical way attempts to despise and attributes to the subject some ideas of laziness, dependence on the 
State and lack of skills to obtain things in life. That is why it is linked to the meritocracy concept that 
neoliberal and capitalist sectors account for as they ponder peronismo as the creation of poor political 
sectors and attached them to the necessity of receiving a social security plan as a way of being de-
pendent on a political party. Choripán is a food that is said to be the payment to those lazy people and 
militants for attending a political event; it is a popular food that is characteristic of football stadiums, 
meetings among militants and protests.
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police officers that drove private vehicles to detain demonstrators (Ámbito. 

2023, June 27); the imprisonment and judicialization of the lawyer Nallar, 

just because he provided legal advice to demonstrators and questioned the 

Reform of the Government of Jujuy (Mamaní, 2023); tortious behavior and 

violence towards demonstrators who were followed and judicialized after 

protests (Brizuela, 2023).

Due to this situation, from the North of Argentina, Tercer Malón de la Paz 

decided to walk more than 1,550 km to arrive to Buenos Aires and request 

the Supreme Court of Justice to issue a statement regarding the unconsti-

tutionality of the Reform in the Province of Jujuy, and then, they camped 

outside Congress to protest against repression (Grabosky. 2023, July 31). 

The presence of the representatives of indigenous groups in Buenos Aires 

triggered new hate speeches that some journalists created in the TV like 

Channel 13 (Página/12, 2023).

It is impossible to disconnect those hate speeches and acts that nowa-

days are intermingled in a context where dictatorship voices and a new 

State violence are present, with a repressive position of political groups 

towards the Argentinian right wing. In the election year, politicians belong-

ing to Juntos por el Cambio (JxC) intended to run for office. The candidate 

Horacio Rodríguez Larreta, incumbent governor of the city of Buenos Aires, 

and his running mate Gerardo Morales, incumbent governor of the prov-

ince of Jujuy, competed against Patricia Bullrich in the Open Primary, 

Simultaneous and Mandatory (PASO) Elections. She has openly proposed 

a strong-arm police method and the judicialization of social protest. In the 

run-off, she supported the elected president, who based his campaign on a 

constant attack to kirchnerismo, the State and the caste, on social media and 

TV, promoting the elimination of the public system of education and health, 

the privatization of retirement benefits, of scientific-technical institutions, 

of Aerolíneas Argentinas, of YPF under the motto of privatize as much as 

it can be privatized. His hate speech towards the political enemy makes 

allusion to the crimes of the last military dictatorship and denies the dis-

appearance of 30,000 people. Besides, it is materialized in the threatening 
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gesture of rattling a chainsaw. The elected vice-president Villaruel is a 

negationist lawyer; this exhibits the political practice of violent and hate 

speech imposed by Milei and Villaruel who were largely supported by the 

Argentine society in the polls.

Under these circumstances, the analysis of hate crime must be done taking 

into account its roots in the Argentine history since the conquest and which 

continues to happen with impunity. We talk about chineo, a practice that 

still happens today in some regions of Argentina and refers to gang rape 

or individual rape to indigenous women and children perpetrated by creole 

men that “hunt” them to sexually abuse them. Even though it is linked to 

old traditions of sexual initiation of children who are part of the indigenous 

community, the ramiada or chineo is a hate crime that exhibits the sexism 

and power abuse over indigenous women’s body, considered it as a trophy 

or land to conquer due to the colonial oppression (Cebrelli, 2022). Chineo is 

upheld in public media and social media through hate speeches that treat 

indigenous women as objects and animalizes them, according to Di Fátima 

(2023: 12) as one of the characteristics of the hate speech seeks to dehuman-

ize the enemy. Therefore, the sexist invitation that a public official sent to 

participate in the folklore festival of Trichaco salteño with indigenous wom-

en pictures clearly indicates sexual connotations linked to chineo (Corbalán, 

2022).

Methodological framework

Departing from the complex term hate speech, it is necessary to explain 

speech, hatred and hate crimes so as to understand a contemporary phe-

nomenon linked to the digital buzz. This term describes the current context 

in which the Internet and the viralization of content on social media and 

mainstream media produces a breeding ground to exacerbate the produc-

tion, spread and prosumerism of hate speech. The social buzz and voices 

on social media are materialized and strengthened as speech. Speech acts 

that harm the Other, an abominable, denied and excluded individual or 

collective subject.
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Hate speech can be studied from the social discourse (Angenot, 2010) which 

grants us with a methodological framework suitable for the analysis of a 

complex speech, which enables to consider every utterance as a complete 

and institutionalized practice with a transphrastic meaning. This implies 

that the immanent view of speech has been overcome to consider the pro-

duction and reception. The conditions for production, spread and reception 

of speech in the digital era are retrieved by the viralization, hashtags and 

ways of participating through comments, sharing, recreating and reusing 

content. A transdisciplinary view is adopted to consider many dimensions 

of hate speech: historical, cultural, legal, psychological, emotional and 

the dimension of materializing online writing. Those dimensions are not 

homogeneous but are complementary approaches which also make the per-

spective complex by establishing theoretical incompatibility aspects that 

come to grips with the analyzed characteristics of hate speech.

The corpus was chosen manually and without the use of automated analysis 

systems and was done by determining the topics of the public agenda on 

social media and mainstream media that occurred in the political context 

between 2022 and 2023. In this way, topics about political hatred toward 

peronismo were defined as objects for description and analysis because 

they acquired importance after the attempt of magnicide against Cristina. 

It is about a political and racial hatred (Grimson, 2017) targeted at marrones, 

criollos and indígenas; and political supporters of kirchnerismo, peronismo 

and planeros.

Besides, another topic is the remembrance of crimes perpetrated by the last 

military dictatorship as hate expressions against human rights and public 

policies of protection of minorities. Ideological and gender hatred involve 

derogatory terms that refer to peronistas, zurdos, members of the LGBTIQ+ 

community and indigenous women and their fight (for the right to legal, 

safe and free abortion, or the reproductive right and comprehensive sexual 

education) and Latin-American foreigners.
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Multidimensional analysis of hate speech

Legal dimension of hate speech and its relationship with hate crimes 

Hate speech has a legal dimension as it is linked to hate crimes. Miró 

Llinares F. (2016) argues that the term hate speech refers to the spread of 

utterances and forms of communication targeted at specific groups char-

acterized by their race, religion, sexual orientation, disability, ethnicity, 

nationality, age, gender, social group, political affiliation or any other per-

sonal, functional or social characteristic or just for having an ideology they 

don’t adhere to. This viral spread on social media is based on prosumerism. 

The author states that:

Preoccupation is not about sending violent and hate material to thou-

sands of people which is produced by specific groups, but it is about 

thousands of people sending hatred and violence in many forms, 

through social media, who interact between themselves and create, in 

many cases, a great social annoyance. Social media seems to be full 

of offensive and violent words in a context that maybe because of the 

potential anonymity that the communication is associated to or by any 

other factors related to the perception of lack of harm in the practices, 

it seems to enhance those forms of communication and/or, at least, in-

crease their visibility. (Miró Llinares, 2016: 96)

The case of direct threat and forms of communication that seek to cre-

ate in the other person a desire to harm – to incite direct violence – or to 

encourage a group of people to harm someone violently and physically is 

encompassed in the first category. It is included the tweet “It’s them or us” 

(Lopez Murphy [(@rlopezmurphy], 2022) written in a context of political ex-

acerbation around Cristina Fernández de Kirchner and posted by a group of 

violent people some days after the attempt of assassination. The fact that the 

tweet went viral and the attempt of a hate crime are linked almost explicitly 

to the time and context. However, there was not any judicial consideration 

of the hate speech uttered by the politician in the legal case for the attack. 
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In this way, we can consider incitement and threating acts which clearly in-

volve certain willingness to commit or that somebody else commits violent 

acts without explicitly naming the targets but only their general character-

istics. Even though the famous tweet by José Luis Esper (@jlesper) “Carcel 

o bala” (Jail or Bullet) in every circulation context defines his recipients, the 

dichotomy works as a speech that incites the materialization of violent, real 

and physical acts with the word bullet. In the discursive aspect, the phrase 

“Jail or Bullet”, the term jail is known whereas the idea of bullet is new as if 

it were a way of overcoming the social struggle of delinquency and of plan-

eros that protest in highways or take over Recoleta to defend their leader.

The second category proposed by Miró Llinares (2016) includes all those dis-

course forms in which violence incitement is indirect by positively assessing 

the commitment of violent and physical crimes perpetrated in the past or in 

the future over a specific or unspecific person. Vindicating the military dic-

tatorship and its crimes as well as positive comments on repressive actions 

appear to be daily hate speech on Argentine social and traditional media 

during the analyzed period (Grabosky, 2022). This is observed when dis-

closing emblems of the Dictatorship, like the green Falcon to kidnap leftists, 

or explicit comments about death flights and torture that update the enemy 

to kill. Another example is the hate speech celebrated on social media and 

in some traditional means of communication, praising the police action of 

killing criminals in real contexts of execution or from behind. The case of 

the police officer Chocobar has gained support on social media by politicians 

and common users’ accounts (Inofre. 2021 May 29; Oriland. 2021, May 27).

Subjective dimension of hate speech

In this part, another dimension of hate speech is considered. A subjective 

complexity that underlies hatred as a human emotion, attitude or feeling. 

Far from being controllable, emotions are linked to the unconscious which 

is out of our control. In the first place, we resort to Kristeva (1985) who 

defines the abject in the construction of subjectivity around the object that 

is left behind, that fallen object that is rejected, beyond the limits of what 



Master Sergio G. Grabosky 115

is tolerable. The abject implies borders, an ambiguity space, which makes 

a distinction between “I” and what threatens the self. The abjection leads 

us to the archaism of pre-objectal relationship, in the immemorial violence 

with which a body becomes separated from another body in order to be. It 

resembles that obscurity where the shape of the object is lost and where 

the unmeasurable feeling acts. The author gives another significance to the 

abjection regarding the culture. Departing from the concept of abjection it-

self, the self can be discovered, who is not anybody else but the abject. That 

subject that knows the value of inaugural lost that defines all the objects 

which, ultimately, end up finding in the literature – the culture – the sig-

nifier of the abjection itself. Kristeva argues: “Every abjection implies the 

recognition of the fundamental lack of the self, the sense, the language, the 

desire”. (1985: 12)

Following that overview, Winograd and Natale (2020) analyze hatred as 

something that has been part of humanity since its origins. Besides, tak-

ing into account Freud and Lacan’s psychoanalysis, they delve into how the 

psychic constitution of the subject is linked to aggressiveness. They point 

out that according to Freud, the choleric actions targeted to the exterior 

comply with the discharging function that relieves the living being because 

it maintains constant brain arousal. There is also a relationship between 

group aggression as regards the psychic apparatus and its relationship with 

the exterior. Aggression or destruction is displayed as psychic results of 

the death drive. Aggressive impulses are the less damaging path because 

the aggression towards the inner self is not healthy whereas aggression 

towards the outer self relieves the living being. From this point of view, 

human being’s aggressive tendencies cannot be suppressed. Attempts to ex-

press feelings of brotherhood and identification would be ways of mitigating 

the constitutive aggressiveness of the subject.

From this subjective dimension, the relationship between political hate 

speech towards peronismo can be explained, which has been considered as 

the structure of political hatred in Argentina. Cabecita negra represents the 

limit that a racist society wants to leave out, exclude or that is intensified 

through political signs of the racialized term (Grimson, 2017).
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The underlying racism in the term negro that in Argentina not only makes 

reference to indigenous people, creoles, poor, Peronists, black, but also 

turns into xenophobia towards Paraguayans, Venezuelans, Bolivians and 

immigrants coming from Latin America. These immigrants are conceived 

as threats, a danger that deserves hatred and who could not be accepted. 

This situation is different for foreigners inside the country as it had hap-

pened in the migrations at the beginning of peronismo. There are repeated 

topics on social media. Thousands of users consume, resend viral messages, 

comment and recreate. Feelings and attitudes, repression against struggles 

that arise from new contexts of exploitation and disparities have led, as it 

was already mentioned, to the perpetration of crimes like the attempt of 

assassination to Cristina Fernández de Kirchner. We could interpret this 

attempt as the almost direct consequence of what Özlem Alikılıç, Ebru 

Gökaliler, İnanç Alikılıç define as shitstorm (2023: 98), which always re-

sults in a hate crime.

Online writing dimension

In this dimension, we consider writing as a way hate speech expression 

and its link to hatred as an emotion. Online writing is vague, unstable, no-

mad, anonymous and viral. That is why it favors this type of radicalized 

and hating content turning from a buzz, a rumor and a shout to the posting 

and circulation of a new way of political expression, many of them being 

antidemocratic (Amores et.al., 2021), which fulfills a hatred that grows 

in a country where there is a constant increase of social inequality with 

huge problems of poverty and in a pessimist context where cyclic economic 

crisis the marginalized who have poor living conditions. Giorgi and Kiffer 

establish that:

Hatred burns as the fire of afflictions that harm the discursive tis-

sues, not only in its annihilating brutality that lurks in language’s own 

inability to speak, but also in its vindicating force to remake the living 

regimes of inscription and and its forms and expressions of a power to 

say. (2020: 9) 
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The relationship between hatred as a feeling and as a speech finds in the 

word online a space of production and viralization that contributes to the 

novelty of hate speech: that viralization and immediacy in which messages 

containing hatred as a feeling that struggles to be expressed circulate.

Giorgi also affirms that:

Contemporary hatred – its strong nature – its unequivocally political 

quality, its temporary nature and myriad memories – is basically a 

written hatred: a hatred that is written in new territories, especially 

online ones, and that mirrors a radical transformation of writing, to 

which it cannot be split. Hatred has two sides: a political side with a 

new attraction in the democratic ways of expression when uttering new 

statements and subjectivities; also, it has a radical reconfiguration of the 

written world, its technologies, its circuits, its speakers and audience. 

(2020: 20)

Hatred is posted and goes viral. On social media, new voices can be ex-

pressed through online circuits that produce a change, an irritation in the 

social world. The author analyzes the tension as a word that defines the 

social mood in a context of polarization regarding the two governments in 

charge of Cristina Fernández de Kirchner (Argentina 2008-2015). Tension is a 

word that refers to the body, the muscle contraction that implies that the se-

mantic movement is felt as an emotion and in the body. At that stage, tension 

was placed in the government, against some representatives of the oligar-

chic sectors or mainstream media. But also, the tension attacked the figure 

of the president Cristina, who suffered: (…) a verbal violence that recovers 

racist, sexist and classist voices, and that was fed by a long-standing an-

ti-Peronist tradition” (2020: 22). The author characterizes Mauricio Macri’s 

government as a space of enablement of racial, classist and xenophobic 

rhetoric as part of government strategies that are opposed to segregationist 

imaginaries against the idea of democratic inclusion.

Another aspect of hatred as a human emotion is that it can be both a de-

structive or annihilating force against the enemy and a creative and moving 



Hate speech in Argentine society: origins and contemporary expressions118

force towards a social change. Kiffer (2020) puts forwards the dimension 

of political attitudes because bodies interact with concepts, ideas, values, 

ways of living, arts and writing. Political attitudes modify body shapes, ges-

tures as lines of those vibrating bodies, of those words that seek to enter the 

discourse and delimit some political attitudes.

If we think in a historical perspective:

Political attitudes that arise from the vindication of minority groups 

untidy, disturb and request that we study a great part of repressed na-

tional myths and political concepts. In the case of Brazil, miscegenation, 

an equal society among men and women, whites and blacks, but that is 

the crucial and complex point, they also seek to revalue those things 

that as an effect of repression designs an apparent calm and/or peaceful 

atmosphere for some time and in a particular society. (2020: 87)

The concept of Deviation that Kiffer adopts from Glissant E. allows to un-

derstand the phenomenon of living together but separately. He continues 

analyzing: Attitudes that are outside the neoliberal system can rise with 

chaotic force as strong and thrilling liberation and release because they 

were never treated, welcomed or received in that being or “living together” 

but separately (2020: 88).

What is currently happening in the North of Argentina – indigenous peo-

ple protesting against the reform of the Provincial Constitution which was 

put forward by the governor Gerardo Morales without advice and in which 

some specific articles go against the right of the communities over the land 

– is the result of living together but separately, in a province – in a country 

– where structural racism and social and racial inequality have existed for 

a long time.

As opposed to this destructive hatred, feminist struggle, which also pro-

duces hate speech to revolutionize sexist oppression, can be considered a 

creative force of that antipatriarchy speech that tends to create a new way 

of politeness and being together. Negative hate speech, which destroys the 

good does not create but disposes victims. Kiffer argues:
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…how to place oneself in that territory of struggle and rising of sub-

jectivities that imagine democracy as a constant segregation and war? 

No, certainly, with some texts without hatred, with peaceful writings 

and education of the civic passions. Maybe, a mistake of our times is 

imagining a democratic subject as a “free of hatred” subject who is able 

to overcome passions with consent and dialogue, where writing would 

comply a crucial role in that education of passions to build an abstract 

or ideal civility. I think, on the contrary, about writings that promote 

hatred as a political attitude to create new shared spaces, to produce 

other pictures of collectiveness, as a kind of counter-offensive to escape 

from the uses of hatred as a way of affirming previous identities and 

extensive restoration of a mythical order (2020: 66).

The example that the author analyzes is the phrase in the Ni una menos 

demonstration: Al patriarcado lo hacemos concha (we break the patriarchy).

…Concha as a reinvention and destruction at the same time, to hate the 

patriarchy and to hate the Macho, and to turn that hatred into an eman-

cipatory line, a body mutation (“hacer concha”) and subjectivities as an 

exercise of democratic imaginaries. What is hated is the grammar of 

violence that is the patriarchy. (Kiffer, 2020: 67)

It is coincidence that in Argentina, hate speech attacks the feminist struggle 

and its supporters. Traditional press tends to show feminist hate speech, 

writing and paintings on churches and monuments to create tension in the 

protests of Ni una menos or Encuentros de Mujeres with some values and 

democratic respect that only hide the desire to mute the rebel’s shouts. The 

dimension of dissident bodies that are on the streets has always been a rea-

son for sexist and media reactions, too.

Online writing which is pierced by hatred as a destructive and creative force 

is what puts new subjects of language immersed in these speeches into ten-

sion. This writing places the Other that must be wretched, destroyed in 

a culture where violence is used and is a means of sending anonymous, 

harmful and antidemocratic messages.
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We have already affirmed that the Other, deeply rooted in the national spir-

it, is the indigenous, the worker, the unemployed person, the Peronist, the 

zurdo. But it is also any other minority, as it can noticed in the systematic 

attack against supporters of feminist and LGTBTIQ+ movement and vegan 

activists that attack (and attacked by) gauchos in the premises of La Rural 

(Domínguez. 2019, July 31) as a main slaughterhouse, which serves as a 

symbol of that national spirit that has loathed what is different and finds in 

veganism the Other to be destroyed.

Historical and cultural dimensions

The historical dimension rebuilds the origins of hatred in Argentina. Hate 

speech goes through our history, as it is not new and has not arisen from 

the Internet. All the contemporary cultural expressions of those speech-

es are faced by the problem of construction of the National State that was 

forced in the destruction of the barbarian, the struggle for the construction 

of a white, Eurocentric, Christian and patriarchal civilization.

Why are the historical and cultural dimension studied together? We ac-

knowledge that the artistic representations, in particular, literature enables 

to rebuild the roots of hate speech. Di Fátima (2023) contends that:

As a communicative act, the roots of hate speech are the codes and 

values of a particular culture (Matamoros-Fernández & Farkas, 2021). 

These are only some of the challenges. Empirical studies based on 

Big Data show that detecting hate speech on social media is difficult 

(Miranda et al., 2022). Indeed, haters mobilize numerous subterfuges to 

obscure their intentions. For example, haters can use irony, humor, and 

satire to disguise a violent narrative (Schwarzenegger & Wagner, 2018).

This is the historical perspective that will enable us to find the roots of those 

cultural codes and values that are shown in the literary representations 

that make up the national literary corpus. The literary discourse allowed 

and allows to circulate hate speech camouflaged by the use of irony, humor, 

satire, resources that turn it into acceptable and that even now can lie to 

the algorithm. 
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The literary series allows us to consider the past of hating speeches. Piglia 

(1993) invents the metaphor: Argentina in pieces. The polysemy accounts 

for the destruction, turn-overs, violence and hatred along history. Hatred 

to the indigenous, to the immigrants, to women, to the denial of African 

culture, a classist and political hatred – according to what Grimson (2017) 

acknowledges as the racialization of politics with the phenomenon of hatred 

towards peronismo. Every contemporary hate speech is an echo augmented 

by social media and current media of those patterns of national hatred that 

divide us into whites and blacks – brown people, according to the contem-

porary vindication – unitarios and federales; peronistas and antiperonistas.

Argentina in pieces as a multimodal play – a critical writing by Piglia and 

cartoon version of literary works – which tells us about the hate speech 

topics in the national expression.

A cartoon of the Argentine violence through fiction. What is that sto-

ry? The rebuilt of a plot where the traces that the power relationships, 

forms of violence, leave behind can be retrieved or imagined. Traces in 

the body and language, first of all, that allow to rebuild the image of the 

country that writers like. This story must be read holding light to the 

ŕeal´ history and its nightmare. (Piglia, 1993: 8)

El Matadero, by Echeverría (2003) is the first literary national text, accord-

ing to Piglia. In this fiction, traces of the political, classist and racial hatred 

can be found. The first social cleavage between unitarios and federales can 

be strongly perceived in the literary text where the narrator makes use 

of descriptive language to show the political cruelty of a dictatorship that 

makes use of violence as the way of ruling and imposing, which under the 

scope of unitarios would be a barbarism.

The social cleavage separates the country from the city, the culture and civ-

ilization from the barbarism. It also integrates and involves the population 

made up of criollos and indigenous people together with written documents 

about black presence, which was almost cleared from the social representa-

tions of the Argentine culture.
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The literary language of El Matadero describes characters that live in a place 

with a classist, racist and despising perspective. Black women that kill an-

imals are described as monsters, harpies who fight for the flesh. Black 

African women and mulatas are feminine figures of that feast of popular 

blood where the assassination of a unitario is perpetrated in a narrative par-

allel with the killing of a strong bull.

Hatred generates acts of violence on the part of the tyrant Juan Manuel de 

Rosas, who through a mazorca – term that refers to the governor’s para-

military group and to a corncob, a phallic symbol and instrument of rapes 

and tortures – threatens citizens and enforces the arbitrary of the institu-

tionalized violence in this police action that the atmosphere imposes. The 

metaphor of the slaughterhouse with the aim of representing how Argentina 

will be beating in the collective memory and will be repeatedly expressed 

in many occasions throughout the history along with La Resfalosa2, which 

is updated every time the forces of tyrannies appear to prohibit or limit de-

mocracy. The Other is the one who does not resist. Its presence, its ideology, 

its way of being is destroyed in the body with a violence that is applicable 

to the wretched, to what must disappear. The irony of the display of slid-

ing shows that hatred does not involve compassion because the object of 

hatred is not a subject, does not belong; it is treated like an obscure object, 

the insurmountable limit. At the same time, hate speech puts the owners 

of that violence in a place of barbarism, of animal brutality, of something 

that cannot be acceptable to build a society. Therefore, hate speech is po-

larized. Hate speech and acts that do not have any chance of dialogue and 

are self-excluded. Belonging to a place or another is marked by class, race, 

religion that maintains hatred and a writing of abjection.

Argentina in pieces considers the Owners of land, by Viñas with a car-

toon version made by Breccia (Piglia, 1993: 23-32) and that Piglia chooses 

to continue with the fictional reconstruction of hatred and violence in the 

2.   Hilario Ascasubi, autor of the poem La Resfalosa. It is a poem that narrates the torture of mazorque-
ros to unitarios. La Resfalosa is also a folklore rhythm, which tone served to execute cruel acts of the 
Rosas’ dictatorship against his political enemies. Hate speech was the dance of the death for the vic-
tims that were hanging until they bleed out and “sliding” along their own blood.
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establishment of the National State. In this fiction, it can be noticed what 

the critic calls the oligarchic violence. Turning the dessert conquest into 

fiction allows to highlight the violence towards indigenous people, objects 

of violent death, and towards workers. Similar to El Matadero, the enemy 

is animalized. The Other is so dehumanized that it does not even deserve 

the bullet that kills them. In this way, indigenous people are chased, hunted 

and assassinated like animals, hauled for fun. Their sexualized bodies are 

mutilated to show and count deaths, resulting in the production of denial, of 

destruction of the Other whose lands shall be occupied and civilized.

Illustrated by Solano Lopez, Piglia chooses Cabecita Negra, by Rozenmacher 

(2013: 93-101). A new historical moment that marked the history of hatred 

and hate speech in Argentina with the rising of peronismo and the invention 

of the phrase cabecita negra in his critical analysis where he postulates the 

idea of “inhabited house”. Piglia argues:

…Cabecita Negra can be considered as an ironic version of “Casa tomada”, 

by Julio Cortázar. Or as a better version of the comment made by Sebrel-

li to the Cortazar’s story: ‘Casa tomada explains that feeling of distress 

that the invasion of the cabecita negra provokes in the middle-class’. 

Sebrelli’s interpretation defines better to Sebrelli instead of Cortazar’s 

story, but, anyway, it has become a common place of criticism and it 

overlaps with the story. “Cabecita negra” is a comment to Sebrelli’s com-

ment. Not only because Rosenmacher’s text explicitly cited Cortazar’s 

story (´La casa estaba tomada´), but also because of the invasion of the 

private premises of the middle-class by cabecita negra who becomes the 

anecdote of the story. (1993: 91)

That critical reading shows a way of reading the literary series, making the 

artistic production to be in contact with others that make up the series and 

critical discourse like the comment by Sebrelli. But it also allows to think 

that in the hate speech present in the stories by Ronsenmacher, the eyes of 

the Lord are explicit. Lanari towards his own servant that is treated like an 

object – his wife took her to their country house – the girl that cries while 
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being drunken at night and hauls like an animal, and the police officer – an-

other cabecita negra – described as a monster, as a walrus.

When in the library of the house invaded by negros, the watcher puts his 

feet on the table, the historical event of the feet on the font is explicitly 

mentioned to symbolize the invasion of cabecitas negras that was visible 

on 17th October 1945. Grimson (2017) will rebuild the political uses of the 

term cabecita negra as a way of representing the unknown, the interior, 

the indigenous, black and poor Argentina that was in the streets to defend 

their leader Perón. Racialization of politics is almost immediate. Relating 

cabecitas to peronistas was almost direct. Even today, the term exists as an 

expression of structural racism that refers to being together, but separately. 

According to Piglia’s words:

Cabecita Negra can be read as a critical version of that series of texts 

from El Matadero, by Echeverría to La fiesta del monstruo, by Borges and 

Bioy, which represent in a hallucinating way that primitive and brutal 

world that is present in heads, monsters and fiction characters of the 

working classes. (1993: 92)

From this historical perspective developed by the literature, we can notice 

how Argentine history has been pierced by hate speech that symbolizes or 

represents the Other, who must be destroyed on the basis of racist, clas-

sist and xenophobic stereotypes that have lasted in time and that today are 

also noticeable in contemporary hate speech. Hatred that permeates social 

media is the same hatred towards indigenous people, who must be killed, de-

populated, destroyed in its body, which continues to be an object to conquer. 

The political cleavage between the oligarchy that exists today is exhibited 

in many political parties while peronismo continues to be the racialization 

phenomenon of politics, by insisting on the idea that a Peronist is a planero, 

a beneficiary of social security programs, as a result of the Argentine eco-

nomic disruption. That is why people that must be civilized deserve jail or 

bullet; therefore, they become objects of repressive violence of the State and 

of the systematic attacks on social media and mainstream media.
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Conclusion

4.1 Departing from the analysis of hate speech and its multiple dimensions, 

it is postulated that the complex analysis of social discourse allows to adopt 

a transdisciplinary stance Riveros Argel, Meriño Vergara and Crespo (2020) 

to study hate speech in a context of social, institutionalized use and as real 

speech acts. When considering the complexity, different and opposing per-

spectives come to grips to assess the analyzed phenomenon; for example, 

between the subjective and legal dimensions as the latter is regarding the 

tension between freedom of speech and control. However, from the subjec-

tive perspective, hatred is thought to be an inevitable force. A death drive, 

from which nobody can escape, a strong hatred that pushes the human be-

ing to malice and cruelty.

The complexity also allows to take a step out of the naïve perspective that 

opposes hate speech against positive or peaceful speech. On the contrary, 

the struggle can be understood by the new place of utterances where it is 

also possible to ponder hate speech as a creative force that seeks to destroy 

so as to revolutionize and change deep structures in the society.

By adopting a transphrastic perspective on speech, complete series of 

speech are analyzed. The syntagmatic reading of speech leads to assess 

the case of online writing, the way online users and prosumers replicate, 

forward and recreate content. In this algorithmic democracy, technological 

aspects that influence on the formats and construction of messages and new 

audiences are analyzed in these new ways of social circulation of informa-

tion. Radicalization and bias in the contemporary society are constitutive 

elements of hate speech and its production and circulation. Information 

bubbles in which each group is locked deeply influences on the construction 

of the Other as an enemy that must be destroyed.

4.2 What is new about hate speech as a characteristic of the society can be 

found in the digital buzz, that buzz or complaints that becomes hate rhetoric. 

In the morphology of hatred, what is vague, nomad and viral causes great 

effect and harm. It gets worse when mixing everything, from the fact of 
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remembering crimes against humanity that thousands of users post to the 

attacks and threats to politicians belonging to peronismo. We can always 

find historical roots in the construction of speech that permeates Argentine 

society as a complex sociocultural patch. Argentina is a racist country even 

though it is not recognized as such. The problem of racialization of politics 

is added. It defines us since the origins of the country, in which popular 

groups are made up of minorities of immigrants coming from Italy, Poland 

and Spain who constituted the real white and European immigration that 

Piglia considers as the “polluted Argentine” when analyzing the jargon in 

tango and the stereotype of Italians and Turkish. Moreover, the unwanted 

Other is made up of cabecita negra, indigenous people and gauchos from the 

interior of the country and any other minority that departs from the values 

of the Argentine oligarchy, criollo by lineage and its ideology.

4.3 In this article, the case of the attempt of assassination of the vice-president 

Ph.D. Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner evidences how hate speech was mate-

rialized in a hate crime that was committed with impunity. Even though the 

perpetrators of the attempt of magnicide are under arrest, the systematic 

production of hate speech that was produced in that context or criminal 

act was not taken into account as part of it. The lack of legislation does not 

allow to consider shitstorm towards a political group that ended up in a hate 

crime as a real risk to democracy.

4.4 Another risk to democracy is the supremacy of the algorithm to estab-

lish forms of content circulation. The definition of consumers ends up being 

a lethal weapon against what is common and democratic as it radicalizes 

political stands to avoid dialogue and polemics, which are the basis of de-

mocracy. If each person has an inner conversation in an insurmountable 

narcissism, it will produce the destruction of the social fabric and will fa-

vor neofascist and authoritarian tendencies that in Argentina has been set 

in the ways to refer to the State through the use of violent and repressive 

language which led to the victory of the far-right political parties for the 

following years.
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Through collective political actions to support democracy and its values 

of listening, polemics and debate will be crucial to avoid a reign of hatred 

in this new political stage. What, in Argentina, has been a public policy 

around this issue through official departments (Public Defender̀ s Office 

for  Audiovisual Communication Services, The National Institute against 

Discrimination, Xenophobia and Racism [INADI], among others) will even-

tually turn into militancy and intellectual compromise from the groups that 

are linked to knowledge and expertise. From the great necessity of advanc-

ing on the construction of observation groups of hate speech, which apart 

from the qualitative approach herein explained, could work on the analysis 

of great amounts of data and incorporate artificial intelligence to monitor 

and prevent damage of hate speech in social life. So far official organisms 

and groups that work around this communicational issue of hate speech 

mostly follow a manual approach like the one followed in this analysis and 

what is evidenced in contemporary official reports (INADI, 2020, December 

10; INADI, 2022, May 17; Ipar, 2020, June ). 
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Introduction

At the Lollapalooza music festival in March 2022, 

Brazilian artist Pabllo Vittar made a political demon-

stration in support of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, at that 

time a pre-candidate in Brazil’s presidential elections 

this year. The singer’s parade, with a banner bearing 

Lula’s face during the performance, led the country’s 

Superior Electoral Court to comply with the request of 

President Jair Bolsonaro (later defeated in the election) 

and ban political demonstrations at public events, under 

penalty of a R$50,000 fine for the organisers. The po-

litical demonstration and the court decision generated 

online debates on issues such as censorship, freedom of 

expression and Brazil’s political future.

In this article we analyse 4,950 comments made on @

pabllovittar’s Twitter posts, specifically in relation to 

the Lollapalooza Festival. We developed a qualitative 

analysis, organised through data coding techniques 

that guide a deductive approach to the sample. 
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The comments analysed were made on posts that were not political in na-

ture. Although during Lollapalooza Vittar spoke out, the photograph of this 

moment was not posted by her on Twitter, but by her1 followers and fans. The 

comments were organised into: (a) passionate fan statements to the singer; 

(b) requests for publication of the political demonstration at Lollapalooza; (c) 

aggressive demonstrations by Bolsonaro fandom; (d) messages of support 

for Bolsonaro; (e) transphobic2 and sexist demonstrations by Bolsonaro vot-

ers; (f) misinformation as a strategy to discredit support for the artist; (g) 

memes, triggered by the two fandoms, reiterating the political position; (h) 

responses to transphobic and sexist comments with facts, positive images 

and, above all, praise and “declarations of love” for Pabllo Vittar.

The memes, as a remix of a cultural manifestation, were presented with 

different strategies. On the one hand, Bolsonaro’s supporters bet on the 

distortion of Pabllo Vittar’s political positioning and the appropriation of 

the “L” made with his hands in support of Lula, resignifying him as a Thief 

(in Portuguese: Ladrão) and reinforcing the political argument of corrup-

tion and misinformation that characterise Bolsonaro’s pre-campaign. On 

the other hand, the singer’s fandom opted for humour, with the perspec-

tive of the impact of Vittar’s demonstration on the Brazilian president at 

the time.

In this context, we chose to analyze the sample based on the debate about 

hate speech. The complexity of the concept, especially in the context of 

our object, allows it to be correlated with fan culture. “Especially at critical 

times, such as during elections, the concept of hate speech may be prone to 

manipulation: accusations of fomenting hate speech may be traded among 

political opponents or used by those in power to curb dissent and criticism”  

1.   Pabllo Vittar personally identifies as a gay man, but when he is developing his artistic performance 
she identifies as “she/her”. Thus, the authors chose to adopt the identification “she/her” in this chapter.
2.   It should be noted that Pabllo Vittar does not identify herself as transgender, but as a gay man 
performing as a drag queen. Thus, there is no female gender identity, but a fluid one, as she herself 
presents it. We chose to keep transphobia in the chapter because the attacks identified in the sample 
often identify him as a transvestite or transsexual and use transphobic discourse.
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(Gagliardone et al., 2015: 10). The country’s presidential race, political po-

larization and Pabllo Vittar’s activist character are variables that reveal the 

country’s political context and its actions on digital platforms.

The data shows that positive mobilisation and identification of the fandom 

with Pabllo Vittar was the main strategy used to combat hate speech in 

their networks. The cycle of aggressiveness and polarisation characteristic 

of social media interactions was contained by the fandom’s identification 

with Vittar and by a collectively and naturally constructed strategy to com-

bat hate speech.

Fandom and activism in the connection culture

The audience is the protagonist in the connection society, as defined by 

Jenkins, Green and Ford (2014). Their involvement in a media production 

can, according to the authors, define its success or failure. This is not 

unique to the connection culture. The power of the audience had already 

been recognised by Jenkins when he presented the convergence culture 

(2006), which sees in collective intelligence and remix culture crucial 

points for contemporary communicational practices. This role, we can say, 

has intensified, resulting in an articulated fandom with an active profile 

(Masip, 2014). According to the authors, in the culture of connection, fan 

performance is no longer measured by audience numbers, but by a diver-

sity of variables, such as narrative expansion, online conversations, social 

networks, consumption of licensed products and integration with content 

circulating on the Internet. It is a multi-platform scenario, entangling itself 

in the everyday life of the audience and enabling personalised interactions 

(Poell, Nieborg, & van Dijck, 2020).

Fans of media products, then, cease to be seen as a subculture, as cra-

zy or exaggerated, and begin to have their place recognised in the media 

themselves, expanding their interactive possibilities (Jenkins, 2015). 

Although we cannot say that the public has presented a passive profile in 

its relationship with the media, Shirky (2011) stresses that technologies, 
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especially digital ones, have allowed the public to expand its space and have 

its discourse recognised. In this way, as Lopez and Monteiro Homssi (2021) 

remind us, the public believes that their opinion or participation, as part of 

a collective intelligence or representing ideological sharing, matters in the 

communicative process.

In this way, as Jenkins (2006) reminds us, fans will unite around their 

common part: the media object. Thus, the “realm of the fan” appears as a 

space for exchanging information or opinions, reinforcing values and, in the 

case of our object of research, betting on what Shirky (2011) defines as an 

exchange of information on a civic level, which seeks to generate transfor-

mations in society and is directly related to digital activism.

Understanding hate speech

Matamoros-Fernández and Farkas (2021) present social networks as a 

space for the proliferation of hate speech, racism and aggression. Citing 

Sue (2010), the authors point out that discrimination materializes on these 

platforms through microaggressions or overt discrimination. They argue 

that this is a reshaping of a “structural oppression based on race, gender, 

and sexuality as well as their intersectional relationship” (2021: 206). This 

reshaping is established through the practices of users, but also through 

the platforms’ own affordances and policies, which replicate social practices 

that are permissive towards those who discriminate, along with the possi-

bility of anonymity and the impunity involved in this process. The platform 

model is based on interactions and sharing (Hutcher & Helmond, 2018), re-

gardless of their nature, social implications and impacts on guaranteeing 

human rights.

For Gagliardone et al. (2015), hate speech should be understood as the inter-

section of multiple tensions. The authors explain that on the one hand it is an 

expression of social tensions, but that it also represents an understanding 

of the challenges and opportunities that come with disruptive technologies 

such as the internet. In addition, they highlight the need to consider and 
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balance fundamental principles and the guarantee of human dignity in their 

various practices. Makhortykh and González-Aguilar (2023) explain that 

although hate speech has multiple definitions, they relate to attacks on spe-

cific groups and are therefore characterized as a threat to human rights. 

This use, normally associated with a justification or incitement to hatred, 

violence and discrimination, has become more widespread on digital plat-

forms, reaching specific audiences and expanding through sharing between 

previously isolated users.

According to Gagliardone et al. (2015: 13), although the relationship between 

online and offline hate speech is close, there are specificities that make 

digital hate speech more complex, such as its permanence, itinerancy, an-

onymity and transjuridical nature. Specifically in relation to Twitter, our 

subject in this chapter, the authors highlight its high capacity for spreading, 

mainly due to trend topics and the development of threads that enhance in-

citement to violence. The consequences spread across both digital platforms 

and offline society. Amores et al. (2021) cite Müller and Schwartz (2020) 

in revealing a correlation between the increase in online hatred and hate 

crimes in certain regions. This reality is made even more difficult, as we 

have said, by the transjurisdictional nature and legislative diversity with 

regard to these actions.

According to Amores et al. (2021), there has been an increase in online and 

offline hate speech motivated by ideological reasons, which is what our re-

search is about. In their study, the authors explain that in 2020 the Spanish 

Ministry of the Interior defined eleven categories to classify crimes against 

vulnerable populations, namely: (1) racism/xenophobia, (2) political ideology, 

(3) sexual orientation and gender identity, (4) religious beliefs or practices, (5) 

disability, (6) gender reasons, (7) antisemitism, (8) aporophobia, (9) antigyp-

syism, (10) generational discrimination, and (11) discrimination by illness. 

The first three are indicated as the most recurrent. Of these, two consti-

tute the context of the hate speech we analyzed in the comments on Pabllo 

Vittar’s posts: political ideology and sexual orientation and gender identity.
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The coordination of these axes has resulted, as we have seen, in an increase 

in the aggressiveness and polarization that has characterized Brazilian po-

litical relations in recent years. Since the election of Jair Messias Bolsonaro 

in 2018, the country has experienced a scenario of “systematic production 

of defamation of government opponents, including journalists; attacks 

on communication companies and the discrediting of their news; disin-

formation and fake news about reported happenings and the press being 

portrayed as an enemy of Brazil” (Capoano, Sousa, & Prates, 2023: 159). 

As the authors point out, emotion takes center stage in political processes, 

also triggering the role of individual feelings in this arena, which allows 

us to understand the functionalities of hate speech in the political process. 

Emotion and affection are therefore considered to be the driving forces of 

contemporary society.

Methods

This article conducts a qualitative analysis (Gibbs, 2009) of social media 

posts to understand how interactions between fans were constructed. The 

analysis is guided by the perspective of fandom, so it analyses the fan’s 

relationships with other fans, with their nemeses and with the object of 

idealisation (be it the artist Pabllo Vittar, the Brazilian president at that time 

Jair Messias Bolsonaro or the former president – now re-elected – Luis 

Inácio Lula da Silva).

While the object of analysis of this research has many dimensions – political, 

cultural, identity – in this chapter we look at the fan perspective and how it 

can be directly or indirectly affected by political standing. We look at it from 

the perspective of engagement, seeking to meet the following objectives:

 · The main objective is to understand how Pabllo Vittar’s fandom, which 

identifies with social politics and the left, responds to the comments of 

bolsonarist groups (also characterised in this study as fandom). 

 · It also seeks to observe whether the demonstrations trigger mobilisation 

and identification with the artist as a strategy of response to hate speech.
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The data for this research was collected manually. The first step was to 

delimit the observation of comments on posts made by the artist, regard-

less of their content. The artist’s performance at the festival took place on 

March 25, 2022. We collected comments from three posts, published be-

tween March 25 and 27, 2022. At the time, Pabllo Vittar’s Twitter profile 

had more than 3.1 followers. Our sample included a total of 1,490 comments 

on April 19, 2022.

The posts analyzed were: “@LollapaloozaBr ”, with photogra- 

phic records of the festival; “TODAY HAS COLOMBIA  LISTOS¿?”, 

announcing a concert she would be performing in that country; and  

“   GRACIAS COLÔMBIA”, with a record of the performance.

Based on an exploratory study of a descriptive nature, we sought to un-

derstand who were the subjects represented in the media products that 

involve fandom in the object in question. Based on the understanding that: 

a) there is ideological sharing; b) there is articulation around the subject, 

generating actions of collective intelligence and commitment; c) there are 

narrative expansions in their manifestations or media productions; d) there 

is an affective bond established between these subjects and the public, we 

identified three fandoms, established as follows (see Fig. 1):

Figure 1: Fandoms composition in the sample

Source: The authors
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The Pabllo Vittar fandom identified in the sample of 4,950 comments made 

on the artist’s posts about the Lollapalooza 2022 Festival on her Twitter 

account is organised into three groups: (a) the eminently artistic fandom, 

which reiterates its devotion to the artist (as a person or in relation to his 

work); (b) the Lula fandom, which shares values connected to minori-

ty rights and which, to a large extent, form part of the singer’s fan group 

and were triggered by Pabllo’s demonstration in favour of the politician at 

the concert in question; (c) Bolsonaro’s fandom, also triggered by Pabllo’s 

demonstration, but which is not necessarily part of the artist’s fan group, 

but appears in her network to respond to her political positioning. In the 

sample analyzed, these fandoms accounted for 62.79% (artistic fandom), 

23.68% (Lula’s fandom) and 12.90% (Bolsonaro’s fandom).

In the research protocol adopted, we sought to code the data in search of 

patterns that would allow us to compare the records and recode them, ana-

lysing them on the basis of these patterns (Yin, 2016). We adopted the open 

coding model, with conceptualisation leading to classification (Strauss, 

2008: 105), with fandom as the starting concept and hate speech as the con-

cept of analysis generated by the data. We opted for the descriptive mode of 

interpretation, with a narrative presentation of the data (Yin, 2016).

The conceptualisation-oriented protocol was applied to the 4,950 comments 

on the four posts about the Lollapa-looza 2022 Festival on Pabllo Vittar’s 

Twitter account. The data, collected on 19 April 2022, is presented and an-

alysed below.

Results

Pabllo Vittar is a Brazilian singer who is part of a new generation of art-

ists that Chris Malone Méndez called in Forbes magazine the “second Latin 

boom”. Self-identified as gay and unproblematic with her gender identity 

(Essinger, 2017), she was named by Forbes magazine as one of the leaders 

of the new generation (Chow, 2019). Her first hit, the video “Open Bar”, was 

produced in 2015 at a friend’s house and cost a total of 600 reais. From this 

point on, career advancement was relatively fast.
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While she may not be the first Latin American artist to release music in 

different languages, she is certainly the first artist of her kind to do so: 

in just three years, Pabllo Vittar has built her own musical and cultural 

empire that transcends borders and boxes, uniting music fans across 

the Americas and arguably becoming the world’s most popular drag 

queen in the process (Malone Méndez, 2020: online).

Pabllo Vittar’s music mixes electronic and Brazilian rhythms such as tech-

nomelody, arrocha, Carioca funk and forró. It has a distinctly Brazilian 

musical identity, but sounds closer to styles such as bachata and reggaeton.

Vittar is known for his activism for LGBTQIA+ rights, including political 

demonstrations involving the issue. In the last Brazilian election period, in 

2018, she was an active voice in the resistance movement to Jair Messias 

Bolsonaro, known for his sexist and homophobic actions and speeches 

(Lopes & Castro, 2022; Guazina, Guerreiro Leite, & Santos, 2021; Maranhão 

Filho, Coelho, & Dias, 2018).

Her actions and demonstrations reveal the defence of human rights and go 

against Bolsonaro, even in her profession. In addition to positioning her-

self on social networks and in concerts, the singer has already broken her 

contract with a shoe company because of her relationship with Bolsonaro 

(Pabllo Vittar..., 2018). After ending her relationship with the shoe brand 

Vincenzza, the artist posted on her social networks:

“From the beginning of my career, I always knew it would be very 

difficult to get support from brands that wanted to engage with the LG-

BTQIA+ drag artist that I am. Many doors have closed, but some have 

opened and with that I have worked so far with partners for which I 

am very grateful. I leave here my thanks for the support so far, but I 

couldn’t reconcile my work with a discourse that makes it clear that I 

don’t care about the human rights of the entire LGBTQIA+ community, 

of which I am a part”, she wrote in a series of stories on Instagram. 

(Vittar, 2018: online)3

3.  https://exame.com/marketing/pabllo-vittar-rompe-com-marca-de-sapatos-por-causa-de-jair-bolsonaro/

https://exame.com/marketing/pabllo-vittar-rompe-com-marca-de-sapatos-por-causa-de-jair-bolsonaro/
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The singer’s social networks, which have already received awards in Brazil, 

Latin America and Europe, are far-reaching. As of April 2022, 3.1 million 

people on Twitter, 12.5 million on Instagram, 2.2 million on Facebook, 7.8 

million on TikTok, plus 5 million listens per month on Spotify and 1.4 mil-

lion views on her YouTube channel.

Pabllo Vittar’s activism represents a threatened group in Brazil. According 

to a survey by Grupo Gay da Bahia (2022), the country had 135 LGBT+ vio-

lent deaths in the first six months of the year, an average of 22.5 per month. 

According to the report (2022: 1), “gays appear as the biggest victims (46.66%) 

compared to 42.96% of transvestites, transsexuals and trans women”.

Figure 2: Photograph of Pabllo Vittar at Lollapalooza 2022

Source: https://cutt.ly/t0OCSb1

This was the context of the Lollapalooza Brazil Festival, held between 25 

and 27 March 2022. In her performance on the first day of the event, Pabllo 

Vittar shouted “Out with Bolsonaro” and walked through the audience with 

a towel representing Lula’s face (Fig. 2). The demonstrations follow the sing-

er’s political alignment and activist profile and generated repercussions 

both on social networks and at the event itself.

Among the reactions was the decision of Brazil’s Superior Electoral Court 

(TSE), published on Saturday 26th, which prevented political demonstra-

tions by artists during the festival. According to the TSE, the Lollapalooza 

https://cutt.ly/t0OCSb1
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organisers would have to pay a fine of R$50,000 in case of non-compliance. 

The court claims that the demonstrations constituted advance elector-

al propaganda for the 2022 presidential elections, in line with complaints 

made by Jair Bolsonaro’s Liberal Party (Amorim, 2022).

The decision, considered censorship by journalists, artists and academics 

(Sakamoto, 2022), generated a wave of new demonstrations by artists at the 

festival and other events. Among them are Marina, Emicida, Miley Cyrus, 

Jão, Detonautas and Anitta (Amorim, 2022).

On the artist’s social networks, the manifestations have multiplied. The 

first pattern we observed emerged in the comment interaction flows and 

refers to the place occupied by Pabllo. The singer does not respond to the 

comments. Her action is reduced to the posts itselfs, even if they are made 

up of calls to the public, with invitations to action or posts of an emotional 

nature, thanking fans, talking about the excitement at events and even in 

advertising a show inviting fans to join in the experience (Fig. 3).

Figure 3: Interaction flows in the analysed comments 

Source: The authors
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In the flow of interactions, few were bilateral. This occurred in the interac-

tions between the fandoms. Pabllo Vittar’s fans had as their main posting 

pattern the reiteration of the link with the singer (using the expression 

“mama”, talking about her experience in the show, praising her perfor-

mance). In the other hand, Lula’s fans reinforced the political link with her 

and her colleagues. Some strategies were praising her public position in the 

democratic process, warning her about the persecution and threats, calling 

for new political demonstrations, defending her from attacks and respond-

ing to the posts of the bolsonarista fandom. Lula’s fandom also called for 

new political demonstrations, defending her from attacks and responding 

to posts by Bolsonarista fandom. 

Among the posts from Lula’s fandom, 15.18% called for new public demon-

strations of support, 11.61% declared support and were willing to defend 

the artist, 16.96% featured Lollapalooza records linked to Pabllo’s political 

demonstration, 11.61% featured declarations of love for the artist and Lula, 

17.86% registered support for Lula or made an explicit political campaign 

and 8.93% responded to Bolsonaro attacks or produced original attacks, 

many of them linked to the president’s health.

Meanwhile Bolsonaro’s fans attacked the artist, Lula and his voters had 

lighter approaches, with some exceptions that had used non-informative 

content, created aggressive memes, unleashing homophobic and trans-

phobic speeches and campaigned for Bolsonaro in the 2022 presidential 

elections.

The singer was the recipient of many messages, whether of affection (a); 

political identification (b); request to expand political demonstrations and 

share militancy (c); of hate speech and aggressive fanaticism from those 

who do not share Pabllo Vittar’s values (d); of misinformation and malicious 

content, always ignored by the artist in her positioning on the networks (e); 

of questioning about the demonstration (f), as exemplified below. 

a. (a) “The level of beauty of this drag is inhuman” / “Flawless beauty! 

I love that she has a round face, she was super cute” / “You look cool 
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mommyyyyyyy” / “Thank you for being the greatest in everything you 

set out to do. I LOVE YOU” / “Perfection has a name, a surname, a trajec-

tory and international demand”. 

b. (b) “An artist who is an artist takes a stand! Thank you, Pabllo, for being 

our voice. We are waiting for you to be very diva at Lula’s inauguration!”. 

/ “Pabllo is wonderful and represents me too much at this moment! and 

long live Lulapalooza 2022” / “Daddy Lula always present”.

c. (c) “Can Lula’s flag fly in Colombia mommy? It’s going to be dressed in red, 

give us a spoiler”. / “Mommy publishes photo with Lula’s towel” / “Will 

the @TSEjusbr punish the public holding the towel with @LulaOfficial’s 

face on it? Hahaha. #LULApalooza #lollapaloozaBR”.

d. (d) “She’ll never be a woman... the trunk is hidden there” / “Festival Rola 

Pro Lula (Trunk to Lula)” / “And the eggs accompany Lula wherever he 

goes” / “First of all, stop swallowing helium gas to speak, because sing-

ing... Hey, you’ll need thousands of incarnations to start in the shower”.

e. (e) “Imagine how much Lula did not pay, and with taxpayers’ money. They 

say that, if Lula wins, Pablo will be Minister of Education” / “Look, that’s 

what this rouanet law is for, for the artist to manipulate people. Many 

artists went crazy without rouanet”.

f. (f) “Is the event about music or politics? hahahahahaha”.

Discussion

The initial proposal of this study was to understand how the Pabllo Vittar 

fandom reacted to the demonstration through an analysis of the comments 

on social networks. However, after conducting an exploratory descriptive 

study, we noticed the presence of three different fandoms, as already pre-

sented in the methodology. We then chose to reorganise the analysis into 

eight categories that consider the fandom of origin and the different places 

of speech as variables in the deductive analysis of the sample.
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The comments were organised into these eight categories: (a) passionate 

fan statements to the singer (62.79%); (b) requests for publication of the 

political demonstration at Lollapalooza (3.59%); (c) aggressive demonstra-

tions by Bolsonaro fandom (8.42%); (d) messages of support for Bolsonaro; 

(e) transphobic and sexist demonstrations by Bolsonaro voters (5.92%); (f) 

misinformation as a strategy to discredit support for the artist (5.07%); (g) 

memes, triggered by the two fandoms, reiterating the political position 

(3.17%); (h) responses to transphobic and sexist comments with facts, posi-

tive images and, above all, praise and “declarations of love” for Pabllo Vittar 

(22.3%). The sum of the values exceeds 100% because some posts were 

classified in more than one category, as it was a complex phenomenon that 

triggered more than one strategy.

Passionate manifestations and declarations of love from Pabllo Vittar’s fans 

are predominant in the sample and also interact with other categories, 

mainly with Lula’s fans, who declare their love for both. The passion and 

affective bond that characterise a fan and lead them to interact and follow 

in the artist’s footsteps (Jenkins, 2015) predominate in the comments ana-

lysed. And even without Pabllo responding to the fans in the publications, 

the creation of the bond occurs through the constructed universe (Lopez & 

Monteiro Homssi, 2021), that is: performances in shows, albums and video 

clips, public manifestations in social networks and interviews, activism and 

defence of LGBTQIA+ rights and publications on social networks, always 

close to the audience, in the form of dialogue and which trigger the emotion-

ality of those who accompany her.

In this context, the compliments become a form of recognition of the artist’s 

place and her ability to speak to her fans. They are compliments to the char-

acter created for the public appearance and which reiterate the collective 

existence of these subjects who fight for the right to a life free from violence.

The singer’s activist profile is reflected in publications calling for the cir-

culation and reproduction of photos of the political demonstration during 

Lollapalooza. The affiliation with Lula, in the sensitive and critical political 
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moment Brazil is going through, with threats to the democratic state of law 

(Estudo: Brasil..., 2022; Chade, 2022; Mena, 2022), marks the struggle for 

the right to exist of an oppressed group and for the right to be a democracy. 

The national context expands the mobilising potential of public demonstra-

tions, combining artistic performance and political action (Fig. 4).

Figure 4: Pabllo and Lula’s fandoms integration commentary

Source: https://twitter.com/pabllovittar

The fan production, seen in the figure above, represents a high level of 

approximation and identification with the artist. Her connection with a per-

sonal analysis, the “proud of you”, with the association with the courage 

to fight for what one believes in a context of attacks on democracy and the 

appropriation of the expression that grew in the networks, Lulapalooza, 

reveals the potential for collective articulation that characterises digital in-

teractions and the potential for political mobilisation that exists in fandom.

https://twitter.com/pabllovittar
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The hashtag #Lulapalooza was appropriated by both fandoms: on the one 

hand, Lula’s supporters used it as a symbol of the festival’s achievement as a 

reaction to the censorship imposed on artists. On the other hand, we identi-

fy the use of the expression Lulapalooza to spread fake news. The meaning 

was connected to the claiming that the demonstrations were articulated by 

the former Brazilian president and the Workers’ Party as a strategy to reach 

out to young voters or even to spread allegations of diversions of left-wing 

funds in the field of culture. The fake news disseminated by the bolsonarist 

groups (and many of them replicated in the comments of the sample) were 

not exclusively produced by the public, but included media aligned with 

Bolsonaro’s government, as is the case of radio Jovem Pan (Copolla, 2022).

Fake news was not the only strategy used by Jair Bolsonaro’s fandom in 

the comments analysed. In a similar proportion to the disinformative links 

and memes (5.92%), aggressive, threatening, homophobic and transphobic 

messages (5.07%) and images were sent mainly to Pabllo Vittar. The incite-

ment to violence (Fig. 5) present in these comments follows the profile of 

the militaristic, militaristic, aggressive and misogynist discourse that has 

characterised Bolsonaro and his supporters since before his election to the 

Brazilian presidency.

Figure 5: Aggressive and homophobic comments from bolsonarista fandom

Source: https://twitter.com/pabllovittar

https://twitter.com/pabllovittar
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In the comments there is a constant homophobic approach that ridicules 

Pabllo Vittar for being gay, that attacks and devalues her. The attack on her 

gender identity guides the Bolsonaro fandom’s demonstrations. Reactions 

to these comments come from the other two fandoms, but with different 

strategies. On the one hand, the messages are ignored (the homophobic 

ones, directed at Pabllo, and the homophobic and accusatory ones, direct-

ed at Lula) – which generates a cascade reaction from the Bolsonaristas, 

with disinformation, ridiculing comments or inciting violence, generating a 

flood4 of messages. 

Specifically in relation to the responses, the fandom of the former PT pres-

ident used support (with the creation of memes connecting the images of 

Pabllo and Lula) as a central strategy in their comments. In these posts, 

emotion was the narrative engine. Thus, political identification and support 

for Lula, considered part of the struggle for human rights in Brazil, play a 

leading role in the display of this fandom. In both groups, messages of sup-

port for the candidates in the presidential election emerged.

Other strategies were also used less frequently by Lula supporters, such as 

discrediting the messages sent by bolsonaristas. One example is the evalua-

tion of the profiles of users who posted the hashtag #SouJovemSouBolsonaro 

(#ImYoungImBolsonaro), discussing their suitability for the category 

“young”. Throughout the sample we found an aggressive manifestation, 

which we can frame as hate speech, coming from the left-wing fandom. In 

a photomontage posted twice in the comments, Bolsonaro appears in a hos-

pital bed and Pabllo Vittar in front, with a joyful expression. The user asks, 

“Pabllo, how do you feel about making the old man feel sick?” 

Conclusions

The informational context was fundamental to understanding the phenom-

enon studied in this chapter. Starting from the conception of hate speech as 

4.   Flooding occurs when one or more people send a large number of messages of interest to a smaller 
number of people.
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an attack on diversity and dignity, it is necessary to understand the place 

where individuals speak, the socio-political-cultural scenario in which the 

actors are inserted and their capacity for collective articulation. These are 

variables that affect each other, generating greater or lesser involvement 

and identification with the collective actions of fandom.

Understanding this context – and discussing the complexity of political 

relations and the Brazilian democratic scenario in 2022 – would only be 

possible through a case study. For this reason, we have chosen to analyse, 

from a multidimensional and multimethod perspective, the comments of 

one of the cases of censorship of individual demonstrations in the country. 

We know that the Pabllo Vittar case cannot be generalised to the reality of 

political-cultural demonstrations in Brazil (Goldenberg, 2004), but compre-

hending it allows us to observe the exchanges and understand some of the 

communicative strategies that are designed for the presidential elections in 

the country.

The analysis carried out revealed predominant profiles of each of the three 

fandoms: 1) the artistic fandom based its comments on affection, affective 

relationships and the attempt to get closer to an artist who represents the 

values of her audience; 2) Lula’s fandom used emotion as a main strategy – 

whether linked to the struggle for democracy, or linked to support for the PT 

in the presidential elections – but always relying on ideological sharing with 

the artist; 3) Bolsonaro’s fandom unleashed two strategies (the circulation 

of fake news and homophobic and aggressive discourse) that had a common 

goal: To discredit Pabllo Vittar and, in doing so, to discredit Lula, who had 

his images and places of expression linked by the singer’s position-taking.

As for the interactions and responses between the actors in this communica-

tive process, we note a certain one-sidedness, as only the fandoms engage 

in dialogue with each other and address speeches to Pabllo, who does not 

respond. The exchanges occurred mainly between the Bolsonaro and Lula 

fandoms, with different strategies. The first one was dominated by attempt-

ed mockery and aggression. In the second, affective narrative, defence of 
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Lula and, to a lesser extent, aggression. We highlight what we saw as one 

of their main strategies to relate to the attacks on Lula: the non-response, 

which seemed to affect especially the bolsonarista fandom, which initiated 

processes of disinformation “flooding” in the comments.
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Introduction

For working journalists in Pakistan, the incidents of 

trolling, harassment and hate speech has seen an alar-

mingly rising trend within the past decade. Journalists 

in Pakistan encounter substantial trolling from suppor-

ters of diverse political factions. This matter gained 

prominence in 2020 when more than a hundred female 

journalists filed a petition citing online harassment from 

social media users affiliated with the populist political 

party, Pakistan Tehreek Insaaf. Despite deliberations in 

the nation’s parliament and concerns voiced by media 

oversight bodies, no actions have been taken to impro-

ve the situation, as observed by Hussain, Bostan, and 

Qaisarani (2022).

According to the Coalition for Women in Journalism, 

Pakistan is among the top five worst offenders glo-

bally regarding online harassment against journalists. 

Additionally, the Human Rights Watch report (2022) 

portrayed the pervasive atmosphere of fear among 

journalists in Pakistan, highlighting recurrent death 

threats and harassment on digital platforms. According 
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to reports from the media, the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf government em-

ployed social media teams to counteract critical journalists, particularly 

targeting female journalists who were subjected to excessive online abu-

se, as documented by Mughal (2022). Various sources have indicated that 

hashtags and trends were orchestrated against female journalists to deter 

them from providing critical coverage of government policies, as reported 

by Dawn (2020).

Numerous media watchdogs have associated this issue with the policies 

of the PTI government aimed at curbing media freedom within the coun-

try, as highlighted in the Human Rights Watch World Report (2021), the 

International Media Support (2020), and Reporters without Borders Report 

(2021). Reporters without Borders, in their 2021 annual report, included 

PTI leader Imran Khan in the list of those who suppress press freedom, 

cautioning against the growing religious conservatism and populism posing 

threats to media freedom and vulnerable groups such as minorities and 

women. The report lamented the regulatory bodies governing electronic 

and social media, suggesting they have become subservient to government 

agendas, leading to a shrinking space for dissent and freedom of expression 

within the nation.

Additionally, the Human Rights Watch World Report of 2021 asserted that 

alongside severe restrictions on traditional media, the government acti-

vely engages in online harassment of journalists to impede their critical 

reporting efforts.

There is no denying the fact that suppressing freedom of expression and 

curbing the voice of journalists by governments, political parties and their 

affiliates is a condemnable act in all its forms and manifestations. But still 

the larger debate surrounding the role of press and journalists in a democra-

cy as forth estate and watchdogs, necessitates a holistic investigation into 

the working modalities of journalists in a semi-democratic and multipar-

ty political environment of Pakistani politics. For this purpose, we need to 

consider gradual political alignment of media groups and journalists since 
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2013 that witnessed a score-setting approach of TV talk show anchors and 

a clear political tilt of large media groups like Geo News and ARY News. 

Simultaneously, we also need to understand what the Pakistani public 

generally expected from journalists in terms of their reporting toward 

the leadership and performance of governments, opposition and political 

parties. We argue that in contrast to the well-established democracies, well-

-defined role of press and journalists, literacy ratio and political maturity of 

masses in the Western world, these factors tend to be developing or loosely-

-defined in the political system of Pakistan and hence need to be considered 

while analyzing hate speech trends against journalists in Pakistan.

It is, therefore, pertinent to mention here that this work does not simply em-

bark upon tracing varieties of hate speech along with their quantitative and 

qualitative patterns in the Pakistani society rather we bring forth multidi-

mensional causes leading to hate speech against journalists in a politically 

polarized environment by drawing upon journalistic norms, ethics and so-

cial responsibility theory to highlight that how political differences, social 

inequalities, economical deprivations may aggravate masses to resort to the 

worst degree of expression generally known as hate speech.

To present such an analysis, this chapter provides an account of social me-

dia uses and users in Pakistan with a special emphasize on how two major 

political parties including the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf and the Pakistan 

Muslim League Nawaz utilized social media platforms to mobilize support. 

Next, we present findings of two case studies related to online trolling and 

harassing of political and female journalists in Pakistan. Later, we assess 

the extreme polarized political environment and instances wherein journa-

lists took sides in favor of PTI or Pakistan Muslim League Nawaz. Further, 

we examine the post-PTI government plight of pro-PTI journalists and their 

allegations for being fed with corruption content by spy agencies against the 

leadership of Muslim League Nawaz. In the conclusion section, we extend 

and superimpose this scenario upon the principles of journalistic norms and 

social responsibility theory to examine how journalists adopted diverged 

reporting patterns which collided with public expectations and sentiments.
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Internet and social media landscape in Pakistan

To understand the phenomenon of social media hate speech against journa-

lists, government institutions or any other segment of society in Pakistan, 

we need to take a brief overview of social media penetration in the Pakistani 

society. According to data from the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority 

(PTA), Pakistan had surpassed 100 million broadband subscribers and 

exceeded 50 million internet users by 2020. Furthermore, the country 

boasted approximately 37 million active social media users during the 

same period, with Facebook emerging as the most widely used platform, 

followed closely by YouTube and WhatsApp. Concurrently, the State Bank of 

Pakistan noted a notable surge in digital transactions, with the first quarter 

of the fiscal year 2020-21 witnessing a total of 32.9 million e-banking tran-

sactions, amounting to Rs 8.1 trillion. This data underscores the escalating 

significance of social media platforms in facilitating e-commerce endeavors 

across Pakistan.

Research undertaken by the Pakistan Institute of Legislative Development 

and Transparency (PILDAT) revealed that more than 30% of Pakistan’s po-

pulation utilizes social media as a platform for political involvement. This 

involvement encompasses activities such as discussing political matters, 

disseminating political content, and engaging in political campaigns. These 

findings offer insight into the extensive uptake and diverse influence of so-

cial media within Pakistani society, underscoring its significance across a 

range of sectors. Nonetheless, it is imperative to complement these quan-

titative findings with qualitative research and firsthand observations to 

cultivate a comprehensive comprehension of social media dynamics within 

the Pakistani milieu.

Social media platforms - Early adoption and growth

Social media channels such as Facebook and Twitter experienced a surge 

in popularity in Pakistan during the late 2000s and early 2010s. As per a 

report by the Digital Rights Foundation (DRF) Pakistan in 2013, Facebook 
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emerged as the most favored social networking platform in the nation, boas-

ting over 9 million users (Digital Rights Foundation, 2013). These statistics 

suggest a significant societal shift in Pakistan, transitioning from a more 

conventional way of life to one characterized by a fast-paced and dynamic 

lifestyle influenced by social media. Consequently, providing a concise 

overview of this transformation from diverse perspectives would facilitate a 

deeper understanding of this evolving landscape.

Social media platforms have emerged as pivotal forces in shaping political 

discourse and rallying the masses in Pakistan. Numerous studies have un-

derscored the pivotal role played by platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, 

and WhatsApp in political campaigns, activism, and the dissemination of 

awareness. According to a research report by Repucci (2020), the Pakistani 

government has increasingly imposed restrictions on online content and 

targeted social media users who voice criticism against the government, 

underscoring the profound significance of social media as a conduit for po-

litical expression. 

Social media platforms additionally function as hubs for small businesses 

and entrepreneurs within Pakistan. Research delves into the role of platfor-

ms such as Facebook and Instagram in facilitating e-commerce and digital 

marketing endeavors. As per data from the Pakistan Telecommunication 

Authority (PTA), the country boasted over 50 million internet users in 2020, 

underscoring the extensive potential of social media for fostering economic 

activities. Literature also addresses the array of challenges and opportuni-

ties associated with social media utilization in Pakistan. These encompass 

concerns regarding privacy, cyber security, misinformation, and the digital 

divide. Organizations like the Digital Rights Foundation and Bytes for All 

Pakistan have conducted research and advocacy efforts centered on digital 

rights and online freedoms within Pakistan, emphasizing the imperative 

for policy interventions and initiatives aimed at enhancing digital literacy.
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Hate speech on digital platforms in Pakistan

Social media platforms serve as convenient and often anonymous chan-

nels for both individuals and groups to disseminate hate speech. Research 

conducted by Saleem and Rehman (2017) sheds light on how platforms like 

Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp are utilized to propagate divisive nar-

ratives rooted in ethnicity, religion, and ideology within Pakistan. These 

platforms facilitate the rapid dissemination of hate speech, exacerbating 

social tensions and conflicts. Moreover, social media algorithms have 

the potential to amplify extremist viewpoints by prioritizing content that 

aligns with specific ideologies or biases. Tufail, Nawaz, and Rana (2018) 

explore how echo chambers and filter bubbles on social media platforms 

reinforce polarized perspectives and foster the proliferation of hate speech 

in Pakistan. Consequently, users may find themselves increasingly exposed 

to extreme content, potentially leading to radicalization and the perpetua-

tion of intolerance.

One potential factor allowing groups to exploit these platforms for hate 

speech is the often inadequate content moderation on social media sites, 

permitting the unchecked proliferation of hateful content. Hussain and 

Ali (2020) delve into the hurdles encountered by social media companies 

in regulating hate speech within Pakistan, citing challenges related to 

linguistic diversity, cultural subtleties, and limited resources. Ineffectual 

enforcement of community standards and the inconsistent application of 

content policies further exacerbate the persistence of hate speech online. 

Consequently, hate speech on social media undermines social cohesion and 

exacerbates tensions between different groups in Pakistan. Research con-

ducted by the Digital Rights Foundation (DRF) underscores how hate speech 

directed at religious and ethnic minorities contributes to their marginaliza-

tion and discrimination. The normalization of hate speech online may foster 

an atmosphere of fear and hostility, impeding progress towards pluralism 

and inclusivity.



Imran ul Haq, Shabir Hussain and Jamal ud Din 161

Similarly, political entities and extremist organizations frequently utili-

ze social media platforms to foment hatred and garner backing for their 

causes. PILDAT’s (2019) examination of democracy and political parties in 

Pakistan delves into the convergence of political polarization and identity 

politics with social media dynamics, resulting in the escalation of hate spee-

ch during electoral campaigns and political gatherings.

Studies examining the impact of social media on political polarization wi-

thin Pakistani society indicate that these platforms have emerged as crucial 

spaces for the articulation and consolidation of political rifts. The algorithms 

employed by social media platforms typically display content that resona-

tes with users’ preexisting beliefs and inclinations, fostering the creation of 

echo chambers and filter bubbles. This trend restricts exposure to diverse 

viewpoints and reinforces prevailing biases, thereby intensifying political 

polarization. Tufail, Nawaz, and Rana (2018) delve into how social media 

users in Pakistan frequently interact with individuals who share similar 

perspectives, resulting in the amplification of polarized sentiments.

Social media platforms serve as breeding grounds for misinformation and 

disinformation, exacerbating political polarization through the dissemina-

tion of false or deceptive narratives. Research conducted by entities such as 

the Digital Rights Foundation (DRF) and the Pakistan Institute of Legislative 

Development and Transparency (PILDAT) has documented instances of 

misinformation campaigns and the proliferation of fake news aimed at ma-

nipulating public opinion and deepening political rifts. Furthermore, social 

media platforms are extensively leveraged for political campaigning and 

activism in Pakistan. While these endeavors may galvanize supporters and 

enhance awareness, they also foster polarization by engendering a dichoto-

mous “us-versus-them” dynamic and nurturing animosity between opposing 

political factions. Hussain and Ali (2020) investigate that how social media 

has been wielded by political parties and interest groups to polarize public 

sentiment and influence electoral outcomes. Consequently, social media fa-

cilitates the propagation of polarizing rhetoric and hate speech, particularly 
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during politically charged events or debates. Scholars like Saleem and Rehman 

(2017) have scrutinized the utilization of social media platforms to propaga-

te divisive narratives centered on ethnicity, religion, and ideology, which in 

turn exacerbate tensions and contribute to social fragmentation.

When considering the utilization of social media platforms by political par-

ties, it can be contended that these parties have extensively employed them 

to ignite political activism and mobilization in Pakistan, particularly evident 

during the 2013 general elections. A study conducted by Ali and Gul (2014) 

shed light on the utilization of Twitter by political parties and activists for 

campaign-related purposes and real-time updates throughout the elections. 

The progression of political parties’ social media wings since 2013 has been 

characterized by expansion, technological advancements, integration with 

traditional campaigning methods, engagement with diverse audiences, 

and adaptation to regulatory challenges. This evolution underscores the 

escalating importance of social media in shaping political discourse and 

mobilization in Pakistan. In recent years, platforms such as Instagram and 

Snapchat have garnered popularity among Pakistani youth. 

Social media use by two major political parties

Since 2013, the development of social media departments within political 

parties has been characterized by notable expansion and sophistication, 

underscoring the escalating significance of social media in political dis-

course and mobilization. Political parties in Pakistan have broadened their 

digital footprint, establishing dedicated social media divisions to oversee 

their online endeavors. As outlined by Khan (2016), entities such as the 

Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) and the Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz 

(PML-N) have made substantial investments in constructing robust so-

cial media teams aimed at engaging with supporters and amplifying their 

messages across platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. 

The advancement of social media departments has entailed the adoption 

of cutting-edge digital technologies and resources for online campaig-

ning and communication. As observed by Hussain (2017), political parties 
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have harnessed data analytics, targeted advertising, and multimedia con-

tent production to effectively engage and mobilize voters through social 

media platforms.

Social media wings now form integral elements of political parties’ com-

prehensive campaign strategies, augmenting conventional campaigning 

techniques. As per the findings of research conducted by Saeed et al. (2019), 

parties have melded social media outreach with activities such as rallies, 

door-to-door canvassing, and traditional media advertising, thereby esta-

blishing a cohesive and multi-faceted approach to engaging with voters. 

These social media wings have evolved to interact with diverse demogra-

phics, encompassing urban and rural communities, youth, women, and 

minority groups. This inclusive approach underscores parties’ acknowledg-

ment of the necessity to resonate with a wide spectrum of voters through 

tailored messaging and outreach initiatives (Ahmad, 2018).

The development of social media wings has additionally been influenced by 

regulatory hurdles and limitations, encompassing government censorship 

and constraints on online content. As Butt (2015) elucidates, political parties 

have adjusted their social media approaches in light of regulatory pressu-

res, resorting to encryption tools and alternative platforms as mechanisms 

to navigate censorship and guarantee the dissemination of their messages.

When examining the utilization of social media by the Pakistan Tehreek-e-

Insaaf (PTI), it becomes evident that PTI significantly expanded its presence 

across various social media platforms during the specified timeframe. As 

outlined in a report by Dawn, the party actively interacted with its suppor-

ters on platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, leveraging 

social media channels to mobilize volunteers, disseminate campaign mes-

sages, and orchestrate rallies (Dawn, 2014). The leadership of PTI adeptly 

employed strategic communication and messaging to effectively harness 

the potential of social media platforms. As highlighted by Hussain and Ali 

(2017), the party capitalized on social media as a means to communicate 

its anti-corruption and reformist agenda, resonate with young voters, and 

challenge conventional political narratives.



Politics, journalism and hate speech in Pakistan164

PTI seamlessly fused its social media endeavors with conventional cam-

paigning techniques. An article published in The Express Tribune illustrates 

how the party synchronized online activism with offline initiatives, inclu-

ding door-to-door canvassing and public rallies, to establish a unified and 

multi-faceted approach to political mobilization (The Express Tribune, 

2015). PTI actively interacted with youth and urban populations through 

tailored social media initiatives. As per a report by Geo News, the party 

leveraged interactive content, memes, and hashtags to engage young voters 

and urban demographics effectively, thereby bolstering its electoral appeal 

(Geo News, 2016).

Harnessing the power of youth and their social media activism, the party’s 

social media mobilization emerged as a pivotal factor in addressing political 

challenges and controversies. Research conducted by Saleem and Rehman 

(2015) underscores the party’s adept utilization of social media to galvanize 

supporters, rebut negative propaganda, and garner public backing throu-

ghout electoral campaigns.

PML (N) leveraged social media through the establishment of Maryam 

Nawaz’s Media Cell within the Prime Minister House from 2013 to 2016. 

Under Maryam Nawaz’s leadership, the Media Cell substantially expanded 

PML (N)’s footprint across various social media platforms during her tenu-

re. As reported by Geo News (2016), the cell actively managed numerous 

social media accounts, including Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, to in-

teract with supporters and disseminate the party’s messages. The Media 

Cell strategically curated messaging to advance PML (N)’s agenda and coun-

ter opposition narratives. An article titled, “Maryam Nawaz sets up media 

cell in PM House”, published by The News International (2013) highlights 

Maryam Nawaz’s direct involvement in overseeing social media campaigns, 

ensuring alignment with the party’s objectives and effectively communica-

ting its policies and accomplishments).

Maryam Nawaz’s Media Cell seamlessly integrated social media initiati-

ves with traditional media strategies. As analyzed by The Express Tribune 

(2014), the cell synchronized messaging across television talk shows, press 
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releases, and social media platforms to optimize PML (N)’s media presence 

and influence public opinion. Furthermore, the Media Cell actively engaged 

with youth and urban audiences through targeted social media campaig-

ns. Mahmood and Malik (2015) elucidate how the cell employed interactive 

content, memes, and hashtags to capture the attention of young voters 

and urban demographics, thereby enhancing PML (N)’s electoral appeal. 

Consequently, it played a pivotal role in addressing political challenges 

encountered by the PML (N) government. According to a report by Dunya 

News (2015), the cell adeptly countered opposition narratives and managed 

public perception during controversies and crises, underscoring its efficacy 

in shaping the party’s image and sustaining public support.

Case studies on digital hate speech against journalists in Pakistan

The preceding overview illustrates how political parties have allocated 

resources to systematically organize their social media influence to gar-

ner support from like-minded individuals. It underscores that anyone, 

including journalists, media organizations, or even state institutions, can 

become targets of hate speech by individuals fostering hatred. In a seminal 

study conducted by Li and colleagues in Pakistan (2023), the researchers 

examined the patterns of online harassment experienced by political jour-

nalists in Pakistan on the Twitter platform, with particular emphasis on 

the conduct of users affiliated with various political affiliations. By selec-

ting the 12 most active journalists on Twitter, researchers conducted both 

content and textual analyses to scrutinize the comments posted on their 

tweets. Employing the theoretical framework of the practice-based theo-

retical approach, the findings reveal that these journalists predominantly 

encounter negative comments, including personal attacks, culturally sensi-

tive expressions, and assaults on their professional integrity.

The findings of this study further highlight that commenters aligned with 

the populist political party, Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf, exhibited a higher 

tendency to engage in uncivil comments compared to those associated with 

traditional political parties. Intriguingly, both male and female journalists 
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received a comparable volume of comments on their tweets; however, the 

nature of these comments varied significantly. Male journalists were pre-

dominantly criticized for their perceived lack of professionalism, whereas 

female journalists were subjected to offensive comments targeted at their 

gender. The authors mention that their findings were in line with eviden-

ce from other countries like the USA, India, the UK and the Philippines 

where researchers found that journalists were increasingly harassed on 

the online platforms. 

In another study conducted by Hussain et al., (2022) on the online harass-

ment of female journalists in the backdrop of a petition filed by 128 female 

journalists in Pakistan on September 7, 2020, alleging that they were sub-

jected to online harassment by political trolls linked with the government. 

They maintained they experienced gender-based slurs and threats on their 

timelines, leading to many female journalists leaving Twitter accounts or re-

fraining from engaging online. The results of the study indicate that female 

journalists were inundated with a significant volume of hateful comments 

characterized by threatening and offensive language. In addition to facing 

culturally sensitive remarks and insinuations, the professional integrity of 

journalists came under scrutiny. Findings of the study largely correspond 

with research conducted in various regions across the globe, where scho-

lars have identified a pervasive atmosphere of intimidation.

By presenting summarized findings of the above two studies in the context 

of Pakistan, we intend to examine how journalists become victims of hate 

speech in Pakistan. The finding provide us a very important aspect that 

trend of online harassment and hate speech against journalists have emer-

ged as a global phenomenon, especially with regard to populist regimes in 

various countries. The second important aspect is that since the rise of PTI 

in the country, media houses started taking sides blatantly which ultimate-

ly gave rise to political parallelism in Pakistan, where media outlets align 

themselves with specific political interests or parties.
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The findings from the aforementioned research studies offer insights 

into the online harassment experienced by journalists during the tenure 

of the Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaaf (PTI). These journalists were critical of 

the PTI government. However, it is pertinent to examine the situation of 

pro-PTI journalists following the toppling of the PTI government in 2022. 

Among these journalists from prominent TV channels were Arshad Sharif, 

Moeed Pirzada, Imran Riaz Khan, and several others who transformed into 

vehement critics of the newly formed PDM government and the military 

establishment. In response, they encountered backlash from the newly es-

tablished government. Arshad Sharif tragically met his demise in Kenya, 

while Imran Riaz Khan faced arrest by law enforcement agencies on two 

occasions, and Moeed Pirzada fled to the U.S. Interestingly, Imran Riaz 

Khan admitted in his Vlog that he received all corruption-related informa-

tion from intelligence operatives and disseminated the information they 

provided. Similarly, Moeed Pirzada confessed during an interview with re-

nowned journalist and YouTuber Mattiullah Jan (MJTV on YouTube) that 

he received information from intelligence officials and considered them as 

trusted sources.

The results gleaned from the aforementioned two research studies, which 

span the tenure of the PTI government, along with the accounts concerning 

pro-PTI journalists during the period of the PDM government, point to signi-

ficant concerns regarding media and journalistic ethics within the country. 

These practices underscore that neither the government, political parties, 

nor media entities and journalists are operating in the best interests of the 

public and democracy.

In addition to the aforementioned considerations, it is imperative to reinte-

grate the masses (public/audience) into the broader discourse surrounding 

political communication research, a facet that has somewhat receded in 

this discussion. Undoubtedly, democracy, government, and journalists 

exist to serve the public, and as the fourth estate, the media and journalis-

ts bear the paramount responsibility of acting in the public interest rather 
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than aligning with factions and adopting propagandist stances. They must 

uphold the principles of objectivity and impartiality. Therefore, it is essential 

to revisit foundational principles, particularly as the current social media 

landscape has empowered the audience/public with a feedback mechanism 

to scrutinize and challenge the statements made by government officials, 

politicians, and even journalists.

Social media platforms offer instantaneous feedback mechanisms, ena-

bling audiences to respond to and influence news stories as they unfold. 

Journalists and media organizations can monitor audience reactions in real-

-time and adapt their coverage accordingly. This immediate feedback loop 

furnishes audiences with a potent tool for shaping media narratives. A stu-

dy conducted by Tandoc et al. (2017) delves into the concept of “constructive 

journalism”, wherein journalists actively engage with audience feedback on 

social media to enhance the quality and relevance of their reporting.

Given the widespread issue of online harassment targeting journalists on a 

global scale, we examine the literature concerning the influence of journa-

lists’ political affiliations on their professional conduct in other regions. In 

Western democracies, recent scholarly works have shed light on the effects 

of journalists’ political leanings within the framework of progressively po-

larized media landscapes. For instance, research by Gentzkow and Shapiro 

(2011) and Prior (2013) has explored the phenomenon of partisan media pla-

tforms catering to particular ideological demographics, resulting in echo 

chambers wherein individuals encounter information that reinforces their 

existing beliefs.

Moreover, investigations conducted by Stroud (2011) and Iyengar and Hahn 

(2009) have delved into the concept of selective exposure, wherein indivi-

duals actively seek news sources that mirror their political inclinations. 

This pattern carries substantial ramifications for journalists, as they might 

encounter pressure to adhere to the editorial biases of their affiliated outlets 

to maintain their audience base and financial sustainability.
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Regarding Asian democracies, contemporary literature has centered on 

the obstacles confronting journalists functioning within contexts marked 

by restricted media freedom and governmental censorship. For instance, 

research conducted by Repucci (2020) has chronicled the deterioration of 

press liberty in nations like China, Russia, and Turkey, where journalists 

face the looming threats of incarceration, intimidation, and even physical 

assault due to their journalistic endeavors.

Additionally, investigations conducted Hanitzsch et al. (2020) have unders-

cored the widespread existence of state-controlled media and the stifling 

of independent journalism across numerous Asian democracies. This situa-

tion has raised apprehensions regarding the caliber and precision of news 

reporting, as journalists may engage in self-censorship or adhere to govern-

mental directives to evade retaliatory actions.

In both Western and Asian democracies, the emergence of digital media 

and social networking platforms has added layers of complexity to the jour-

nalistic environment. Investigations conducted by Tsfati et al. (2014) and 

Newman et al. (2020) have delved into the repercussions of social media 

on patterns of news consumption and the dissemination of misinformation, 

thus affecting journalists’ gatekeeping responsibilities and adherence to 

professional standards.

In general, while the influence of journalists’ political affiliations is unde-

niable in both Western and Asian democracies, the distinct dynamics and 

obstacles differ significantly between the two regions. Western democracies 

often grapple with the ramifications of partisan polarization and audience 

segmentation, while Asian democracies face significant challenges related 

to media suppression and censorship.

Conclusion

In Pakistan, media organizations frequently associate themselves with 

particular political agendas, resulting in polarization and discord within 

the media sphere (Khan, 2019). This alignment fosters a climate where 
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journalists perceived to have ties to specific political factions become sub-

jected to hate speech and online harassment (Ahmad, 2017). Social media 

platforms have been exploited as tools to disseminate hate speech targeting 

journalists who are perceived to be critical of particular political parties 

or narratives (Gul, 2018). This trend is exacerbated by the widespread dis-

semination of fake news and misinformation campaigns, which intensify 

tensions and fuel animosity towards journalists (Ali, 2020).

The widespread occurrence of hate speech targeting journalists on social 

media platforms has a stifling impact on freedom of expression and press 

liberty in Pakistan (Raza, 2016). Journalists encounter intimidation, threa-

ts, and online assaults, resulting in self-censorship and hesitancy to cover 

contentious topics (Zaidi, 2021; Hussain, 2022). Despite legal safeguards for 

journalists, enforcement mechanisms are inadequately enforced, allowing 

those responsible for social media hate speech to operate with impunity 

(Butt, 2019). The ineffective legal redress exacerbates journalists’ suscepti-

bility to online abuse and harassment (Malik, 2018).

Political figures and influential individuals wield considerable influence in 

fanning the flames of social media hate speech against journalists through 

their rhetoric and public pronouncements (Khalid, 2020). Their provocative 

comments foster an environment of animosity towards journalists and di-

minish the media’s watchdog function in society (Hussain, 2018).

In general, the prevalence of political parallelism in Pakistan has fostered 

a hostile atmosphere where journalists are increasingly subjected to social 

media hate speech. Tackling this challenge necessitates collaborative ini-

tiatives from the journalistic community, governmental bodies, and civil 

society to safeguard press freedom and guarantee journalists’ safety in the 

digital realm. The Pakistani government has initiated measures to oversee 

social media platforms and tackle concerns regarding hate speech and mi-

sinformation. In 2020, the government implemented the Citizens Protection 

(Against Online Harm) Rules, designed to govern social media platforms 

and address issues related to online abuse and hate speech (Government of 

Pakistan, 2020).
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In summary, social media serves as a pivotal platform for the propagation 

and normalization of hate speech in Pakistan. The platform’s functionali-

ties, algorithmic biases, and difficulties in content moderation contribute 

to the spread of divisive narratives and extremist viewpoints. Combating 

hate speech on social media necessitates a collaborative approach involving 

government regulation, advocacy by civil society, and responsible gover-

nance by platforms to uphold digital rights, foster tolerance, and promote 

diversity.

The chapter underscores the intricate relationship between social media 

usage, journalists divergent from ethical norms and political polarization 

in Pakistani society. While social media platforms offer avenues for politi-

cal expression and participation, they also present significant challenges 

in terms of fostering echo chambers, disseminating misinformation, and 

amplifying divisive rhetoric. Addressing these challenges demands joint ef-

forts from journalists associations, policymakers, civil society groups, and 

technology firms to enhance digital literacy, counter misinformation, and 

facilitate constructive dialogue across political divides.
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Introduction

It seems increasingly difficult to discern between what 

is true and what is false in the face of so much noise 

on social networks. Disinformation has become a real 

problem in the 21st century (Guallar et al., 2020). 

The term fake news usually refers to false news or hoax-

es that are spread through social networks and media, 

but it could also be defined as a type of messages that, 

without having to be completely false or untruthful, 

are versions or interested stories that lack rigor, cred-

ibility and veracity in their contents; their purpose is 

to be disinformation affecting our perception of reality 

(Alonso, 2019; Losada, 2020). More than a specific type 

of content, disinformation is a process where fake news 

is mixed with truthful information and where different 

channels cooperate to enhance the credibility of such 

malicious accounts (Elías, 2021).

In this regard, the European Commission recalls that it 

is informative content “false, inaccurate or misleading 
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[...] intentionally designed, presented and promoted to cause public harm or 

private gain” (European Commission, 2018: 10).

This phenomenon is causing a worrying ‘information epidemic’ (Salaverría 

et al., 2020), especially when research confirms that 86% of the Spanish 

population is unable to identify and recognize fake news (Amorós, 2018) 

and 68% admit they are concerned about this issue (Reuters Institute, 2019).

This ‘infodemic’ (Popiolek, Hapek, & Barańska, 2021) has turned social 

networks into one of the most widely used channels of spreading hoax-

es (Casero-Ripollés, 2020; Guallar et al., 2020) exponentially increasing 

the problem of disinformation, the consequences of which have even been 

warned about by the European Commission (Nieto, 2021). Moreover, it 

must also be taken into account that hoaxes and rumours tend to gen-

erate more attention and diffusion than truthful news (Vosoughi, Roy, & 

Aral, 2018).

Advertising techniques applied to social networks play a very important role 

in the virality of the spread of fake news and the extension of digital noise. 

One of the originators of this method is Stephen Kevin “Steve” Bannon. He 

was a publicist. Advertising alludes precisely to this type of emotional sti-

muli (not rational) with many allusions to the sexual theme, power, image, 

etc. Cambridge Analytica is a parent company of another much larger one 

called SCL Group, which collaborates with the Pentagon, the United States 

military, digital platforms, etc. Following Steve Bannon’s approach, these 

groups have been studying for more than 20 years how this type of digital 

stimuli changes the behaviour of large masses of population.

One of the most extensive studies on news dissemination conducted by 

the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and the Sloan School of 

Management, which analysed 126,000 news items on social networks from 

2006 to 2017, found that fake news is retweeted 70% more on average than 

real news (Vosoughi, Roy, & Aral, 2018); mainly because it seems fresher, 

more striking in the way it is presented, and above all it appeals to emotion 

which helps it to spread and go viral faster.
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The purpose of this research was to analyse the fact-checking work on 

Twitter conducted by a professional from the Pandemia Digital account. 

Specifically, the analysis was carried out in relation to the controversy sur-

rounding macro-farms, which went viral with the hashtag #MacrogranjasNO 

based on the declaration of the Spanish Minister for Consumer Affairs de-

fending extensive livestock farming.1

Fact-checking

Faced with this pressing problem of online noise which prevents access to the 

right to truthful public information established in article 19 of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights and recognized in the Spanish Constitution, 

the so-called “fact-checking” has emerged with the intention of checking 

the information published in the media and social networks in order to 

detect errors and false news and determine its veracity and correctness, 

making errors, lies and inaccuracies visible (Ufarte-Ruiz, Peralta-García, & 

Murcia-Verdú, 2018).

Research on fact-checking activity has been conducted from different ap-

proaches and perspectives: epistemological analysis (Graves, 2018), models 

(Singer, 2018), procedures (Lim, 2018), impact and effectiveness (Young et 

al., 2018), transparency (Humprecht, 2019), presentation of results (Vizoso 

& Vázquez-Herrero, 2019) or verification formats (Ecker et al., 2019; García-

-Crespo, Ramahí-García, & Dafonte-Gómez, 2021).

One of the most important verification initiatives worldwide is the 

International Fact Checking Network (IFCN). This initiative was launched 

in 2015 and is led by the Poynter Institute for Journalistic Studies. 

Subsequently, specialised groups have emerged that carry out this work 

in an organized manner; many of them are grouped in the International 

Fact-Checking Network which supports verification platforms worldwide. 

1.   This research work has been possible thanks to the funding source of the Erasmus + Jean Mon-
net Module No 620320-EPP-1-2020-1-ES-EPPJMO-MODULE Building up an Inclusive and Democratic 
Europe through a Dialogical Co-Creation of Intercultural Solutions to the Rise of Neo-Fascism and Xeno-
phobia.
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Its purpose is: “to bring together the main verification agencies arising in 

the different countries of the world and to promote good practices”.

A study has recently been published (Carvajal et al., 2022) that places 

fact-checking among the 20 innovations with the greatest industrial and 

social impact of the last decade in Spain, but we must say that in Spain fact 

checking is still in an incipient phase (López-Pan & Rodríguez, 2020).

There are currently three news verification agencies that are members of 

the IFCN: Newtral, EFE Verifica and Maldita.es. Entering the verification 

bodies and following the classification made by Graves (2016), they could be 

classified into three categories: a) promoted by civil society, b) linked to the 

media, and c) autonomous journalistic websites.

Fact-checking on Twitter

Given that fake news spreads much faster on social networks than in tradi-

tional social media (Nieto, 2021), in this research we analyse fact-checking 

on Twitter, since it is one of the social networks with the greatest capacity to 

“viralise” unverified hoaxes (Córdoba-Cabús & López-Martín, 2021; Gómez-

-Calderón, 2020), even through trolls and bots2 (Jamison, Broniatowski, 

& Quinn 2019) with the purpose of manipulating and generating disinfor-

mation and confusion among the population (Sharevski, Jachim, & Florek, 

2020), but where disinformation is also being fought more (López-Martín & 

Córdoba-Cabús, 2021).

Although Twitter presents a relatively moderate volume of use, its debates 

and controversies sometimes provoke highly stimulated emotions. These 

are more likely to be shared given that the controversy is overrepresented 

and the traditional media reproduce them and some even end up setting  

2.   In the Internet jargon, troll refers to participants with unknown identity who post provocative mes-
sages in a discussion in an online community, with the intention of annoying or provoking a negative 
emotional response in the other participants, trying to make them angry and confront each other. A 
bot is a computer program that automatically performs repetitive tasks on the Internet and is used in 
social networks to simulate human interaction artificially inflating the number of visits or followers, 
or automating responses to position messages or influence debates.
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the social, media, and political agenda by establishing “issues, trends, and 

positions in the public debate” (Hernández-Conde & Fernández-García, 

2019: 36).

Obtaining information from social networks is the most common use by 

people between 16 and 64 years old (Digital, 2021). Young people in Spain 

predominantly choose social networks as sources of information (Reuters 

Institute, 2020), but in addition, 70% of journalists admit using them as 

a source for writing news, Twitter (87.90%) being the most used channel 

(Janssen-Observer, 2017). Twitter stands out as the social network with a 

large percentage of users interested in current issues. This network has 

become “a viral medium that facilitates the rapid circulation and multiplica-

tion of messages” (Paz-García & Spinosa, 2014: 136). It can also be said that 

it is one of the social networks where dialectical polarization has grown 

the most in recent years as well as hate messages and where lies have in-

creased in digital conversations (Domínguez, 2021).

Methodology

The methodology employed is qualitative and the main technique used for 

collecting information was an in-depth interview (Castro, 2021) with Julián 

Macías-Tovar, head of the Digital Pandemic platform. He is a professional 

fact-checker who has a verification platform from which he dismantles in-

formative hoaxes circulating on social networks. 

To complete this information, we also relied on messages – tweets – pub-

lished by the verification platform of the fact-checker interviewed, all with 

the aim of understanding how fake news works on Twitter. The Twitter ac-

count Digital Pandemic was chosen because it is a fact-checking platform 

specialised in combating hoaxes and fake news of a political nature that 

have had great repercussions recently. In Table 1 we collect the questions 

asked during the interview.
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Table 1. Interview questions

Dimensions Questions

Impact of fake 
news

How does fake news work on Twitter and how does it go viral?

Does it really generate noise on the network or only in like-minded 
groups?

Is fake news disinformation, manipulation or does it also entail hatred 
and confrontation?

Fact-checking

Why does fake news “hook” more than real news?

Is it possible to avoid them or, at least stop them with fact-checking?

Does fact-checking that questions an ideology reach those who are 
sympathetic to it?

Political use in 
democracy

What kind of political use is made of fake news and what are its aims?

In the case of macro-farms, what was intended and what has been 
achieved?

Does fake news challenge democracy or endanger it?

What political, collective, and public measures and alternatives 
should be taken in a democracy in Spain, in the European Union and 
worldwide?

Source: Elaborated by the authors

The case of the #MacrogranjasNO campaign

One of the fake news that has had the greatest impact in Spain, and even 

in Europe, has been around macro-farms; i.e. intensive livestock farming 

facilities that host thousands of head of cattle fed with animal feed and are 

stabled in industrial warehouses.

On 26 December 2021, the English newspaper The Guardian published an 

interview with the Spanish Minister of Consumer Affairs, Alberto Garzón, 

on livestock farming in Spain. In it he stated that compared to ecological-

ly sustainable extensive livestock farming, intensive livestock farming and 

macro-farms meant “taking a village in depopulated Spain, putting 4,000 

head of cattle there – or 5,000 or 10,000 –, contaminating the soil, polluting 
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the water and then normally exporting it ... It is poorer quality meat, it is 

animal abuse and it has a huge and disproportionate ecological impact.”

His statements had gone unnoticed until 3 January 2022 when a meat in-

dustry lobby website launched a campaign against the minister assuring 

that “Garzón affirms in The Guardian that Spain exports poor quality meat 

from mistreated animals.” It was not true, but it didn’t matter.

The European Commissioner for Agriculture, Janusz Wojciechowski, inter-

vened by reminding the public that large-scale farms were a “problem” in 

Europe and pointed out in the midst of the controversy that the EU wants to 

promote small-scale extensive livestock farming.

Despite this, the Popular Party (Partido Popular, PP) decided to use this hoax 

in motions before institutions of all Spain demanding the resignation of 

Minister Garzón. Simultaneously, this was used in their electoral campaign.

The last consequence that we have reviewed in this investigation is the vi-

olent assault on the Town Hall of Lorca in the Region of Murcia. Dozens of 

people breaking the police cordon and shouting “we are going to kill you” 

managed to paralyze and cancel the municipal plenary session where a 

municipal regulation was to be ratified to prohibit the construction of new 

macro-farms near urban centres, schools and springs. The regulation was 

the ratification of an agreement that had already been unanimously ap-

proved by the Lorca City Council itself in 2020 – PP, PSOE, IU, Greens, 

Ciudadanos and VOX – after months of negotiations with the livestock farm-

ing sector and neighbourhood platforms (Calvo & Reche, 2022).

The mayor of Lorca described this action as “an attack on democracy.” The 

parliamentary group Unidas Podemos called it “21st century fascism” and 

has linked it to the atmosphere of “hoaxes” and “intoxication” spread by 

“right-wing and extreme right-wing parties”. The PP expressed its general 

condemnation of “all kinds of violence.” On the other hand, the far-right par-

ty VOX expressed its support (Otero, 2022) and managed to get the Regional 

Parliament of Murcia not to condemn the assault (Calvo & Reche, 2022).
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Pedro Giner, a VOX militant and one of the protagonists of this action, 

claimed that they were victims of disinformation. “They told us things 

that did not coincide with reality and the atmosphere became very heated. 

Disinformation often makes us take decisions that are not coherent, and 

this is one of them” (Almagro & Cabrera, 2022).

Results of the in-depth interview

We present the results obtained from the in-depth interview with Julián 

Macías-Tovar.

Viral fake news and digital noise

One of the substantial problems of fake news is its virality. In the case of 

macro-farms, it was indeed very fast and highly effective. According to 

Macías-Tovar the three factors involved are the following: 

Regarding how fake news works on Twitter and how it goes viral, it 

seems that it has to do with the combination of three key elements: 1) 

the attraction of lies, 2) the link with strong feelings and emotions such 

as hatred, and 3) viralisation with the help of fake accounts or bots. 

(Interview)

Figure 1. Elements of viralisation of fake news

Source: Elaborated by the authors

As Macías-Tovar points out, the lie itself is not so much what causes viralisa-

tion, but rather its connection with emotional reactions linked to surprise, 

indignation, hatred, etc.: 
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An example of this can be seen in the Alberto Garzón issue with headlines 

such as “Spain exports poor quality meat and abuses animals”. This head-

line angers people – it does not matter if it is true or false –. (Interview)

Figure 2. Fake news headline

Source: El Comercio (Asturias): https://cutt.ly/6PbK4ef

Translation: Garzón claims Spain is exporting meat “of low quality from mistreated animals”: 
The minister of Consumer Affairs attacks macro-farms that “pollute the soil and the water”.

The key, Macías-Tovar insists, is an emotional issue. What is interesting is 

the wrapping, the communicative framework in which the lies are pack-

aged. If there is an emotional component such as “hate” viralisation has a 

much greater effect:

The strategy is to generate hatred, to viralise communicative frames. 

What is really effective is to make people angry. (Interview)

In addition to these two issues – lies and emotions such as hate – there is 

a third key factor: virality, and it is possible thanks to what Macías-Tovar 

points out: the funding behind many of these campaigns. 

https://cutt.ly/6PbK4ef
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A large part of the funding of these campaigns goes to bots that spread 

the message automatically and instantaneously through the networks 

in order to give an image of a massive and spontaneous collective event. 

(Interview)

A characteristic element of detection of automated bots in these campaigns 

is the capacity for simultaneous replication of the same message with the 

same typo or error by thousands of accounts at the same time, given that 

it is materially impossible for more than 30,000 people to make the same 

mistake at the same time (Calvo, Campos-Domínguez, & Díez-Garrido, 

2019). These bots are often aided and abetted by the massive creation of 

fake accounts.

As Macías-Tovar explains, an element of detection of these accounts is that 

they tend to be accounts with eight digits, as when many accounts are cre-

ated, Twitter automatically grants by default a user ending in eight digits, 

which requires human intervention to change it later. It is also the case of 

new accounts recently created, i.e. those with less than a year of existence 

and which are used especially for this type of campaigns (Luque, Macías-

Tovar, & Casado, 2021).

Fake news beyond the networks: Political use and harassment of democracy

Digital campaigns alone have very little impact. They have the capacity to 

reach small populations and make people believe fake news, but they can-

not reach large masses. The big impact comes when the media and civil 

society come into play:

The most important political element, I think, in any country, is the me-

dia, in coexistence with the digital media – which in a way are also the 

media –. They are the entity with the capacity to generate moods in the 

population; moods that can turn into a coup d’état. They can also mobi-

lise votes, etc. (Interview)
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A simultaneous effect of the viralisation of these campaigns on social net-

works is their projection and repercussion in traditional media:

If the campaign against Garzón had only been on social networks, sure-

ly it would have been very small, but the disinformation campaign has 

a triple strategy: 1) the digital one, shared in networks through impact 

headlines, bots, etc. 2) the media, replicated by like-minded media 

(press, television), and 3) the real one, that of civil society. (Interview)

Figure 3. Disinformation strategy

Source: Elaborated by the authors

In this way, we can observe how these hoaxes end up going beyond social 

networks and into real life, which is really the aim of this type of campaign, 

i.e. the objective is not only to promote digital noise, but to provoke conflict 

in the real world:

In relation to what happened in the Lorca Town Hall when they arrest-

ed one of the leaders of the assault, he claimed that he was very much 

uninformed because he had been told it was going to harm the entire 

livestock sector. (Interview)

In this case, the intervention of political opposition groups played a 

prominent role, launching a campaign on Twitter with the hashtag 

#MásganaderíaMenoscomunismo (#MoreLivestockLessCommunism), on 

the occasion of the elections in the Autonomous Community of Castilla y 
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León. It was meant to question the role of the Minister of Consumer Affairs 

and to conveniently call for his resignation.

In the digital and information age, these “battles” in social networks and 

media, in coordination with political actions and those of foundations or 

social groups have been called digital hybrid wars (Polanco, 2021).

The issue of digital hybrid warfare in networks seems to make sense. It 

is never only digital but also implemented with other strategies, such as 

those of the media, political actions, etc. All of this is what can be called hy-

brid warfare and it can be effective when it is well articulated. (Interview)

Fake news, democratic deliberation on the net and democracy

According to Macías-Tovar these types of campaigns question democracy 

and endanger it. He argues that one of the main problems has to do with the 

fact that today’s media is not transparent:

The fact that they are increasingly using lies and generating hatred in-

stead of following the deontological code as an element of journalism 

and telling the truth in a pluralistic way is a problem, because they have 

the ability to influence society. My conclusion after a long time is that 

the MOB (Mentira, Odio y Bots) method – Lie, Hate and Bots – is very 

effective, but in addition there is a fourth element that allows it: total 

impunity. (Interview)

In this sense, Macías-Tovar explains that even though the networks favour 

freedom of expression, it seems that they violate other types of rights such 

as the right to receive truthful information. Furthermore, the lack of politi-

cal will to fight disinformation is an added factor that significantly increases 

the problem:

There is no political will whatsoever. Absolutely nothing is being done, to 

the point of shame; neither the platforms nor the institutions. (Interview)

Analysing the Digital Pandemic Twitter threads we can see that there were 

different phases. First there was a phase of harassment and demolition 
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of Minister Garzón demanding his resignation. As described by Macías- 

-Tovar this is a time of confusion in which there are different actors in 

different media.

First, there was a clear attack. There were threads on Twitter in different 

sites that were widely spread, articles in the digital press, etc. (Interview)

In this phase there is a moment of a lot of (dis)information sometimes com-

ing to resemble a “media circus” in which the right and the far right make 

all kinds of accusations that have nothing to do with macro-farms:

Figure 4. Tweets by Cuca Gamarra and Iván Espinosa de los Monteros 

(Spokespersons of the PP and VOX parliamentary groups in Congress)

 Source: @cucagamarra

Source: @ivanedlm

Translation: Tweet by Cuca Gamarra
24 hours after neither Garzón has resigned nor has Sánchez (President) made him quit. In su-
pport of the livestock farming sector the @GPPopular has registered a bill in the Congress to 
condemn the minister who nobody supports, to demand the withdrawal of the campaign and 
support the sector.

Translation: Tweet by Espinosa de los Monteros
Of course, communists also have the right to dinner and to eat good ham. That’s not the pro-
blem. The problem is when they dine with ham while they prevent others from doing so. It’s 
always the same with the left!
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However, sometimes democracy is defended and when you want to disman-

tle a lie it is possible to do so. The truth can also be very powerful; for this, 

the collaboration of the media is essential (Macías-Tovar, 2022).

It is in the second moment where, as a response to everything that was hap-

pening, the media began to act through different channels (TV programs, 

digital press, etc.) they managed to turn the initial situation around:

Nobody really wants macro-farms (not even the PP). As soon as the me-

dia starts talking about macro-farms the truth becomes clear; no one 

defends them. The key is the participation of the media. (Interview)

Figure 5. Twitter thread by Julián Macías-Tovar

Source: @JulianMaciasT

Translation: Tweet by Macías-Tovar
One of the keys to turning the tide was the reaction of dozens of journalists who supported 
Garzón’s position, as well as the incongruence of the rest of the politicians who criticized him, 
but specially the immovable position of Garzón.

According to Macías-Tovar, one of the problems with fake news on Twitter 

and the media that contribute to its dissemination is that they are orches-

trated media campaigns that aim to get people into the game of denying, 

refuting, reacting, or angering. This is one of the primary objectives since 

it allows many more people to join in from the confrontation, from the 

“other side”:

Twitter and most social networks through their algorithms tend to cre-

ate ideological bubbles of affinity. The aim of digital noise is not only to 
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create “affinity communities”, but also to involve other different ideo-

logical bubbles that deny, criticize or directly confront fake news or hate 

messages and to turn these messages into a trending topic. (Interview)

What matters is the packaging, the communicative framework in which 

the lie they want people to talk about is wrapped; and if there is a strong 

emotional component such as “hatred” viralisation has much more effect: 

The strategy is to generate hatred, to viralise normative frameworks, 

communicative frameworks, etc. Therefore, the truth cannot be an 

impediment for this to happen, but what is really effective is to anger 

people. (Interview)

Finally, there is a third moment which Macías-Tovar calls “the ridiculous” 

in which once the truth has been unravelled, there are yet political groups 

that still want to sow confusion. The issue is now in its final throes:

In a meeting with journalists Pablo Casado is ridiculed when he is 

asked: Why have you brought us to an extensive cattle ranch to ask for 

Garzón’s resignation, when that is what the minister is really defending? 

(Interview)

Figure 6. Twitter thread by Julián Macías-Tovar

Source: @JulianMaciasT
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Translation: Tweet by Macías-Tovar
To continue with the ridicule, we can see the PP celebrating all their rallies in extensive farms. 
The last one is Pablo Casado in a farm in Ávila being ironic about how mistreated cattle are… 
Listen to this man’s ridicule…

Disinformation and digital noise are not only the messages that are trans-

mitted and the manipulation they entail, but also the concealment of certain 

aspects. For example, at the beginning no politician – PP, VOX, Ciudadanos 

or PSOE – mentioned the term macro-farms as it is the word they try to hide 

while they talk about Garzón attacking the entire livestock farming sector.

All of which on this occasion generated the opposite effect. Thus, if at the 

beginning during the two weeks of the campaign, the politicians did not men-

tion the word macro-farms, once the analysis focused on the essential issue, 

a very important problem emerged and became the centre of the debate:

This was turned around and a very striking fact is that after this the 

word macro-farms was used thousands of times. In fact, during the two 

weeks the controversy lasted 80% of the mentions in the last 10 years 

were made. (Interview)

Fighting fake news

Macías-Tovar’s analysis is based on the fact that every company has an in-

terest. In other words, no one creates a business to lose money, which is 

rational in a capitalist economy governed by profit as the driving force of 

the economic system (Briceño-Montilla, 2022). If a news story goes viral 

even if it is false, it means more profits for the companies that advertise 

it. Algorithms benefit hatred in the networks, as reflected in the reports of 

some former Facebook workers who claimed that the algorithm gave the 

angry reaction five points more than other reactions – for example, the like 

which is given one point:

Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, etc., have an economic component; they 

are there for their interests but for me they also have a geopolitical 
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component, so it is impossible that they will change... but, this does not 

mean that alternatives cannot be proposed. (Interview)

According to Macías-Tovar, the first proposal at a global level involves great-

er public control over these technological giants and greater transparency 

and control over the algorithms behind these social networks:

I would propose the following measures: first of all, to pay more taxes. 

These are the richest companies but they are the ones that pay the least 

taxes. Another issue is transparency on the subject of the algorithm. 

(Interview)

But the crucial issue is to articulate mechanisms to combat disinformation. 

To this end he proposes the persecution of those self-styled media that sys-

tematically contribute to the dissemination of false news. 

There are media that only live on fake news and how it is spread on 

social networks, with news that has been shared more than 500,000 

times. This means it has been seen by millions of people. When there 

are media that are only dedicated to lying, you have to close them. 

(Interview)

Another measure Macías-Tovar proposes is to strengthen current legisla-

tion and reach a globally agreed regulatory system to combat impunity of 

fake news. One of the greatest dangers is that those who spread lies have 

total impunity unless it can be demonstrated that the fake news they trans-

mit falls under any of the definitions of hate crimes in current legislation 

(Ministry of the Home Affairs, 2020).

The analysis of hate speech deserves special attention because of its social, 

cultural and educational implications, its influence on the construction of a 

social and political climate, and also because of the link between the rise of 

online hatred and the perpetration of hate crimes (Müller & Schwarz, 2021).

As Macías-Tovar points out, legislation cannot be an accomplice to the impu-

nity with which certain media disseminate false news:
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Consensual Legislation would be necessary to fight against this impu-

nity. It would also be good if there were more pluralistic networks of 

fact-checkers. (Interview)

In this regard he is very critical of some fact-checkers. He considers that the 

work done by certain fact-checkers could be very much improved:

When they detect false news and after it has gone viral they display a 

little sign saying “this news is false” that is no longer of any use. What I 

would do is to notify 100% of the people who saw a fake news story that 

the source has lied. In that way, all the people who have consulted the 

hoax can see it. If they really wanted to fight disinformation, they would 

do this, but clearly they don’t want to. They are necessary co-operators 

in the dissemination of false news. (Interview)

Macías-Tovar also adds that it is essential that all fact-checkers be transpar-

ent and show two crucial aspects in a clear and open way: 	

Although they do a good job, I have two drawbacks to highlight: one is 

that they do not say who finances these campaigns, and the second is 

that they do not say that those who lie today are those who lied yester-

day, the day before yesterday and also four days ago. I don’t think they 

go into much depth there and that is where I am trying to move forward. 

(Interview)

Despite his work, Macías-Tovar has a pessimistic view of fact-checking as 

he considers the fight against disinformation is presented as an almost im-

possible and difficult task to accomplish.

You lie in one sentence in just ten seconds and it has a tremendous vi-

ralisation. To do a good fact-checking you have to research for days and 

make a publication that can be read for several minutes; therefore, in 

communicative engineering the lie always wins. (Interview)

Analysing his experience with the fact-checker he found that the virality of 

the dissemination of fake news and the extension of digital noise is based 
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on the most well-known advertising techniques applied to networks. They 

tend to permeate very easily, says Macías-Tovar, because it is something 

that seems to be very well studied and has a very powerful psychological 

component that manages to “hook” people. This is inspired by the classic 

principles of advertising but applied to the current society of spectacle where 

the image, the emotional story and the framing set the trend (Díez-Gracia & 

Sánchez-Gracia, 2022; Durán, 2021; Marcos, 2018; Muñiz & Navazo, 2021).

According to Macías-Tovar, in order to curb the circulation of fake news 

through networks and in the media, it would be necessary to come up with 

different measures:

Some kind of legislative consensus would have to be reached. Fake news 

should not be allowed to run free without anybody to stop it. It would be 

important for this consensus not to come from a specific government, 

but from a network of journalists, jurists, experts, etc. (Interview)

To do this it is essential to get rid of lies and a solution would be to penalise 

the media that spread lies:

What is true and what is a lie may sometimes be debatable; however, 

outright lies need to be kept out of the media and the media outlets that 

spread lies need to be penalised. (Interview)

Thus, it is necessary to recognize that although fact-checking is not always 

capable of repairing the damage caused by fake news, as Macías-Tovar 

argued, its very existence can help to reduce the disinformation spread 

(Nyhan & Reifler, 2012). Moreover, 38.5% of fact-checkers (Dafonte-Gómez 

et al., 2019) also play the role of “educators” by accompanying their work of 

verification, transparency, and critical analysis with training strategies for 

media audience literacy, the identification of false news and the behaviour 

in response to them.
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Some questions for reflection

The study of the campaign on macro-farms shows that the use of fake 

news on social networks goes beyond disinformation. Its intention is also 

to influence the perception of reality and the construction of a polarised 

socio-political climate that can have very serious effects on offline reality 

(Müller & Schwarz, 2021), as we have seen. The political use of fake news 

also plays a very relevant role since it is used by opposition parties; i.e. the 

objective is not only to promote digital noise, but to provoke conflict in the 

real world.

We are not talking about a possible offensive or unpopular discourse which 

logically is permitted and protected by freedom of expression (Martínez- 

-Torrón, 2016), but about a form of manipulation of reality and information 

that can undermine not only the right to truthful information but also dem-

ocratic deliberation on the network and democracy itself (Díez-Gutiérrez et 

al., 2022).

Indeed, research reveals how without the participation and the vehicle of 

traditional media (television, newspapers, radio, etc.) campaigns would 

not have the high level of impact they achieve or the effects they entail 

(Hernández-Conde & Fernández-García, 2019).

In social networks it seems that the political hoax that seeks to provoke 

emotional reactions such as ideological hatred, confrontation and polarisa-

tion is easily transformable into ‘online social capital’, transformed into an 

increase in followers, more retweets, quotes or likes, in an environment in 

which the goal has become virality and this seems to be the culmination of 

‘digital success’.

One of the strategies of disinformation campaigns is to achieve a large 

reaction to fake news or messages of noise and hatred (Magallón-Rosa & 

Campos, 2021). In the same sense, post-truth is related to those processes 

where reality is explained emotionally and not by empirically demonstrated 

facts (Aparici & García-Marín, 2019). In the digital era these “battles” on 
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social networks and the media in coordination with political actions and 

those of foundations or social groups have been called digital hybrid wars 

(Polanco, 2021).

Twitter is a company that seeks to increase profits for its shareholders. 

Avoiding the growth of polarisation by this platform would go against this 

business model that reinforces its interaction and expansion (Domínguez, 

2021). Therefore, although Twitter repeatedly announces that it is going to 

strengthen its verification and control filters and that it is developing mech-

anisms to improve them in order to reduce false information, it still has a 

high proportion of fake news on its network (Popiolek et al., 2021).

The big technology multinationals have a primary interest: to promote those 

messages, tweets, retweets, controversies that involve more likes and more 

interactions. This implies higher profits for them which is the key element 

of their business model (Estévez, 2022). Far from being random, the algo-

rithm benefits hatred much more frequently compared to other types of 

emotions, according to Macías-Tovar and confirmed by research (Magallón-

-Rosa & Campos, 2021). In this sense, it is essential and also an ethical issue 

to establish transparency standards regarding the algorithms and automat-

ic procedures of social networks. There is a need for greater public control 

over the technological giants also for the sake of greater transparency and 

control over the algorithms behind social networks. In the context of this 

research and following the interview with the head of Pandemia Digital 

(Digital Pandemic) we propose possible ways of intervening in the face of 

disinformation:

It is necessary to combat disinformation and its effects on citizens. One of 

the most important measures would be to prevent those who spread lies 

from having total impunity. Political will is essential to achieve this. In this 

regard we lack a legislative model adapted to new scenarios, formats, ac-

tors, and new challenges seeking the defence of pluralism of information 

(Magallón-Rosa, 2019). In this sense: “any initiative needs to distinguish 

between legislative, digital literacy, training and action measures, and 
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between internal and external measures, knowing their updating may be 

necessary with each election” (Magallón-Rosa, 2019: 345).

Likewise, citizen collaboration is necessary to undertake critical work, to 

question and prevent this type of digital noise (Mateus, Andrada, & Ferrés, 

2019), and to help professional verifiers such as fact-checkers to stop and 

prevent it. Thus, it is necessary to recognise that although verification does 

not always repair the damage caused by fake news, it certainly contributes 

to reducing disinformation.

Finally, from an educational approach we also consider it necessary to act 

preventively against disinformation by promoting media information liter-

acy and critical educommunication (Fernández-García, 2017). Poor critical 

digital competence is one of the key factors most highlighted in the academ-

ic literature (Baptista & Gradim, 2020) influencing the consumption and 

distribution of disinformation. Educational spaces need to promote media 

literacy focused on knowledge and the development of skills that favour the 

critical understanding and conscious use of digital media (González, Tucho, 

& Marfil-Carmona, 2020; Sierra & Dafonte-Gómez, 2021), in both formal 

and informal education (Nieto, 2021).

As limits of this research, we understand that a single interview is per-

ceived as scarce; it would be appropriate to conduct more interviews with 

professionals and their subsequent analysis to find elements in common. In 

this same sense we must also point out the restriction in the generalization 

of the results, considering the sample as reduced and circumscribed to a 

social network.
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