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About the Project 

The EU-funded project sCAN – Platforms, Experts, Tools: Specialised Cyber-Activists Network 
(2018-2020), coordinated by Licra (International League Against Racism and Antisemitism), 
aims at gathering expertise, tools, methodology and knowledge on cyber hate and develop-
ing transnational comprehensive practices for identifying, analysing, reporting and counter-
acting online hate speech. This project draws on the results of successful European projects 
already realised, for example the project “Research, Report, Remove: Countering Cyber-Hate 
phenomena” and “Facing Facts”, and strives to continue, emphasize and strengthen the initi-
atives developed by civil society for counteracting hate speech.  

Through cross-European cooperation, the project partners are enhancing and (further) in-
ten-sifying their fruitful collaboration. The sCAN project partners are contributing to select-
ing and providing relevant automated monitoring tools to improve the detection of hateful 
content. Another key aspect of sCAN is the strengthening of the monitoring actions (e.g. the 
monitoring exercises) set up by the European Commission. The project partners are also 
jointly gathering knowledge and findings to better identify, ex-plain and understand trends 
of cyber hate at a transnational level. Furthermore, this project aims to develop cross-Euro-
pean capacity by providing e-learning courses for cyber-activists, moderators and tutors 
through the Facing Facts Online platform.  

sCAN is implemented by ten different European partners, namely ZARA – Zivilcourage und 
Anti-Rassismus-Arbeit from Austria, CEJI-A Jewish contribution to an inclusive Europe from 
Belgium, Human Rights House Zagreb from Croatia, Romea from Czech Republic, Respect 
Zone from France, jugendschutz.net from Germany, CESIE from Italy, Latvian Centre For Hu-
man Rights from Latvia and the University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences from Slove-
nia. 

The sCAN project is funded by the European Commission Directorate – General for Justice 
and Consumers, within the framework of the Rights, Equality and Citizenship (REC) Pro-
gramme of the European Union.  

 
Legal Disclaimer 
 
This analytical paper was funded by the European Union’s Rights, Equality and Citizenship 
Programme (2014-2020).  
The content of the analytical paper represents the views of the authors only and is the sole 
responsibility of the sCAN project consortium. The European Commission does not accept 
any responsibility for use that may be made of the information it contains. 
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Introduction  
Sinti and Roma are Europe's most marginalized minority.1 Antigypsyism is not only spread by 
far-right and right-wing extremist actors, but widely accepted in the general public and dis-
seminated by political parties, individual politicians and the media. 

In order to combat antigypsyism in Europe, a transnational understanding of the phenomenon 
is needed. The project "Research-Report-Remove: Countering Caber Hate Phenomena" has 
contributed to this understanding in its report "Manifestations of Online Hate Speech"2, ana-
lyzing antisemitism, antigypsyism, homophobia and anti-Muslim hatred in Austria, Belgium, 
France, Germany the Netherlands and Spain. Drawing on the findings of this report, the part-
ners involved in the sCAN project decided to complement them with a transnational analysis 
of antigypsyism in seven countries represented in the project: Austria, the Czech Republic, 
France, Germany, Italy, Latvia and Slovenia.  

Seven partner organisations provided input and contributed with their extensive experience 
in the field of combatting hate speech, and in particular antigypsyism, online:  

 ZARA – Zivilcourage und Anti-Rassismus-Arbeit (Austria) 

 Romea (the Czech Republic) 

 Licra - International League Against Racism and Antisemitism (France) 

 jugendschutz.net (Germany) 

 CESIE (Italy) 

 the Latvian Centre For Human Rights (Latvia) 

 Spletno Oko (Slovenia) 

The input from ZARA was prepared by consulting and drawing input from Romano Centro, one 
of the first Roma associations in Austria. The input from jugendschutz.net stems from a joint 
research project with the Central Council of German Sinti and Roma. 

After giving an overview of the historical background and providing context information on 
the current situation of (offline) antigypsyism in the analysed countries, this analytical paper 
will shed light on common narratives used in antigypsyist hate speech as well as the plat-
forms and tools most frequently employed for its dissemination. The focus lies on a compari-
son of transnational commonalities as well as the specific characteristics of antigypsyism in 
different countries. 

Where not quoted otherwise, the examples in this analytical paper are derived from the in-
put and work experiences of the partner organisations.  

                                                           
1 European Centre for Minority Issues (2014). Roma in Focus. Available at  https://www.ecmi.de/up-
loads/tx_lfpubdb/ECMI_Work_Roma.pdf (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
2 Hamelmann, M., Lhopitault, C. & Schadauer, A. (2017). Manifestations of Online Hate Speech – Reports on an-
tisemitic, antiziganistic, homophobic and anti-Muslim Hate Speech. Available at http://www.inach.net/wp-con-
tent/uploads/Manifestations_of_online_hate_speech-short-final.pdf (last accessed 02.11.2018). 

https://www.ecmi.de/uploads/tx_lfpubdb/ECMI_Work_Roma.pdf
https://www.ecmi.de/uploads/tx_lfpubdb/ECMI_Work_Roma.pdf
http://www.inach.net/wp-content/uploads/Manifestations_of_online_hate_speech-short-final.pdf
http://www.inach.net/wp-content/uploads/Manifestations_of_online_hate_speech-short-final.pdf
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Terminology and Definition 
As of yet, there is no universally accepted definition of antigypsyism. The terminology itself is 
also still evolving, with terms like 'antiziganism', 'anti-Roma Hate Speech' or 'Romaphobia' also 
being used in different contexts. In Slovenia for example, no specific term is in use to address 
and encompass the hostility, prejudice, discrimination or racism specifically directed at Rom-
ani people. In the German language context, the term 'antiziganism' (German: Antiziganismus) 
is most commonly used, although its usage is not undisputed. The term describes prejudices, 
discriminative and racist attributions or open hostility targeted at people perceived as 'gyp-
sies' (German: Zigeuner) - an external ascription coined by European societies that leads to 
discrimination and social exclusion and can result in violence, direct and indirect harassment 
and hate speech.  

One of the strongest points of criticism is that the use of 'antiziganism' reproduces the vilifi-
cation inherent in this external ascription and can be seen as discriminatory in and of itself. 
Especially in Eastern Europe the terms 'cigan' or 'cikan' are used by right-wing extremists and 
nationalist politicians to spread hatred against Romani people.  

While Romani people are most affected by antigypsyism, the ascription 'gypsies' is broader 
and also covers other communities. In France, for example, it also encompasses the Travelling 
community (French: Les gens du voyage), the Gypsies (French: Les gitans) and the Manouche 
(French: Les Manouches). In Germany and Austria, it also includes Sinti and Yenish people. It 
is important to note that these communities are not homogeneous and all have their own 
traditions, religions, history and legal status. 

For the scope of the sCAN project the partners have agreed on the term 'antigypsyism', in line 
with the working definition on antigypsyism proposed by the Alliance against Antigypsyism3: 

 “Antigypsyism is a historically constructed, persistent complex of customary racism 
against social groups identified under the stigma ‘gypsy’ or other related terms, and in-
corporates: 

1. a homogenizing and essentializing perception and description of these groups; 

2. the attribution of specific characteristics to them; 

3. discriminating social structures and violent practices that emerge against that back-
ground, which have a degrading and ostracizing effect and which reproduce structural 
disadvantages.” 

The European Union (EU) uses the spelling 'anti-Gypsyism'4. In accordance with the Alliance 
against Antigypsyism, however, we have chosen the spelling without a hyphen, because "the 
latter would inadvertently give the impression that something like ‘gypsyism’ exists"5.  

                                                           
3 Alliance against Antigypsyism (2017). Antigypsyism - A Reference Paper. p. 5. Available at http://antigypsy-
ism.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Antigypsyism-reference-paper-16.06.2017.pdf (last accessed 
02.11.2018). 
4 See for example the European Parliament resolution on the situation of the Roma in the European Union of 
2005 (available at http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2005-
0151+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN, last accessed 02.11.2018) and the Europeans Commission Report on the imple-
mentation of the EU Framework for National Roma Integration Strategies 2015 (available at http://ec.eu-
ropa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2015/EN/1-2015-299-EN-F1-1.PDF, last accessed 02.11.2018). 
5 Alliance against Antigypsyism (2017). p. 6. 

http://antigypsyism.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Antigypsyism-reference-paper-16.06.2017.pdf
http://antigypsyism.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Antigypsyism-reference-paper-16.06.2017.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2005-0151+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P6-TA-2005-0151+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2015/EN/1-2015-299-EN-F1-1.PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regdoc/rep/1/2015/EN/1-2015-299-EN-F1-1.PDF
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Context Information 

Historical Background 
Sinti and Romani people have been living in Europe for more than six centuries. The history of 
antigypsyist rhetoric, discrimination and political persecution is just as long. In order to under-
stand contemporary forms of antigypsyism both on- and offline, it is important to know the 
historical background and context. This analytical paper can only provide a short delineation 
of the history of antigypsyism in Europe, based on the contributions provided by the project 
partners. A more detailed account can be found in the factsheets on Romani history by the 
University of Graz6.  

Persecution of Romani people started soon after their first arrival in Europe. In the regions 
Wallachia and Moldova (contemporary Romania), for example, Romani people were held as 
slaves from the 14th century onwards and slavery was only abolished in 1856. During the late 
18th century, the Austrian-Hungarian Empress Maria Theresa decreed a harsh assimilation pol-
icy, which led to the forced separation of Romani children from their families.7 From 1804 to 
1867 the Habsburg Monarchy was formally unified as the Austrian Empire, and from 1867 to 
1918 as the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In the Habsburg-controlled areas of the Austro-Hun-
garian Empire, which included the present-day Czech Republic, Romani people were histori-
cally “hardly tolerated”8 – in practice, this meant many Romani people had to navigate a com-
plicated double bind of not being allowed to settle anywhere for long while simultaneously 
being maligned for living itinerantly. 

With the rise of the movement for Czech independence and the Czech National Awakening at 
the end of the 19th century, social tensions between Romani people and others in the Czech 
lands were increasing. This development was part of a larger economic trend of industrialisa-
tion, when the previous social niche of Romani craftspeople trading with rural communities 
was destroyed. Compulsory education and factory work were changing society, but the exclu-
sion and lack of participation by Romani people in these social developments deprived them 
of social capital.9 Industrialisation also had a negative impact on Romani people living in Italy, 
where many had found employment in the agricultural sector. With increasing mechanisation 
of the agricultural production system many of them lost their employment and were forced 
to move to areas of urban periphery. 

The First Republic of Czechoslovakia (1918-1938) adopted the 'Law on Wandering Gypsies' in 
1927 that remained in effect for decades. Under this law, all persons considered 'wandering 
Gypsies' had to apply for state-issued identification, the so-called 'Gypsy identification card' 
(Czech: Cikánská legitimace), and had to apply to local authorities for permission to stay the 
night on their territories.10 

                                                           
6 University of Graz, Factsheets on Romani History. Available at http://romafacts.uni-graz.at/?l_history=en#his-
tory (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
7 Council of Europe (2015). Human Rights Comment - Time to cure amnesia about the history of Roma in Eu-
rope. Available at https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/time-to-cure-amnesia-about-the-history-of-
roma-in-europe?desktop=true (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
8 University of Graz, Factsheets on Romani History, module 2.3. Available at http://romafacts.uni-
graz.at/view_pdf.php?t=history&s=h_2_3&l=en (last accessed 02.11.2018). 

Miklusakova, M. & Necas, C. (2018). The History of the Roma Minority in the Czech Republic, posted 13 June 
2000 by Czech Radio, available at http://romove.radio.cz/en/clanek/18913 (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
10 ibid. 

http://romafacts.uni-graz.at/?l_history=en#history
http://romafacts.uni-graz.at/?l_history=en#history
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/time-to-cure-amnesia-about-the-history-of-roma-in-europe?desktop=true
https://www.coe.int/en/web/commissioner/-/time-to-cure-amnesia-about-the-history-of-roma-in-europe?desktop=true
http://romafacts.uni-graz.at/view_pdf.php?t=history&s=h_2_3&l=en
http://romafacts.uni-graz.at/view_pdf.php?t=history&s=h_2_3&l=en
http://romove.radio.cz/en/clanek/18913
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In France, the 'Law on the Exercise of Travelling Occupations and Control of the Movement of 
Nomads' (French: Loi sur l’exercice des professions ambulantes et la réglementation de la cir-
culation des nomades; translation: University of Graz) was adopted in 1912, introducing the 
category of 'nomads' for Romani people and subsequently all people considered 'gypsies'. This 
law enabled the French authorities to control and surveil the movement of the so-labelled 
people. 'Nomads' were required to carry 'the anthropometric record card' which included 
their civil status, photographs and anthropometric features11 and provided a full record of 
their movements. Their vehicles had to be registered and carry special registration plates.12 
According to Spreizer (2013, p.90), the law restricted the freedom of movement and "socially 
and juridically excluded nomads from French society"13. 

In the German state of Bavaria, the police established a 'Gypsy department' (German: Zigeu-
nerzentrale) in 1899, tasked with registering and monitoring Sinti and Romani people on its 
territory. Sinti and Romani people were further stigmatised in the 'law on combatting Gypsies, 
Travellers and work-shy people' (German: Gesetz zur Bekämpfung von Zigeunern, Landfahrern 
und Arbeitsscheuen; translation by the author), adopted by the Bavarian regional parliament 
in 1926. These structures lay the ground for racially motivated discrimination and served as 
precursors to the atrocities committed by the National Socialist regime.14 In 1942 the majority 
of German Sinti and Romani people were either forcibly sterilized or deported to the extermi-
nation camp Auschwitz-Birkenau, where they were subjected to forced labour and medical 
experiments and ultimately murdered. More than 85% of all Sinti and Romani people de-
ported to Auschwitz were murdered in the gas chambers.15  

During the German occupation of the Czech lands (the so-called Protectorate of Bohemia and 
Moravia), Romani people were imprisoned in two waves in 1939 and again in 1942/1943 in 
punitive labour camps that were gradually transformed into internment camps and then des-
ignated as 'Gypsy Camps'. While not given the official title of 'Concentration Camp' at the time, 
today these camps are understood to have served the purpose of concentrating Romani peo-
ple prior to their deportation to Auschwitz.16 In Latvia, around 70% of the Roma population 
were systematically murdered during the Nazi occupation.  

In Italy, during the Second World War Romani people were arrested and interned in concen-
tration camps which were scattered in remote areas of the country. Even though the exact 
numbers are unknown as of today, it has been established that Italian Roma were deported 
to the Nazi extermination camps between 1940 and 1944.17 

                                                           
11 such as fingerprints and physical characteristics 
12 University of Graz, Factsheets on Romani History, module 5.3. Available at http://romafacts.uni-
graz.at/view_pdf.php?t=history&s=h_5_3&l=en (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
13 Spreizer, A. J. (2013). Roma, Gypsy, Travellers, Gens du voyage: people who travel?. In: Slovenian Migration 
Institute (ed.). Dve Domovini / Two Homelands, 38. pp. 87 – 95. Available at http://twohomelands.zrc-
sazu.si/uploads/articles/1448467918_Spreizer_pepole%20who%20travel.pdf (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
14 Lochbihler, B. (2017). Der Umgang mit dem Völkermord an den Sinti und Roma in Deutschland. In: The 
Greens/European Free Alliance in the European Parliament (Eds.). Der Kampf gegen Antiziganismus in Europa. 
p. 119 – 124. Available at http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/der-kampf-gegen-antiziganismus-in-europa/ (last 
accessed 02.11.2018). 
15 Ibid. 
16 Miklusakova, M. & Necas, C. (2018).  
17 Commissione Straordinaria per la Tutela e la Promotione dei Diritti Umani (2011). Rapporto Conclusivo dell' 
Indagine sulla Condizione di Rom, Sinti e Caminanti in Italia. Available at https://www.senato.it/documenti/re-
pository/commissioni/dirittiumani16/RAPPORTO%20ROM%20.pdf (last accessed 26.11.2018). 

http://romafacts.uni-graz.at/view_pdf.php?t=history&s=h_5_3&l=en
http://romafacts.uni-graz.at/view_pdf.php?t=history&s=h_5_3&l=en
http://twohomelands.zrc-sazu.si/uploads/articles/1448467918_Spreizer_pepole%20who%20travel.pdf
http://twohomelands.zrc-sazu.si/uploads/articles/1448467918_Spreizer_pepole%20who%20travel.pdf
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/der-kampf-gegen-antiziganismus-in-europa/
https://www.senato.it/documenti/repository/commissioni/dirittiumani16/RAPPORTO%20ROM%20.pdf
https://www.senato.it/documenti/repository/commissioni/dirittiumani16/RAPPORTO%20ROM%20.pdf
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It is conservatively estimated that 500.000 European Sinti and Romani people were murdered 
during the Holocaust.18 

In France, people labelled as 'nomads' under the law of 1912 were interned during the Second 
World War. Contrary to other countries occupied by Germany, however, there were no mass-
deportations of these 'nomads' from internment camps to extermination camps.19 

After the Second World War, discriminative structures and practices continued almost un-
changed in some countries. In France, the law of 1912 remained in force unchanged until 1969, 
when the 'anthropometric record card' was replaced by 'circulation documents'.20 Those doc-
uments still contained information on physical characteristics21 and had to be renewed by 
public authorities at regular intervals.22 The obligation to carry a circulation document was 
only lifted in 2015.  

In Germany, Bavaria especially demonstrated a high continuity of antigypsyist discrimination. 
The law of 1926 was transposed into the 'Vagrancy Law' (German: Landfahrerordnung; trans-
lation by the author) in 1953 and a 'Vagrancy department' (German: Landfahrerstelle; trans-
lation by the author) was established, operating with a high continuity in personnel to the NS 
'Reich Central Office for Combating the Gypsy Menace' (German: Reichszentrale zur Bekämp-
fung des Zigeunerunwesens; translation by the author). Both the ' Vagrancy Law' and the 'Va-
grancy Department' were finally ruled unconstitutional and dissolved in 1970.23 Discrimination 
was ongoing also in the other German states. Claiming reparation was made particularly diffi-
cult for Sinti and Romani people, as public authorities and courts denied the racial motivation 
behind their persecution by the Nazi regime. Even after such a judgment was overturned by 
the Federal Court of Justice in 1963, bureaucratic hurdles remained, and it was only in 1982 
that the genocide of the Sinti and Roma was officially recognised in Germany.24 

In the Czech lands, the indigenous Romani population was almost entirely annihilated during 
the period of the Nazi occupation. However, the Communist Party in Czechoslovakia pro-
moted a resettlement of Romani people as labourers throughout the industrial areas of Bo-
hemia and Moravia as part of their policy of forced sedentarisation. In a law passed in 1958, 
the authorities were ordered to 'help' in the permanent settlement of 'itinerant persons'. In 
practice, the Romani people were given no choice but to reside where they were assigned by 
the state, without regard to the separation of their extended families.25 Another discrimina-
tive policy adopted in Czechoslovakia during the communist era was that of coerced or even 
forced sterilization. From the 1970s onward, financial incentives were introduced for women 
to undergo sterilization, but social workers also used threats as a form of coercion and 
women were sterilized without consent while undergoing other procedures, e.g. Cesarean 

                                                           
18 Lochbihler, B. (2017). 
19 University of Graz, Factsheets on Romani History, module 5.3.  
20 Spreizer, A. J. (2013). 
21 European Committee of Social Rights (2008). Complaint No. 51/2008 - European Roma Rights Centre v. 
France. Available at http://www.errc.org/uploads/upload_en/file/03/C4/m000003C4.pdf (last accessed 
26.11.2018). 
22 Lutaud, B. (2012). Carnet et livret de circulation: quels sont ces documents des gens du voyage? 
L'actu expliquée. Available at https://www.ladepeche.fr/article/2012/10/05/1457594-carnet-et-livret-de-circu-
lation-quels-sont-ces-documents-des-gens-du-voyage.html (last accessed 26.11.2018). 
23 Lochbihler, B. (2017). 
24 Ibid. 
25 Marta Miklusakova, Ctibor Necas (2018).  

http://www.errc.org/uploads/upload_en/file/03/C4/m000003C4.pdf
https://www.ladepeche.fr/article/2012/10/05/1457594-carnet-et-livret-de-circulation-quels-sont-ces-documents-des-gens-du-voyage.html
https://www.ladepeche.fr/article/2012/10/05/1457594-carnet-et-livret-de-circulation-quels-sont-ces-documents-des-gens-du-voyage.html
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delivery. Romani women were disproportionately affected by this policy. The financial incen-
tive program was brought to an end in 1991, but doctors continued to sterilize Romani and 
other women without their informed consent well into the 21st century.26 

Current Situation 
Nowadays, the number of Sinti and Romani people living in the countries covered by this anal-
ysis is relatively small. According to statistics from the Council of Europe's Roma and Travellers 
Team from 2012, the estimated percentages of "Roma and Roma-related Groups" in the ana-
lysed countries range from 0.13% of the total population in Germany to 1.9% of the total pop-
ulation in the Czech Republic (Italy: 0.25%; Slovenia: 0.41%; Austria: 0.42%; Latvia: 0.56%; 
France: 0.62%).27 

In most Western European countries, the Sinti and Romani population can be divided into 
three groups: those holding the national citizenship of the respective country, those holding 
European Union citizenship (in particular after the enlargement of the EU in 2004 and 2007) 
and those who migrated to Central and Western Europe in the aftermath of the disintegra-
tion of Yugoslavia. Due to the repercussions of the war and the unwillingness of the newly 
formed states to recognize Romani citizens, they remain in a condition of de facto stateless-
ness, rendering them most vulnerable.28 In Slovenia there are three major groups which live 
in different regions and differ in cultural and linguistic terms: Prekmurje Roma, Dolenjska 
Roma and Gorenjska Roma. 

Several countries have recognised Roma and Sinti as a national minority. Among the first to 
recognise them were the Czech Republic in 199129 and Austria in 199330, followed by Germany 
in 199531. In France and Italy, Roma are not recognized as a national minority.32 In Slovenia, 
Roma are also not recognized as a national minority – due to the fact that they are not con-
sidered as 'autochthonous' – but the 'Roma community' has constitutionally granted special 
rights.33 There is no list of officially recognised national minorities in Latvia.  However, Roma 
are considered a traditional, historical minority in practise as they have lived on the territory 
of Latvia for more than six centuries. 

                                                           
26 Albert, G. and Szilvasi, M. (2017). Intersectional Discrimination of Romani Women Forcibly Sterilized in the 

Former Czechoslovakia and Czech Republic. In: Health and Human Rights Journal, December 2017, Volume 19 
No. 2, pp 23- 34. Available at https://www.hhrjournal.org/2017/12/intersectional-discrimination-of-romani-
women-forcibly-sterilized-in-the-former-czechoslovakia-and-czech-republic/ (last accessed 02.11.2018).  
27 Council of Europe (2018). Estimates on Roma population in European countries. Available at 
http://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documen-
tId=0900001680088ea9 (last accessed: 02.11.2018). 
28 Sardelic, J. (no date given). The vulnerability of Roma minorities to statelessness in Europe. Available at 
http://stories.minorityrights.org/statelessness/chapter/the-vulnerability-of-roma-minorities-to-statelessness-
in-europe/ (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
29Český rozhlas / Czech Radio (2000). Some Basic Information about the Roma Population in the Czech Republic. 
Available at http://romove.radio.cz/cz/clanek/18028 (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
30 Demokratiezentrum Wien (2015). Minderheiten in Österreich. Available at http://www.demo-
kratiezentrum.org/wissen/timelines/minderheiten-in-oesterreich.html (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
31 Zentralrat Deutscher Sinti und Roma. Minderheitenrechte. Available at http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/ar-
beitsbereiche/minderheitenrechte/ (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
32 Memo, S. (2012). The legal status of Roma in Europe: Between National Minority and Transnational People. 
Available at http://eprints-phd.biblio.unitn.it/1010/1/MEMO_PhD_Dissertation.pdf (last accessed 26.10.2018). 
33 Slovenian Constitution. Article 65. Available at https://www.us-rs.si/en/about-the-court/legal-basis/constitu-
tion/ (last accessed 02.11.2018). 

https://www.hhrjournal.org/2017/12/intersectional-discrimination-of-romani-women-forcibly-sterilized-in-the-former-czechoslovakia-and-czech-republic/
https://www.hhrjournal.org/2017/12/intersectional-discrimination-of-romani-women-forcibly-sterilized-in-the-former-czechoslovakia-and-czech-republic/
http://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680088ea9
http://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680088ea9
http://stories.minorityrights.org/statelessness/chapter/the-vulnerability-of-roma-minorities-to-statelessness-in-europe/
http://stories.minorityrights.org/statelessness/chapter/the-vulnerability-of-roma-minorities-to-statelessness-in-europe/
http://romove.radio.cz/cz/clanek/18028
http://www.demokratiezentrum.org/wissen/timelines/minderheiten-in-oesterreich.html
http://www.demokratiezentrum.org/wissen/timelines/minderheiten-in-oesterreich.html
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/arbeitsbereiche/minderheitenrechte/
http://zentralrat.sintiundroma.de/arbeitsbereiche/minderheitenrechte/
http://eprints-phd.biblio.unitn.it/1010/1/MEMO_PhD_Dissertation.pdf
https://www.us-rs.si/en/about-the-court/legal-basis/constitution/
https://www.us-rs.si/en/about-the-court/legal-basis/constitution/
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Nevertheless, the historically continuous hostility, the history of systematic persecution and 
deeply embedded stereotypes still have a severe impact on the lives and opportunities of per-
sons affected by antigypsyism. 

Italy is the country with the highest intolerance against Romani people in Europe. In 2016, 
82% of the Italian respondents to the Global Attitudes Survey said they have negative opinions 
about Romani people (Median: 48%).34 Misconceptions about the number of Romani people 
living in Italy and about their lifestyle are prevalent: The majority of the less than 200,000 
Romani people (the popular misconception is that they number around 2 million) lead a sed-
entary life. Despite this, local authorities continue to pursue policies of segregation and mar-
ginalization against the Romani people by financing the creation of settlements on the out-
skirts of their communities. Due to the precarious conditions and the lack of minimum safety 
and hygiene standards, those settlements are often subject to forced evictions. When this 
happens, the inhabitants are seldom given alternative housing solutions and instead are 
forced into homelessness or informal settlement. In June 2018, Italian Interior Minister 
Matteo Salvini proposed to conduct a national census on the Romani communities in order to 
expel those Romani people residing in the country 'illegally'. This proposal has been strongly 
rejected by part of the Government, and by Romani and Jewish associations and NGOs. 

In Austria, four Romani men were killed in a terrorist attack on Romani people in Oberwart, a 
provincial city in the Federal province of Burgenland, in early 1995. This attack opened up a 
public discussion and more interest in the situation of Romnja/Roma and Sintize/Sinti in Aus-
tria, albeit only for a short period of time. More recently, Romnja/Roma and Sintize/Sinti are 
often associated with the so-called 'begging mafia'. Families affected by poverty have repeat-
edly been portrayed as 'organised beggar gangs' and connected to (petty) crime. The words 
'beggar' and 'Roma' are sometimes even used as synonyms in media coverage. Therefore, the 
public discourses on begging and the ban of begging, as well as the creation of 'beggar data-
bases' in two Austrian regions in 2015 and 2016, have to be seen in connection with antigyp-
sism.35 

In the Czech Republic, Romani people are discriminated against in education, on the job mar-
ket, in housing and the health-care system. In addition to structural and institutional discrim-
ination, Romani people or persons believed to be Roma are the most likely targets of online 
attacks, physically violent hate crimes, social rejection, and are the subjects of fake news re-
ports and hoaxes. 

In France, forced evictions of Romani people have been ongoing since 2010, despite being in 
violation of the European Convention on Human Rights and of the revised European Social 
Charter. According to the European Roma Rights Centre, since 2014 more than 10 000 Romani 
persons have been evicted each year.36  

                                                           
34 Wike, R., Stokes, B., & Simmons, K. (2016). Europeans fear wave of refugees will mean more terrorism, fewer 
jobs. Pew Research Center, 11, 2016. Available at http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/07/11/europeans-fear-
wave-of-refugees-will-mean-more-terrorism-fewer-jobs/ (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
35 Romano Centro (2018): Antiziganismus in Österreich. Falldokumentation 2015 – 2017. Information für Be-
troffene und ZeugInnen. Available at http://www.romano-centro.org/downloads/Antiziganismus_in_Oester-
reich_2015-2017_web.pdf (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
36 European Roma Rights Centre (2018). Written comments of the European Roma Rights Centre concerning 
France for consideration by the Human Rights Council, within its Universal Periodic Review, at its 29th Session 
(January – February 2018). Available at http://www.errc.org/uploads/upload_en/file/france-hrc-submission-
27-june-2017.pdf (last accessed 02.11.2018). 

http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/07/11/europeans-fear-wave-of-refugees-will-mean-more-terrorism-fewer-jobs/
http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/07/11/europeans-fear-wave-of-refugees-will-mean-more-terrorism-fewer-jobs/
http://www.romano-centro.org/downloads/Antiziganismus_in_Oesterreich_2015-2017_web.pdf
http://www.romano-centro.org/downloads/Antiziganismus_in_Oesterreich_2015-2017_web.pdf
http://www.errc.org/uploads/upload_en/file/france-hrc-submission-27-june-2017.pdf
http://www.errc.org/uploads/upload_en/file/france-hrc-submission-27-june-2017.pdf
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In Germany, 40% of the respondents to the 2016 Global Attitudes Survey said they have neg-
ative opinions about Romani people.37 In a survey conducted by the Center for Research on 
Antisemitism at the Technische Universität Berlin in 2014, 20.4% of respondents answered 
they would not want Sinti or Romani people as their neighbours. In the same survey, the most 
frequent associations with Sinti and Romani people were 'travelling people', 'criminality' and 
'begging'.38 

In Latvia, Romani people are discriminated against in employment and education. Up to 2016, 
some educational institutions had special classes for Romani children. Even after the abolition 
of these classes, Romani children remain disproportionally represented in special primary ed-
ucation programmes for students with learning disabilities and mental development disor-
ders. Furthermore, public opinion surveys show that Romani people are among those that are 
subject to public prejudice the most. According to the latest survey of Riga residents, only 6% 
would agree to be in contact with Romani people as close relatives or in marriage, just 12% as 
a close friend, while only 25% would accept Romani people as neighbours and only 6% as a 
colleague at work. 

In Slovenia, Romani people are seen as inherently “different”, even though they have been 
residing in the territory since the 14th century. Living conditions and discrimination of Romani 
people vary between different regions. The situation is the worst in Dolenjska region, where 
Romani people live in segregated settlements that often lack a building permit and basic in-
frastructure.39 They are discriminated against in education, employment and housing. In this 
region the relations between Romani and non-Romani local residents are often tense. In 2008, 
the city of Ambrus evicted a local Romani family after residents claimed they felt endangered 
by this family, members of which had been involved in several criminal acts. The eviction was 
supported by the Slovenian Minister of the Interior. The situation of Romani people in Slovenia 
(and elsewhere) must be considered as a case of multiple discrimination grounded in racism, 
ethnicisation of Romani people and an overemphasis on cultural differences.40 Multiple dis-
criminations are not a consequence of individual lack and deficiency of “luck”, but are conse-
quences of social division of power and relationships of domination, which are being main-
tained unaltered by dominant social groups through institutions, practices, norms, relations 
and knowledge.41 

                                                           
37 Wike, R., Stokes, B., & Simmons, K. (2016). 
38 Technische Universität Berlin, Center for Research on Antisemitism (2014). Zwischen Gleichgültigkeit und Ab-
lehnung - Bevölkerungseinstellungen gegenüber Sinti und Roma. Studie im Auftrag der Antidiskriminierungs-
stelle des Bundes. Available at http://www.antidiskriminierungsstelle.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/publikati-
onen/Expertisen/Exper-tise_Bevoelkerungseinstellungen_gegenueber_Sinti_und_Roma_20140829.pdf;jsessio-
nid=84423467CFFAD1BAABAC5C96BBEBD209.1_cid340?__blob=publicationFile&v=3 (last accessed 
02.11.2018). 
39 Amnesty International (2011). Vzporedna življenja. London: Amnesty International Ltd. Available at 
http://www.amnesty.si/media/uploads/files/vzporedna_zivljenja.pdf (last accessed 02.11.2018). 
40 Hrženjak, M. and Jalušič, V. (2011). Vrata niso baš odprta (treba da jih gurneš, pa da se otvaraju): 

perspektive v reševanju kompleksnih neenakosti. Ljubljana: Mirovni inštitut. Available at http://siaprem.mirovni-

institut.si/pdf/siaprem_vrata_niso_bas_odprta.pdf (last accessed 26.11.2018). 
41 Ibid., p. 115 

http://www.antidiskriminierungsstelle.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/publikationen/Expertisen/Exper-tise_Bevoelkerungseinstellungen_gegenueber_Sinti_und_Roma_20140829.pdf;jsessionid=84423467CFFAD1BAABAC5C96BBEBD209.1_cid340?__blob=publicationFile&v=3
http://www.antidiskriminierungsstelle.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/publikationen/Expertisen/Exper-tise_Bevoelkerungseinstellungen_gegenueber_Sinti_und_Roma_20140829.pdf;jsessionid=84423467CFFAD1BAABAC5C96BBEBD209.1_cid340?__blob=publicationFile&v=3
http://www.antidiskriminierungsstelle.de/SharedDocs/Downloads/DE/publikationen/Expertisen/Exper-tise_Bevoelkerungseinstellungen_gegenueber_Sinti_und_Roma_20140829.pdf;jsessionid=84423467CFFAD1BAABAC5C96BBEBD209.1_cid340?__blob=publicationFile&v=3
http://www.amnesty.si/media/uploads/files/vzporedna_zivljenja.pdf
http://siaprem.mirovni-institut.si/pdf/siaprem_vrata_niso_bas_odprta.pdf
http://siaprem.mirovni-institut.si/pdf/siaprem_vrata_niso_bas_odprta.pdf
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Antigypsyism Online 
While antigypsyism has a long history and is still being perpetuated and institutionalized in 
the offline world, today most antigypsyist rhetoric takes place online. Our Czech partner re-
ported that while Romani people are one of the most frequent targets of hateful online con-
tent in the Czech Republic, posts that targeted Romani ethnicity were the least frequently 
deleted. Furthermore, the impact of hateful discussions on silent bystanders is gaining more 
and more importance. While users in online forums might not be identified as Romani or 
Sinti if they do not want others to know their ethnicity, persons who belong to Roma com-
munities can still be exposed to enormously hateful posts. 

Transnational Narratives 
The most common narratives of online antigypsyist hate speech in the six countries analysed 
in this paper can be clustered into three underlying principles: criminalisation, welfare chau-
vinism and de-humanisation.  

Sinti and Romani people are often criminalized with assertions that the presence of camps or 
settlements has consequences on the resurgence of violence, delinquency and smuggling in 
the area. An article at an Austrian travel advice portal asserted that people travelling to Mac-
edonia should be especially careful with their personal possessions in the presence of Romani 
people, because "Roma are often dependent on bettering their modest living conditions 
through property crime”. Furthermore, Sinti and Romani families are often denounced as 
"gangs of thieves" or "gangs of beggars". Criminal stigmatisations aren't always expressed 
openly but also 'between the lines'. After the unpopular implementation of a new speed limit 
on national roads in France, the following post was shared on Facebook: "Notice to the Trav-
ellers // a speed radar contains 2 kg of copper". This post was designed to evoke antigypsyist 
prejudices about travelers as 'copper thieves' and suspicious 'metal wreckers' involved in traf-
ficking. In Germany and Italy, accusations of Sinti and Romani people as 'child abductors' are 
common. Those accusations were also traditionally used in Slovenia, but are less frequent 
nowadays. 

In Slovenia, the traditional saying “If you don't behave properly the 'cigani' will come and take 
you away”, which parents use to discipline their children, was efficiently subverted in 2005 in 
a public service announcement with the picture of a Romani child and the message: “If you 
don't behave properly the Slovenians will take you away.” The campaign aimed to expose 
prejudices against Romani people and their discrimination and provoked a lot of public inter-
est. It was also attacked by some extreme-right politicians and organizations claiming it hurt 
the feelings of Slovenian people.42 

Apart from criminalisation, Sinti and Romani people are often called 'beggars' who are 'poor', 
'dirty' and allegedly live in unsanitary conditions. In Austria, the terms 'beggars' and 'Roma' 
are often used as synonyms, sometimes even in media coverage. In Germany, reports about 
so-called "junk properties" (German: "Schrottimmobilien") are used to suggest that Sinti and 
Romani people are generally 'dirty' and 'unsanitary' and responsible for the derelict state of 
the buildings. Furthermore, in many countries Romani people are seen as 'inadaptable' to so-
ciety. Even though the majority of Sinti and Romani people lead a sedentary life, people still 

                                                           
42 Mladina (11.8.2005). Plakatna afera, drugič. Available at https://www.mladina.si/94713/plakatna-afera-
drugic/ (last accessed 02.11.2018). 

https://www.mladina.si/94713/plakatna-afera-drugic/
https://www.mladina.si/94713/plakatna-afera-drugic/
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allege that they prefer to live in temporary encampments due to their 'nomadic' lifestyle. 
Closely connected to the assertion of 'inadaptability' is the claim that Romani people are 'lazy', 
'work-shy' and only came into the respective country to exploit the social aid system. This in 
turn leads to welfare chauvinism and to demands that they be excluded them from social aid 
systems.  

The so-called 'refugee crisis' had an ambivalent effect on antigypsyist hate speech. On the one 
hand, it took the focus away from the Sinti and Romani communities for a while, so that sev-
eral organisations reported a decrease in antigypsyist hate speech since 2015. On the other 
hand, welfare chauvinism and the assertion that people migrate to Europe to take advantage 
of social aid systems is a common denominator of antigypsyism and the hate speech directed 
against refugees from Africa and the Middle East. In this narrative, structural discrimination 
and violent persecution as causes of migration and flight are denied and instead a mere eco-
nomic rationale of "poverty-driven migration" is constructed. A third trend was reported from 
France, where refugees, people of Arab descent and Romani people are played off against 
each other. Now that the number of refugees arriving in Europe is receding, however, the 
focus of online hate speech is shifting back to the Romani population. 

Another common narrative in antigypsyist hate speech is the alleged (genetic) inferiority of 
Sinti and Romani people. De-humanising hate speech is also very often found in this context. 
Sinti and Romani people are defamed as 'parasites', 'vermin', 'rats' or 'disgusting animals'. In 
the Czech Republic, a high ranking politician posted on Facebook that "Gypsies are like jellyfish 
- poisonous and useless". In Austria, a Twitter user tweeted "A wise man once said that Gyp-
sies are not human beings. I agree with him". 

De-humanising hate speech can lead to calls for violence, arson attacks on Romani settlements 
or even murder. In Italy, a local city councilor wrote on Facebook: "integration policies have 
failed, for that camp the only solution is NAPALM". Allusions to the Holocaust were also fre-
quently reported by the partner organisations. In the Czech Republic, a photograph of a first 
grade class in a local primary school that was comprised predominantly of children of either 
Arab, Romani or Vietnamese origin was commented on with a call to "gas" all the children, 
evoking the genocide during the Nazi occupation. In Austria, the slogan "Roma rauSS" was 
used to call for deportations – a deliberate spelling mistake to hint at the infamous SS. Other 
examples include "Hitler would be needed!!!! Let's kill all the gypsies!!!" (Slovenia) and "Uncle 
Adolf had already tried some politically incorrect remedies…but he didn't succeed either" (It-
aly). In Latvia, a YouTube user commented on a video about young Romani sportsmen with: 
"These are the next murderers, thieves and criminals. Must be sent to Auschwitz". In Ger-
many, calls for forced sterilization and genocide could be found below a report on poverty in 
a Romani settlement. 

Much less frequent, and only reported from Germany and Austria, are romanticizing depic-
tions of the "gypsy life" (German: Zigeunerleben). Related prejudices include the idea of an 
'unfettered' lifestyle, mysticism and 'being close to nature'. While not intended to discrimi-
nate against Sinti and Romani people, those depictions still reproduce racist stereotypes by 
framing an entire group of people as 'exotic' and 'fundamentally different' from the 'civilized' 
population. 
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Platforms  
The platforms most frequently used to spread antigypsyist hate speech are Facebook, 
YouTube and Twitter. While Facebook was mentioned by almost all partner organisations, 
Twitter plays a lesser role in the Czech Republic, where it is not commonly used by the general 
public and instead serves as a communication platform for journalists and politicians. YouTube 
is less frequently used in Slovenia and France to spread antigypsyist messages. In Austria and 
Germany, however, the comment sections below YouTube videos are often littered with hate-
ful comments. 

An exception to this dominance of social media is Italy, where websites, blogs and social media 
only account for a marginal share. Instead, between 80% and 90% of antigypsyist discourses 
are spread through online newspapers and traditional newspapers. Interesting enough, more 
than 70% of antigypsyist opinions are expressed by political representatives, followed by jour-
nalists and lastly by the general public.43 

Online media outlets also play a role in Austria, Germany, Latvia and Slovenia. An analysis of 
the portrayal of Romani people in Latvian media, conducted by the LCHR in 2015, showed that 
some media continue to portray Romani people as offenders, for example by indicating in the 
headline of an article and/or introductory text the ethnicity of the probable offender, thus 
reinforcing the negative perception existing in society of Romani people as 'criminals'. The 
analysis further showed that the comments on those publications are predominantly negative, 
full of stereotypes and hate speech. Very often comments are not linked to the content of the 
particular material, but just express a general negative or offensive opinion. Even if the tone 
of the article itself is not openly discriminatory, the comments often incite hatred against Sinti 
and Romani people. The partners stressed the need for good online moderation in order to 
keep comment sections from spiraling into hate-filled discussions. 

Other platforms mentioned by the partners were online discussion forums, ultra-nationalist 
websites and the French “fachosphère”. In the Czech Republic, fake news items are sent via 
e-mail to senior citizens, who tend to believe such fabrications more if they come from people 
they know. 

Tools  
In all the analysed countries fake news reports are used to incite hatred against Sinti and Rom-
ani people, usually built around the narratives of welfare chauvinism and criminalisation. In 
France, images are disseminated to depict Romani people and Travellers as 'dirty'. In the Czech 
Republic, fake news reports about privileges that Romani people allegedly receive, such as 
“special” social benefits or free prescription drugs, are particularly persistent. During a period 
when butter was either not available or extremely expensive, fake news reports were spread 
that Romani people received butter for free. In Italy, common fake news reports fabricate the 
existence of laws allowing Romani people to use public transportation freely, or protecting 
them from being arrested for stealing if the economic value of the stolen goods is below 

                                                           
43 Associazione 21 luglio (2014). Antiziganismo 2.0. Rapporto Osservatorio 21 luglio (2013-2014). Available at 
http://www.21luglio.org/21luglio/antiziganismo-2-0-rapporto-osservatorio-21-luglio-2013-2014/ (last accessed 
02.11.2018). 

http://www.21luglio.org/21luglio/antiziganismo-2-0-rapporto-osservatorio-21-luglio-2013-2014/
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€200.44 Another popular fake news report alleged that “Romani people are given villas to live 
in and 1000 € per month from the State”.  

Another strategy used to disseminate antigypsyism online is de-contextualisation. Instead of 
straight-out fabricated fake news, already-existing reports or images are given a new, biased 
head-line and description in order to incite hatred. In Germany, reports about criminal of-
fences are framed in a way to depict Sinti and Romani people as inherently criminal. Images 
and videos can also be de-contextualised to spread fake news. In the Czech Republic, a fake 
report doctored video footage of the theft of a TV set from a hospital in South America and 
claimed it had happened in the Czech Republic and had been perpetrated by Romani people.  

Other tools were only reported in specific countries. In France, racist 'jokes' spread prejudices 
against Romani people and Travellers. In Germany, antigypsyist hate speech is also spread 
through right-wing extremist music that can easily be found online. 

What We Do 
Most project partners in the sCAN project have trusted flagger status and cooperate directly 
with Social Media providers, reporting hate speech and asking for its removal. The sCAN part-
ners also participate in the European Commission's monitoring exercises on the adherence of 
Social Media providers to the Code of Conduct on countering illegal hate speech online. When 
hate speech is shared not on Social Media but on a website or a public forum, the partners 
contact the website provider directly to ask for removal. Partner organisations also report 
instances of illegal hate speech to public authorities and law enforcement.  

In addition to notice and removal actions, partners have exposed online hate speech through 
their own news server and Social Media profiles. The Czech partner Romea has also organized 
solidarity actions for hate speech victims.  

  

                                                           
44 bufale e dintorni, 3 dicembre 2013. BUFALA – Depenalizzano il furto di valori inferiori a 200 Euro se a 
commetterlo sono i Rom. Available at http://www.bufaleedintorni.it/2013/12/03/bufala-depenalizzano-il-furto-
di-valori-inferiori-a-200-euro-se-a-commetterlo-sono-i-rom/ (last accessed 02.11.2018). 

http://www.bufaleedintorni.it/2013/12/03/bufala-depenalizzano-il-furto-di-valori-inferiori-a-200-euro-se-a-commetterlo-sono-i-rom/
http://www.bufaleedintorni.it/2013/12/03/bufala-depenalizzano-il-furto-di-valori-inferiori-a-200-euro-se-a-commetterlo-sono-i-rom/
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Conclusion 
The findings of this analytical paper confirm those already established in the report "Manifes-
tations of Online Hate Speech" by the project Research-Report-Remove: Countering Cyber 
Hate Phenomena. This proves a stable set of antigypsyist narratives over a total of 10 Euro-
pean countries (Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy, Latvia, the Neth-
erlands, Slovenia and Spain). 

The main narratives of antigypsyism online mirror the historical stereotypes and narratives 
that have been used for discrimination and persecution of Romani and other communities 
perceived as 'gypsies' for centuries. Criminalisation and construction of Sinti and Romani peo-
ple as 'beggars' and 'travelling communities' who are unable or unwilling to integrate serve as 
excuses to call for discriminatory treatment and exclusion from the social aid system. Inter-
estingly, the notion of 'travelling communities' remains a widespread stereotype, despite the 
majority of Sinti and Romani people living a sedentary life. The de-humanisation expressed in 
many comments on Social Media platforms and online media outlets often leads to calls for 
violence and even genocide. 

Fake news and the de-contextualisation of images and videos is a popular tool to disseminate 
antigypsyist narratives and incite hostility against Sinti and Romani people. Most of those fake 
news stories are built around alleged special benefits for those communities. 

Social Media, especially Facebook, YouTube and Twitter, are still the platforms most com-
monly used to spread antigypsyist hate speech. Discussions in comment sections of YouTube 
videos and beneath the articles of online media outlets often become platforms for de-hu-
manisation and incitement to violence. Biased media reporting reinforces existing negative 
stereotypes. A special responsibility also lies with politicians and other public figures. 

In order to combat antigypsyism efficiently, the existing cooperation between Romani repre-
sentatives, Civil Society Organisations, Internet Service Providers and public authorities needs 
to be strengthened. Media should take care to provide unbiased reporting on Sinti and Romani 
people as well as other marginalised minorities. Reliable moderation is needed in online dis-
cussion forums and the comment sections of online media outlets in order to prevent hateful 
content from reproducing hostilities and dominating the discussions. 
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Introduction 
In recent years, most international studies on hate speech online have focused on the three platforms 
traditionally considered the most influential: Facebook, YouTube and Twitter. However, their predom-
inance as the biggest international social networks is no longer uncontested. Other networks are on 
the rise and young users especially lose interest in the ‘old’ platforms. In April 2019, Instagram had 
more active accounts globally than Twitter1 and came fifth in terms of global page impressions2, after 
Facebook, Pinterest, Twitter and YouTube. Additionally, recent studies into the social media use of 
minors and young adults showed that Instagram is more important than Facebook to users younger 
than 30 in several countries3. Since hate groups and extremists move their propaganda to the channels 
where they can reach their target audience most easily, it is important to take those changes in the 
social media landscape into consideration. 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Instagram are all parties to the Code of Conduct on countering ille-

gal hate speech online, established by the European Commission in 20164, agreeing to take stronger 
and swifter action against hate speech on their platforms. Google+ has also joined the Code of Con-
duct in 2018. However, as the network was shut down in April 2019, it is no longer included in this 
analysis. 

As hate speech moderation increases on the major social media platforms, hate groups and extrem-
ists turn to other networks where community guidelines against hate speech are less strictly en-
forced. Some of those alternative platforms, like VK.com or Gab.ai, have acquired a broad interna-
tional audience and are considered ‘safe havens’ by far-right or right-wing extremist activists. Other 
platforms have a more local audience or are only relevant in specific countries. 

This analysis offers an overview of the most prevalent social media platforms and websites used for 
disseminating hate speech in the countries of the sCAN project partners. Six partner organisations 
provided input and contributed with their extensive experience in the field of combatting hate 
speech online:  

 ZARA – Zivilcourage und Anti-Rassismus-Arbeit (Austria) 

 Romea (the Czech Republic) 

 Licra - International League Against Racism and Antisemitism (France) 

 jugendschutz.net (Germany) 

 CESIE (Italy) 

 University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences (UL-FDV) (Slovenia) 

 

Where not quoted otherwise, the examples in this analytical paper are derived from the input and 
work experiences of the partner organisations. 

 

                                                           
1 Statista (2019a). Most popular social networks worldwide as of April 2019, ranked by number of active users (in millions). 
Available at https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-of-users/ (last accessed 
23.05.219). 
2 Statista (2019b). Marktanteile von Social-Media-Seiten nach Seitenabrufen weltweit von Februar 2019 bis April 2019. Avail-
able at https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/241601/umfrage/marktanteile-fuehrender-social-media-seiten-welt-
weit/ (last accesses 23.05.2019). 
3 See for example Medienpädagogischer Forschungsverbund Südwest (2018). JIM-Studie 2018 – Jugend, Information, Medien. 
Available at https://www.mpfs.de/studien/jim-studie/2018/ (last accessed 15.05.2019); Diplomeo (2018). Paroles aux jeunes. 
Available at https://diplomeo.com/actualite-sondage_reseaux_sociaux_jeunes (last accessed 15.05.2019); SaferInternet.at 
(2019). Jugend-Internet-Monitor 2019. Available at https://www.saferinternet.at/fileadmin/redakteure/Projekt-Seiten/Ju-
gend-Internet-Monitor/Infografik_Jugend-Internet-Monitor_2019.png (last accessed 23.05.2019). 
4 European Commission (2016). Code of Conduct on countering illegal hate speech online. Available at https://ec.eu-
ropa.eu/newsroom/just/item-detail.cfm?item_id=54300 (last accessed 16.05.2019). 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-of-users/
https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/241601/umfrage/marktanteile-fuehrender-social-media-seiten-weltweit/
https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/241601/umfrage/marktanteile-fuehrender-social-media-seiten-weltweit/
https://www.mpfs.de/studien/jim-studie/2018/
https://diplomeo.com/actualite-sondage_reseaux_sociaux_jeunes
https://www.saferinternet.at/fileadmin/redakteure/Projekt-Seiten/Jugend-Internet-Monitor/Infografik_Jugend-Internet-Monitor_2019.png
https://www.saferinternet.at/fileadmin/redakteure/Projekt-Seiten/Jugend-Internet-Monitor/Infografik_Jugend-Internet-Monitor_2019.png
https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/item-detail.cfm?item_id=54300
https://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/just/item-detail.cfm?item_id=54300
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Instagram 
Among the social media platforms covered in this analysis, the images and video platform Instagram 
takes a special position in two ways. Firstly, its rapid growth and large user base, especially with 
younger users, have turned it into one of the most popular social media around the world. Sharing 
pictures and short videos of everyday life and communicating with friends and followers via comments 
and direct messages has become an essential part of youth culture in many countries. Recent studies 
show that 67% of German5 teenagers aged 12 – 19, 71% of Austrian6 adolescents aged 11 – 17 and 
73% of French7 youth aged 16 – 25 use Instagram regularly and the network has become more im-
portant than Facebook amongst users younger than 30 years. The platform is also widely used by 
young people in Austria, the Czech Republic and Slovenia. It is therefore not reasonable to regard it 
simply as an ‘alternative’ platform to Facebook, Twitter or YouTube. Instead, Instagram has to be an-
alysed as one of the major players in the field in its own right. 

Secondly, Instagram is institutionally linked to the Facebook company since 2012. While Facebook it-
self signed the EU Code of Conduct on countering illegal hate speech online in 2016, however, Insta-
gram only joined in 2018. Nevertheless, this is an important step to take responsibility and tackle hate 
speech on the platform more vigorously. Instagram addresses the issue of hate speech in its commu-
nity guidelines, which forbid to “support or praise terrorism, organized crime, or hate groups”, post 
“credible threats or hate speech” or “encourage violence or attack anyone based on their race, ethnic-
ity, national origin, sex, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, disabilities, or 
diseases”.8  

Nevertheless, hate groups and extremists use the platform’s popularity among adolescents to address 
a young target group and spread their propaganda. In Germany, Islamist extremists stage their images 
in a special ‘Instagram style’ and connect to popular youth culture to attract users to their profiles, 
where they also post content openly glorifying militant jihad. Right-wing extremists deliberately blur 
the lines between political agitation and their private lives, in order to portray extremism as a ‘cool’ 
community and a ‘fun’ alternative lifestyle. Extremists of both ideologies also utilize popular hashtags 
and features like the Instagram ‘stories’ function. The fleeting nature of those stories, which are de-
leted after 24 hours, makes endangering content difficult to control. 

In France, several political accounts promote racism, hatred against refugees and hatred against Mus-
lims. Right-wing extremists have created hashtags like #patriotes, #résistants and #aunomdupeuple 
(‘in the name of the people’) for promoting their racist theories. Even though Instagram has banned 
some hashtags, the content associated to them remains online. Some accounts also spread fake news. 
An example is the portrayal of the UN Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration, dubbed 
the ‘Marrakech Pact’, as a pact designed to bring thousands of migrants to France. The French partner 
Licra also identified anti-Black, anti-Asiatic, misogynist and homophobic content on Instagram.  

In Slovenia, most publicly visible profiles supporting pro-nationalist ideas and cultural superiority are 
not directly promoting hatred and violence, thereby staying below the legal threshold. Nevertheless, 
the partner UL-FDV identified also openly racist, homophobic and anti-refugee content. There were 
further profiles whose usernames or descriptions suggested potentially hateful content. However, 
those were private profiles and their posts are not publicly available. Therefore, they were not included 

                                                           
5 Medienpädagogischer Forschungsverbund Südwest (2018). JIM-Studie 2018 – Jugend, Information, Medien. Available at 
https://www.mpfs.de/studien/jim-studie/2018/ (last accessed 15.05.2019). 
6 SaferInternet.at (2019). Jugend-Internet-Monitor 2019. Available at https://www.saferinternet.at/filead-

min/redakteure/Projekt-Seiten/Jugend-Internet-Monitor/Infografik_Jugend-Internet-Monitor_2019.png (last accessed 
23.05.2019). 
7 Diplomeo (2018). Paroles aux jeunes. Available at https://diplomeo.com/actualite-sondage_reseaux_sociaux_jeunes (last 
accessed 15.05.2019). 
8 Instagram Community Guidelines. Available at https://help.instagram.com/477434105621119/ (last accessed 15.05.2019). 

https://www.mpfs.de/studien/jim-studie/2018/
https://www.saferinternet.at/fileadmin/redakteure/Projekt-Seiten/Jugend-Internet-Monitor/Infografik_Jugend-Internet-Monitor_2019.png
https://www.saferinternet.at/fileadmin/redakteure/Projekt-Seiten/Jugend-Internet-Monitor/Infografik_Jugend-Internet-Monitor_2019.png
https://diplomeo.com/actualite-sondage_reseaux_sociaux_jeunes
https://help.instagram.com/477434105621119/
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into further analysis. In the experience of the Austrian and Czech partners, Instagram is not widely 
used for spreading hate speech in those countries. 

Instagram was monitored in the 4th evaluation of the EU Code of Conduct on countering illegal hate 
speech online in November and December 2018. sCAN results9 show that the platform took action 
(removal or geo-blocking) on 72% of the content reported to it by the partners through publicly avail-
able channels and on 84% of the content reported through the partners’ trusted flagger channels. 

Alternative platforms and “Safe Havens” for online hate 
speech 
As the most popular social media companies join the Code of Conduct and intensify their efforts to 
curb hate speech on their platforms, hate groups and extremists look for alternative platforms that are 
less regulated or even actively promote their lenient approach to content moderation. 

VK.com  

The Russian multimedia platform VK.com (VK), sometimes described as the ‘Russian Facebook’, allows 
users to create groups, public pages and events, share and tag images, videos and audio files or play 
browser-based games. Additionally, it offers a music and movies platform that can be accessed without 
any age restrictions. The network has become increasingly popular outside of Russia in the past few 
years. In France, it is considered to be one of the 24 most important social networks10 and in the Ger-
man Alexa-Ranking the network is currently ranked 9th11. In Italy, the platform is used mostly for the 
uncomplicated sharing of (pirated) films and videos. 

VK’s terms of use prohibit content promoting “racist, religious, ethnic hatred or hostility”, propagan-
dising “fascisms or supremacism” or containing extremist material12. However, those terms are only 
rarely enforced. In the countries analysed in this study, VK is especially popular with right-wing extrem-
ists and far-right actors. Most Austrian users of VK belong to the far-right Identitarian movement, self-
identifying as “the most active and largest patriotic NGO of the country”13. The Czech partner Romea 
conducted several interviews with experts in the field who confirmed that VK has been openly adver-
tised as an alternative to Facebook among far-right users in the Czech Republic.  

In Slovenia, only a few actors publicly post hate speech on VK. During the research for this paper, our 
Slovenian partner UL-FDV for example a profile of a Slovenian political magazine posting anti-immigra-
tion, anti-left and anti-Islam content. Like on Instagram, the members' phrasing stays below the legal 
threshold and therefore does not directly promote violence. 

In France, the trend of registering on VK started with the migration of very well-known figures of the 
far-right ‘Fachosphère’ (the ‘fascist-sphere’ in France), for example Alain Soral, Dieudonné or Boris Le 
Lay.14 Licra identified two main drivers of this migration: Removal of their content and profiles on Fa-
cebook and a growing dissatisfaction with the perceived ‘censorship’ on the main social media plat-
forms. Apart from pages of the Fachosphère, there are also groups associated to the ‘Génération iden-
titaire’ – the French Identitarian movement – spreading racism, antisemitism, homophobia and hate 
                                                           
9 sCAN project (2019). Diverging responsiveness on reports by trusted flaggers and general users. Available at http://scan-
project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/sCAN_monitoring1_fact_sheet_final.pdf (last accessed 16.05.2019). 
10 LEPTIDIGITAL (2019). Quels sont les 24 réseaux sociaux les plus populaires en France et dans le monde? Available at 
https://www.leptidigital.fr/reseaux-sociaux/liste-reseaux-sociaux-14846 (last accessed 16.05.2019). 
11 Alexa Internet (2019). Top Sites in Germany. Available at https://www.alexa.com/topsites/countries/DE (last accessed 
16.05.2019). 
12 VK.com (2018). Terms of Service. Available at https://vk.com/terms (last accessed 16.05.2019). 
13 Identitäre Bewegung (no date). Unser Weg. Available at https://www.identitaere-bewegung.at/unser-weg/  (last ac-
cessed 22.05.2019). 
14 Philippe-Viela, O. (2018). Soral, Le Lay… Pourquoi une partie de la Fachosphère migre sur le ‘Facebook russe’. Available at 
https://www.20minutes.fr/high-tech/2200555-20180111-dieudonne-soral-lay-pourquoi-partie-fachosphere-migre-face-
book-russe (last accessed 16.05.2019). 

http://scan-project.eu/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/sCAN_monitoring1_fact_sheet_final.pdf
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speech against refugees and Muslims on VK. Some of these groups show connections to the yellow 
vest movement, which has been criticised for antisemitic attacks during demonstrations15. 

In Germany, VK is considered a ‘safe haven‘ for right-wing extremists since the platform operator only 
rarely removes illegal content. For years, the German partner jugendschutz.net has documented mas-
sive violations of national laws from the use of symbols of unconstitutional organizations to incitement 
of the people, glorification or denial of the Holocaust up to videos of brute force or killing scenes. 
Extremists also utilize the multimedia aspect of VK as a ‘propaganda library’ to share NS publications, 
pamphlets denying the holocaust, misanthropic rock music and right-wing extremist killing videos. 

The experience of the sCAN partners shows that VK usually takes no action against content reported 
by users. Although jugendschutz.net could establish a quite reliable direct contact with the support 
team in 2017 and achieved initial success, VK’s removal rate has since receded again. Other partners 
had no success reporting to VK. ZARA forwards their complaints to the NS-Reporting Office of the Aus-
trian Federal Ministry of Interior, but receives no further notice on the proceedings. 

Gab.ai 

The social media platform Gab.ai (Gab) was created in the US in 2016. Users can create personal pro-
files and groups, post and share text, images or videos and follow or comment on other users’ posts. 
Gab is often compared to Twitter, as the posts (called “gabs”) have a maximal length of 300 characters. 
Gab openly advertises a radical free speech approach, allowing practically any content that doesn’t 
contain direct threats, terrorism or illegal pornography16. Gab.ai usually does not respond to reports 
on hate speech or requests for removal. This is particularly attractive to right-wing extremists and 
white supremacists who are banned on other social media platforms. 

Gab gained infamous reputation after the shooter who attacked a synagogue in October 2018 an-
nounced his attack on the platform. Gab was subsequently dropped by its registrar and other IT com-
panies. The App was also removed from Google Play and Apple App Store for containing hate speech.17 
It shortly went offline but has since found a new webhost.  

Even though the majority of users registered at Gab are American, there are also communities of users 
from European countries. While the platform doesn’t play a significant role in Austria, there is an active 
German community. German right-wing extremists consider it a safe place for posting antisemitism, 
holocaust denial, anti-Muslim hate speech and incitement to violence. Gab is frequently promoted and 
linked to on other Social Media platforms (e.g. Twitter) and far-right magazines like Contra18.  

Furthermore, there are many English-speaking Italian users of Gab sharing anti-refugee, misogynist, 
racist and antisemitic hate speech. Many of them have moved to Gab after being banned from either 
Facebook or Twitter.  

Most Slovenian users joined the platform during the last two years. Users mostly support ideologies 
based on intolerance and inequality or glorify the Slovene home guard, which during the occupation 
of Slovenia in the Second World War collaborated with the German National Socialists. However, overt 
hate speech or calls for violence are rare. Some profiles post warnings about a so-called ‘white geno-
cide’, homophobia, antisemitic conspiracy theories and content approving the Third Reich. It is possi-
ble that the most extreme or violent content is marked as private by its authors and is therefore not 
publicly available. 

                                                           
15 Vandoorne, S. (2019). Yellow Vest protesters fan flames of anti-Semitism in France. Available at https://edi-
tion.cnn.com/2019/03/08/europe/gilet-jaunes-france-anti-semitism-intl/index.html (last accessed 23.05.2019). 
16 Gab.ai (2017). Community Guidelines. Available at https://gab.com/about/guidelines (last accessed 23.05.2019). 
17 BBC (2018). Pittsburgh shooting: Gab drops offline after attack. Available at https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-
46017529 (last accessed 21.05.2019). 
18 Contra Magazin (2017). Tschüß Twitter, hallo gab.ai!. Available at https://www.contra-magazin.com/2017/06/tschuess-
twitter-hallo-gab-ai/ (last accessed 21.05.2019). 

https://edition.cnn.com/2019/03/08/europe/gilet-jaunes-france-anti-semitism-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2019/03/08/europe/gilet-jaunes-france-anti-semitism-intl/index.html
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In addition to the social network, Gab has recently developed a browser extension called Dissenter, 
which adds a parallel comment section to all available websites and thus evades the websites’ moder-
ation policies. In April 2019, the IT companies Google and Mozilla blocked the extension for their 
browsers due to violations of their rules against hate speech19. Subsequently, Gab developed an own 
browser called Dissenter, which went online in May 2019. Dissenter’s moderation policy allows all 
comments which are legal under the First Amendment of the American Constitution20. How it will work 
in relation to an international audience and national laws of countries other than the US remains to be 
analysed. 

RuTube and Rutube.fr 

Rutube is a Russian video hosting platform. Users can report videos showing extreme violence and 
(potential) extremism to the platform21. However, both the reporting form and the community guide-
lines are only available in Russian. 

Among the French Fachosphère, RuTube is promoted as an alternative for YouTube. Channels that 
have been banned on YouTube can often subsequently be accessed on RuTube. This includes channels 
and videos from well-known holocaust deniers Vincent Reynouard and Robert Faurisson. In order to 
better navigate the platform, French videos are listed on the website Rutube.fr, hosted on WordPress, 
in categories including ‘Islamisation’ and ‘Migrants (crisis)’. The website also provides direct links for 
RussiaToday and Sputniknews but also TV Libertés, a far-right online media.  Other right-wing websites 
like “fdesouche” (“français de souche” – “native-born French people”) or “SITAmnesty” (“Sensibilisa-
tion à l’Islam Tout Azimut” Amnesty – “All-out awareness of Islam” Amnesty) are promoting the use of 
RuTube and helping with tutorials to understand the platform. 

Telegram 

The messenger service Telegram allows users to communicate with each other via private chat, groups 
or channels. Push notifications allow the subscribers and specifically young people who are virtually 
always online with their smartphones to regularly and quickly receive new posts. The platform explic-
itly advertises its privacy settings and security measures. This has facilitated the creation of private 

groups sharing illicit content22. 

In relation to hate speech, Telegram’s terms of service forbid the promotion of violence on “publically 
viewable Telegram channels, bots, etc”23 only. In the FAQ section, Telegram elaborates: “All Telegram 
chats and group chats are private amongst their participants. We do not process any requests related 
to them”24. However, stickers, public channels and bots can be reported to the platform. 

In Germany, far-right actors increasingly use Telegram channels to engage their followers. Even though 
channels offer no real possibility for interaction, they act accessible and appreciate their followers with 
exclusive videos and voice mails. Additionally, jugendschutz.net continuously monitors around 400 
channels on Telegram sharing Islamist content, two thirds of which can be allocated to the militant 
jihadist spectrum.  

                                                           
19 Sommer, W. (2019). Google Deals New Blow to Alt-Right Social Network Gab. Available at 
https://www.thedailybeast.com/google-deals-new-blow-to-alt-right-social-network-gab (last accessed 23.05.2019). 
20 Dissenter (2019). Frequently Asked Questions. Available at https://dissenter.com/help/faq (last accessed 23.05.2019). 
21 Rutube (2019). Сообщение о контенте с недопустимым содержанием. Available at https://rutube.ru/forms/invalid-
content (last accessed 21.05.2019). 
22 Puente, D. (2018). Il lato oscuro di Telegram. Available at https://www.rollingstone.it/rolling-affairs/news-affairs/il-lato-
oscuro-di-telegram/401846/#Part1 (last accessed 21.05.2019). 
23 Telegram (2019a). Terms of Service. Available at https://telegram.org/tos (last accessed 21.05.2019). 
24 Telegram (2019b). There's illegal content on Telegram. How do I take it down? Available at https://telegram.org/faq#q-
there-39s-illegal-content-on-telegram-how-do-i-take-it-down (last accessed 21.05.2019). 
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In 2018, jugendschutz.net noticed a change in the Islamist propaganda on Telegram. Instead of depic-
tions of graphic violence and calls to join terrorist groups, Islamists increasingly post detailed instruc-
tions of how to plan and commit attacks in their followers’ home countries. Apart from the obvious 
militant propaganda, more and more subtle propaganda is being shared on Telegram. For example, 
so-called ‘prisoner support groups’ are calling on users to pray and donate for detained ‘siblings in 
need’. In 2018, the messenger deleted or restricted access to 58% of Islamist content reported by ju-
gendschutz.net. 

Jeuxvideo.com  

Jeuxvideo is a French website specialised in news, information, and testing videos on video gaming. It 
consists of several forums and is very active in France. The ‘Forum Charta’ prohibits illegal content 
according to the French law: “Racist, xenophobic, revisionist messages, messages apologizing war 
crimes, discriminating or inciting to hatred against a person or a group of persons  on grounds of origin 
or of belonging, or not-belonging, to a given ethnic group, nation, race or religion, gender or life-
style”25. 

One of the boards, Blabla 18-25 ans, was infamous for hate speech content and was considered the 
‘French 4Chan’. Users in this forum developed misogynist and homophobic cyber-harassment cam-
paigns and spread far-right reactionary theories. Following a harassment campaign against journalist 
Nadia Daam in 2017, a stricter moderation policy was implemented. To avoid the moderation on 
Jeuxvideo, users created new forums hosted in the US specifically designed to resemble Blabla 18-25 
ans. One of those forums, Avenoël, only prohibits “hatred against members” in its terms of service, yet 
also cautions members to “differentiate between humour and gravity”26. 

Disqus 

Disqus is a plug-in used by media portals that enables commenting on their news articles. Disqus terms 
and policies don’t allow hate speech, defined as content that “attacks people based on ‘protected 
characteristics’ which include race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, sex, gender, gen-
der identity or serious disability or disease”27. In Slovenia, however, Disqus is used to spread hate 
speech in comment sections of online media. 

The majority of hate speech and violent content that the Slovenian partner UL-FDV encountered during 
the exercise was posted via Disqus. This mainly includes anti-refugee, anti-Muslim and anti-left hate 
speech, some of it being quite extreme and violent. Hatred against Muslims and refugees is very com-
mon under every news article on that topic. Some of the commenters have each posted several thou-
sand hateful comments. Disqus did not react to reports about this content. 

Discord 

Discord is a messaging platform primarily developed for the gaming community. Users can chat with 
each other and create groups. Discord’s terms of service prohibit posts that “defame, libel, ridicule, 
mock, stalk, threaten, harass, intimidate or abuse anyone”28.  

In Germany, the right wing extremist group “Reconquista Germanica” uses Discord to coordinate 
online campaigns on Twitter and other social media platforms. One of their first campaigns was organ-
ised in the run-up to the parliamentary elections 2017. Right-wing extremists targeted well-known 
politicians and political parties in order to stir up public opinion against them. The election was referred 

                                                           
25 Jeuxvideo (2019). Charte des forums. Available at http://www.jeuxvideo.com/forums_charte.htm (last accessed 
21.05.2019); translation by Licra. 
26 Avenoel.org (2017). Charte du forum Avenoel.org. Available at https://avenoel.org/topic/26022-1-a-lire-charte-du-forum 
(last accessed 21.05.2019); translation by Licra. 
27 Disqus (2019). Terms of Service. Available at https://help.disqus.com/terms-and-policies/terms-of-service (last accessed 
21.05.2019). 
28 Discord (2018). Discord Terms of Service. Available at https://discordapp.com/terms (last accessed 21.05.2019). 
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to as a ‘fateful election’ (German: Schicksalswahl) that would decide on the continuation of the ‘Ger-
man people’ and the ‘Western culture’. 

 ‘Alternative’ and Fake News outlets  

Social media are not the only places, where hate speech is posted online. In recent years, more and 
more ‘alternative’ media outlets went online, writing extremely biased or out-right fake news articles 
mostly targeting immigrants and refugees. Examples from Austria include unzensuriert.at, woch-
enblick.at and allesroger.at, which have been described as “disinformation projects from the far-right 
fringe”29 by the Documentation Centre of Austrian Resistance. Furthermore, right-wing extremist mag-
azines like ZAROnews.world have a history of publishing openly antisemitic articles and denying the 
holocaust30.  

However, hate speech is not only found in articles of those media, but also – more explicitly – in the 
comment sections underneath the articles. Especially unzensuriert.at has often been criticised by ex-
perts for allowing hate speech in its comment sections. In April 2019, unzensuriert.at deactivated its 
comment function, stating they didn’t want to provide a platform for people posting threats or abuse, 
but insinuating that hateful comments might have been intentionally placed on their website in order 
to incriminate them31. 

Spotify 

Spotify is a digital streaming platform that provides access to music, podcasts and videos from a vast 
variety or artists world-wide. In May 2018, Spotify announced a new policy on hate content and hateful 
conduct. This policy forbids “content that expressly and principally promotes, advocates, or incites 
hatred or violence against a group or individual based on characteristics, including, race, religion, gen-
der identity, sex, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, veteran status, or disability”32. 

Nevertheless, music from known right-wing extremist German bands like Übermensch, Blutzeugen or 
Moshpit can still be found on the platform. While the Federal Review Board for Media Harmful to 
Minors has not restricted their distribution in Germany, some of their songs or album titles contain 
references to National Socialist ideology. Anti-democratic agitation can thus reach a broad user base, 
affecting especially younger users. Furthermore, algorithms automatically suggest similar content, in-
creasing the risk of promoting right-wing extremist content even further. 

Pinterest 

On the social network Pinterest, users can post collections of images (so-called ‘pins’) on their profile 
‘boards’, usually around a common theme. They can also browse other users’ boards and share images 
or comment on the images. Pinterest’s terms of service prohibit hate speech and discrimination, as 
well as advocacy for them. Protected categories include race, ethnicity, national origin, religion, gender 
identity, sexual orientation, disability or medical condition, age, weight, immigration or veteran sta-

tus33. 

                                                           
29 Dokumentationsarchiv des österreichischen Widerstandes (2017). Neues von ganz rechts. Available at 
http://www.doew.at/erkennen/rechtsextremismus/neues-von-ganz-rechts/archiv/dezember-2017 (last accessed 
22.05.2019); translated by jugendschutz.net. 
30 Der Kurier (2019). Vizekanzler Strache teilt Seite, die Holocaust leugnet. Available at https://kurier.at/politik/inland/vize-
kanzler-strache-teilt-seite-die-holocaust-leugnet/400472521 (last accessed 22.05.2019). 
31 Die Presse (2019). Hass im Netz: "unzensuriert.at" schafft Leserkommentare ab. Available at https://di-
epresse.com/home/kultur/medien/5611019/Hass-im-Netz_unzensuriertat-schafft-Leserkommentare-ab (last accessed 
22.05.2019). 
32 Spotify (2018). What content is prohibited on Spotify? Available at https://artists.spotify.com/faq/music#what-content-is-
prohibited-on-spotify (last accessed 22.05.2019). 
33 Pinterest (2019). Community Guidelines. Available at https://policy.pinterest.com/en/community-guidelines (last ac-
cessed 22.05.2019). 

http://www.doew.at/erkennen/rechtsextremismus/neues-von-ganz-rechts/archiv/dezember-2017
https://kurier.at/politik/inland/vizekanzler-strache-teilt-seite-die-holocaust-leugnet/400472521
https://kurier.at/politik/inland/vizekanzler-strache-teilt-seite-die-holocaust-leugnet/400472521
https://diepresse.com/home/kultur/medien/5611019/Hass-im-Netz_unzensuriertat-schafft-Leserkommentare-ab
https://diepresse.com/home/kultur/medien/5611019/Hass-im-Netz_unzensuriertat-schafft-Leserkommentare-ab
https://artists.spotify.com/faq/music#what-content-is-prohibited-on-spotify
https://artists.spotify.com/faq/music#what-content-is-prohibited-on-spotify
https://policy.pinterest.com/en/community-guidelines


 

10 

In September 2017, there were 5.8 million Italian users registered to the site34. Even though Pinterest 
regulates hate speech, Italian users often include links to other websites within relevant pins, leading 
to more explicit hate speech. The Italian partner CESIE provided an example of a pin glorifying fascism 

by celebrating Mussolini and linking to a related blog on Tumblr. 

Tumblr 
On the micro-blogging platform Tumblr, users can share multimedia content and re-blog content from 
other users. Tumblr’s Community Guidelines prohibit users to “encourage violence or hatred“ and to 
„post content for the purpose of promoting or inciting the hatred of, or dehumanizing, individuals or 
groups based on race, ethnic or national origin, religion, gender, gender identity, age, veteran status, 
sexual orientation, disability or disease.”35 

There are some examples of Italian blogs promoting fascism. However, those examples are quite rare 
and the majority of Tumblr’s Italian users use their blogs to share non-violent and non-hateful content. 
In Germany, especially media-savvy right-wing extremist actors like the Identitarian movement use 
Tumblr blogs to network and promote their activities. Even though the quantity of hate speech on 
Tumblr appears to be less than on other platforms analysed in this report, the elaborate design and 
professional appearance of extremist blogs creates a relevance to the right-wing scene. 

Migration between platforms 
As major social media companies like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Instagram reinforce the moder-
ation of hate speech on their platforms, users posting hateful content are looking for alternative plat-
forms in order to avoid what they perceive as ‘censorship’. Users who have been banned from the 
major networks for posting hate speech urge their followers to follow them to their new destination. 
A migration to platforms like VK.com or Gab.ai is often openly advertised on Facebook and Twitter, 
but also on right-wing websites and blogs. In a specific example, the Austrian platform unzensuriert.at 
opened a profile on VK.com, after their Facebook profile was banned for violations of the community 
standards. In an article on their homepage, they urged their readers to follow them to the Russian 
platform, decrying “an attack against freedom of press and censorship”36. 

Very often, however, hate speech actors and extremist groups don’t give up on the big social media 
platforms with their far-reaching audience altogether. Instead, they use profiles on different social 
media networks to reach different target groups. For example, Instagram, a network very popular 
among young people, is used as an ‘eye-catcher’ to establish first contact with subtle propaganda. 
From there, followers of extremist profiles are linked to more explicit and violent content on platforms 
with a more lenient stance towards hate speech.  

ZARA also provided a more in-depth case study into the cross-platform migration of the Identitarian 
movement in Austria. Their main representative, Martin Sellner, has been repeatedly banned on Face-
book and Instagram for violations of their community guidelines, leading him to open new profiles on 
other social media platforms like VK. When he posted on Twitter about having again been banned on 
Instagram, a follower commented that it would be better to follow him on Telegram. He also uses his 
Twitter profile to link to his website and YouTube channel. 

However, users posting hate speech don’t always migrate to already existing social media networks. 
Sometimes, they open their own new website instead. In France, users of the games forum Blabla 18-

                                                           
34 Salvadori, A. (2018). I social più frequentati in Italia: crescono Instagram e LinkedIn, male Snapchat e Google+. Available at 
https://www.engage.it/ricerche/i-social-piu-frequentati-in-italia-vince-facebook-male-snapchat-e-oo-
gle/132636#2icZTw6pDH30YR3E.97 (last accessed 22.05.2019). 
35 Tumblr (2018). Community Guidelines. Available at https://www.tumblr.com/policy/en/community (last accessed 
29.05.2019). 
36 Der Standard (2018). Facebook sperrt "unzensuriert.at": Wechsel auf russische Plattform. Available at https://derstan-
dard.at/2000088123608/Facebook-sperrt-unzensuriertat-Wechsel-auf-russische-Plattform (last accessed 22.05.2019). 
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25 ans on Jeuxvideo.com created a new forum called Avenoël when Jeuxvideo started to enforce a 
stricter policy against hate speech. The description of the forum on Avenoël’s website explicitly 
acknowledges this connection: “Avenoël is a free forum created in December 2014 by jeuxvideo.com 
members disappointed by Respawn and Webedia [French owners of the website; note by the author] 
[…] The moderation is light, which means that porn, gore, raids and extreme opinions, etc. have their 
place here to some extent”37. 

Another option used by right-wing websites or blogs is the migration into the so-called dark web. This 
term describes a part of the internet that can only be accessed using a special browser called TOR that 
enables users to surf the internet anonymously38. After the French website Démocratie Participative 
was sentenced in court for illegal content promoting antisemitism, racism, and homophobia and incit-
ing violence, the website avoided a total shut down by moving their most explicit content to the dark 
web. They still run a publicly available website, linking it to its “uncensorable” version and promoting 
the use of the TOR browser among its readers39. 

Conclusion 
As the ‘big three’ social media platforms Facebook, YouTube and Twitter increasingly lose their rele-
vance for young users, other social media, especially Instagram, step up to fill this space. Our research 
showed that hate groups and extremists wishing to influence minors or young adults with their ideo-
logies follow their target group to those platforms. It is a welcome step that Instagram joined the Code 
of Conduct on Countering Illegal Hate Speech Online in 2018. Due to the increasing significance of this 
network and its relevance for children, future research on hate speech online should consider Insta-
gram on a par with Facebook, Twitter and YouTube. 

As the social media with the broadest audience strengthen their moderation and removal policies to 
tackle hate speech, extremists and hate groups are looking for alternative solutions. They find these in 
networks which do not enforce their community guidelines as strictly or advocate a far-reaching free 
speech approach specifically allowing hate speech on their platforms. Those platforms are very diverse 
and appeal to different audiences in different countries. In some countries, dedicated websites are set 
up in order to facilitate the use of networks operated abroad and to mediate possible language barri-
ers. 

Some online communities decide to set up their own infrastructure rather than relying on established 
social media to host their discussions or move the more extreme content to the dark web. An example 
is Avenoël in France, a forum specifically created to allow hate speech otherwise banned on their orig-
inal platform Jeuxvideo. Other examples include Gab which, since its establishment in 2016, courts 
users dissatisfied with Facebook’s and Twitter’s moderation policy.  

Further analysis is required to keep up with the ever-evolving issue of hate speech on social media. 
While the relevance of some traditional platforms decreases, new players emerge and new online 
communities form. Even though some of the platforms analysed so-far appear to be relevant only in 
some countries, the findings in this report can point out potential trends and platforms that should be 
kept in mind when monitoring hate speech online. 
  

                                                           
37 Avenoel (no date). Bienvenue sur Avenoel! Available at https://avenoel.org/ (last accessed 22.05.2019). 
38 Klosowski, T. (2014). What Is Tor and Should I Use It? Available at https://lifehacker.com/what-is-tor-and-should-i-use-it-
1527891029 (last accessed 22.05.2019). 
39 Democratie Participative (2019). Homepage. Available at https://democratieparticipative.club/ (last accessed 
22.05.2019). 

https://avenoel.org/
https://lifehacker.com/what-is-tor-and-should-i-use-it-1527891029
https://lifehacker.com/what-is-tor-and-should-i-use-it-1527891029
https://democratieparticipative.club/
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Introduction  

Social media have not only changed the way we communicate and interact, but also shape public opin-
ion and political debate as more and more people use social media as their primary source of political 
information. A recent study by Reuters found, that the internet and especially social media have re-
placed traditional news sources like printed newspapers and television as primary news sources, in 
particular for younger audiences.1 

Public figures such as politicians, journalists and online influencers have a high credibility with their 
audience. They utilise their social media profiles to communicate with their followers almost instantly 
and shape their perception when a given situation is developing. With their enormous reach and the 
quantity of content, social media are the perfect tool to influence public opinion. Their wide reach is 
the reason they bear special responsibility when it comes to spreading disinformation or implicit (or 
sometimes explicit) incitement to hatred. 

In several European countries, leading politicians and other public figures use their online presence to 
incite hatred or to encourage hate speech by posting biased and populist comments to their social 
media profiles. Those “hate influencers” use similar communication methods as classical influencers, 
but actively promote hate speech on their channels. Even if their posts do not constitute illegal hate 
speech themselves, they incite hatred and stimulate hate speech in the comment sections. As the orig-
inal post doesn’t always involve explicit incitement to hatred, it can be challenging to counter the in-
stance while upholding freedom of expression. If the original post remains online, it continues to at-
tract hateful comments. 

A culture of online communication in which hate speech appears to be accepted (or even encouraged) 
can lead to a poisoned political debate and violent threats against the perceived political “enemy” and 
can even turn violent. 

In addition to the responsibility of public figures not to disseminate or encourage hate speech and to 

effectively moderate the comments on their social media profiles, civil society has the responsibility 

to discourage hate speech and show solidarity with the people and communities targeted online. 

 

Nine partner organisations provided input and contributed with their extensive experience to this an-
alytical paper on the online responsibility of public figures:  

 ZARA – Zivilcourage und Anti-Rassismus-Arbeit (Austria) 

 CEJI – A Jewish contribution to an inclusive Europe (Belgium) 

 Human Rights House Zagreb (Croatia) 

 Romea (Czech Republic) 

 Licra - International League Against Racism and Antisemitism (France) 

 jugendschutz.net (Germany) 

 CESIE (Italy) 

 Latvian Center for Human Rights (Latvia) 

 University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences (UL-FDV) (Slovenia) 

Since the scope of the sCAN project does not allow for the participating organisations to provide an 

extensive picture of hate speech “hot spots” on social media, we decided to focus on exemplary case 

studies. 

  

                                                           
1 Reuters Institute (2019). Digital News Report 2019. Available at http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/ (last ac-
cessed 13.12.2019). 

http://www.digitalnewsreport.org/
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Hate speech by public figures rarely met with consequences 

Several project partners reported that leading politicians and other public figures in their countries use 
their online presence to incite hatred or directly spread hate speech. This is particularly worrisome, as 
those people are seen as role models by their followers and can therefore normalise hate speech and 
prejudices as part of everyday communications. This can also influence users who did not hold discrim-
inatory views before.  

In an Italian example, the newspaper Libero published an article online attacking climate activist Greta 
Thunberg using a play-on-words combining the girl’s name and the Italian insult “cretina” (i.e. idiot) to 
create the term “Gretina”2. A few months later, in occasion of Fridays for Future, a global strike in 
defence of the climate inspired by the young Swedish girl, Libero’s editor-in-chief Vittorio Feltri posted 
on his personal Twitter account comparing Greta to Hitler and Stalin. The tweet received 2726 likes 
but was strongly criticized on Twitter as well as on other platforms and newspapers. Nonetheless, Feltri 
received support from wide segments of the public and there have been no negative consequences. 
Even though the tweet contained hate speech, it has not been removed from the social network. 

In several European countries, online hate speech is also spread by politicians. A member of a Slove-
nian far-right political party published a post spreading hate about the influence of the LGBT commu-
nity on children, portraying the LGBT community as a threat to a “normal” way of life and linking LGBT 
with paedophiles. With this, the author plays on protective parental emotions, primarily inciting fear 
for “our” children to become “poisoned” by the LGBT movement. The post contains incitement to 
hatred and exclusion. Most of the comments reproduce hate against LGBT and even include calls for 
physical violence. 

In Austria, the topic of “kosher butchering” triggered a heated debate in 2018. Under the pretext of 
animal welfare, the highest official of the administrative of Lower Austria, Gottfried Waldhäusl (FPÖ), 
had suggested to create de facto lists of names of Jewish citizens in order to keep track of the kosher 
(and halal) meat consumption. The online debate built upon fake news spread by the FPÖ and specific 
FPÖ politicians, which triggered a huge amount of online hate speech against people with a Jewish and 
a Muslim religious affiliation. The federal government and Lower Austria’s governor refused to register 
customers. 

In the Czech Republic, the assistant to Jaroslav Foldyna, a member of the Czech parliament for the 
Social Democratic party, published an article titled “Is Future of Europe Islamic?”3. In the article, Mr. 
Kraft incited hatred towards Muslims and migrants, inter alia calling for military action against refugees 
arriving by boat. Jaroslav Foldyna endorsed the article and its social media iterations and refused to 
take disciplinary actions against his assistant.  

In August 2019, Matteo Salvini, at that time the Italian Interior Minister, posted an antigypsyist tweet 
threatening the forced eviction of informal Roma settlements in Italy.4 Salvini’s racist statement was 

                                                           
2 Libero (19 April 2019). Greta Thunberg, Pietro Senaldi difende il titolo di Libero: perché i rompiballe siete voi. 
Available at https://www.liberoquotidiano.it/news/opinioni/13454031/greta-thunberg-senaldi-difende-titolo-
libero-rimpiballe-siete-voi.html; 
Libero (20 April 2019). Vittorio Feltri demolisce Greta Thunberg: "Rompiballe per definizione. E qualche imbe-
cille a Bergamo..." https://www.liberoquotidiano.it/news/personaggi/13454270/vittorio-feltri-greta-thunberg-
rompiballe-per-definizione-ci-ammorba.html (last accessed 20.01.2020). 
3 Walter Kraft (2019). Je budoucnost Evropy islámská? Available at http://www.stret-civilizaci.cz/walter-kraft-
je-budoucnost-evropy-islamska (last accessed 19.12.2019). 
4 The Independent (3 August 2019). Italy's Salvini launches racist attack against 'dirty gypsy' woman: 'The bull-
dozer is arriving soon'. Available at https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/italy-salvini-gypsy-
attack-racist-twitter-lega-far-right-a9037706.html; 
Euronews (2 August 2019). Italy's Matteo Salvini accused of racism after 'dirty gypsy' comments. Available at 

https://www.liberoquotidiano.it/news/opinioni/13454031/greta-thunberg-senaldi-difende-titolo-libero-rimpiballe-siete-voi.html
https://www.liberoquotidiano.it/news/opinioni/13454031/greta-thunberg-senaldi-difende-titolo-libero-rimpiballe-siete-voi.html
https://www.liberoquotidiano.it/news/personaggi/13454270/vittorio-feltri-greta-thunberg-rompiballe-per-definizione-ci-ammorba.html
https://www.liberoquotidiano.it/news/personaggi/13454270/vittorio-feltri-greta-thunberg-rompiballe-per-definizione-ci-ammorba.html
http://www.stret-civilizaci.cz/walter-kraft-je-budoucnost-evropy-islamska
http://www.stret-civilizaci.cz/walter-kraft-je-budoucnost-evropy-islamska
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/italy-salvini-gypsy-attack-racist-twitter-lega-far-right-a9037706.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/italy-salvini-gypsy-attack-racist-twitter-lega-far-right-a9037706.html
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released on the eve of the Porrajmos, the European Roma Holocaust Memorial Day, provoking a wave 
of indignation among the political spectrum. Many public figures and politicians responded to Salvini 
trying to counter his racist remark. However, the posts did not lead to serious consequences for him 
or his political party. On the contrary, his popularity remained steady at 38%5. 

During a press conference6 in 2018, the president of the Czech Republic, Miloš Zeman, cited manipu-
lated figures about employment rates among the Czech Roma population. He stated that only 10% of 
Roma living in the Czech Republic are working. His statements were widely discussed and disseminated 
on social media. However, there is no institution in the Czech Republic that collects ethnically segre-
gated data on employment. Although we cannot say that false statistics are per se hate speech, disin-
formation about Roma (un)employment based on scarce data incites hatred and supports the antigyp-
syist trope that Roma are parasites on the social benefits system, especially when coming from the 
country’s top political authority.  

While in the above-mentioned cases, the hate speech did not appear to have any consequences for 
the account owners, there are examples in which hate content was removed, their profiles banned or 
they faced offline consequences. In Austria, Martin Sellner, head of the Identitarian Movement, con-
tinuously and regularly publishes videos containing discriminatory and extreme right content on his 
YouTube channel with 115.000 sub-scribers. Some of his videos have been removed after being re-
ported to YouTube and official reporting services. His accounts on Facebook, Twitter and/or YouTube 
as well as other social media platforms have been regularly banned. Nevertheless, the accounts were 
available again after a short time. 

In France, well-known anti-Muslim commentator Eric Zemmour gave a speech at the “Convention de 
la Droite” (“Convention of the Right”) in which he violently attacked Muslims as “migrant colonisers” 
whilst comparing Islam to Nazism. The live broadcasting of his speech on a well-known TV channel was 
promoted on his official social media pages and widely discussed on several public accounts with large 
following and groups acting as a “fan club”. In reaction to these posts, the civil society initiative “Sleep-
ing Giants” has launched a successful campaign calling for brands to stop advertising on his shows. 
Furthermore, Eric Zemmour has already been sentenced several times for anti-Muslim hate speech, 
including but not limited to incitement of racial hatred.  

In Croatia, a member of the assembly of the city of Rijeka made a statement on radio, evoking the 
racist expression “Hang Serbs to the willow trees” (in Croatian, this is a short rhyme: “Srbe na vrbe”). 
She asserted that since Rijeka only has a small population of Serbs (6,5%), the city does not need many 
willow trees. After a public outcry, she resigned from the position of the president of the Council for 
national minorities of the Assembly. However, she remained a representative in Rijeka’s city assembly. 

Croatian diplomat Elizabeta Mađarević, first secretary of the Croatian Embassy in Germany, posted an 
image of the Adriatic sea on Facebook with the caption “Pure and authentic Europe. Just white Euro-
peans as it used to be only 30 years ago in the whole Europe. This should be a good advertisement for 
vacations. One would think this is no longer possible but luckily, it is.” She already had a history of 
xenophobic and homophobic posts and rejected the idea of universal human rights. In reaction to the 
hate speech posted on Facebook, Ms. Mađarević has been suspended and withdrawn from her posi-
tion in the embassy. 

                                                           
https://www.euronews.com/2019/08/02/italy-s-matteo-salvini-accused-of-racism-after-dirty-gypsy-comments 
(last accessed 20.01.2020). 
5 TG.La 7 (29 July 2019). Il sondaggio politico di lunedì 29 luglio 2019. Available at https://tg.la7.it/sondaggi/il-
sondaggio-politico-di-luned%C3%AC-29-luglio-2019-29-07-2019-141070; Today (23 August 2019). Il verdetto 
dei sondaggi, la crisi d'agosto punisce la Lega: "Salvini ha sbagliato i tempi". Available at 
http://www.today.it/politica/sondaggi-agosto-2019.html (last accessed 20.01.2020). 
6 Idnes.cz (2018). Za komunismu netrpěli, ani se nehlásí ke své národnosti, uráží Zeman Romy. Available at 
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/zeman-romove-zamestnani-fotografie-narodnost-
urazky.A181005_114131_domaci_kop (last accessed 19.12.2019). 

https://www.euronews.com/2019/08/02/italy-s-matteo-salvini-accused-of-racism-after-dirty-gypsy-comments
https://tg.la7.it/sondaggi/il-sondaggio-politico-di-luned%C3%AC-29-luglio-2019-29-07-2019-141070
https://tg.la7.it/sondaggi/il-sondaggio-politico-di-luned%C3%AC-29-luglio-2019-29-07-2019-141070
http://www.today.it/politica/sondaggi-agosto-2019.html
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/zeman-romove-zamestnani-fotografie-narodnost-urazky.A181005_114131_domaci_kop
https://www.idnes.cz/zpravy/domaci/zeman-romove-zamestnani-fotografie-narodnost-urazky.A181005_114131_domaci_kop
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The “grey area” of hate and incitement 

Hate speech is not always spread in this overt form, however. It is important to keep in mind that many 
far-right figures have a deep knowledge of the legal antiracist framework of their countries and man-
age to remain in the “grey area”.  

A member of a Slovenian far-right political party posted insults against african foreigners, mocking 
their alleged lesser mental abilities and inciting their exclusion from the supposedly more developed 
world. The post highlighted the social climate of current anti-refugees mentality where it is common 
to insult refugees or people of African or Asian descent and their supposed supporters. Even though 
the author of the original post didn’t answer to any of the comments, he did “like” some comments 
containing hate speech and “warnings” about a supposedly changing European cultural and racial pro-
file. 

In Austria, the vice mayor of Vienna, a member of the Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ), published a pic-
ture on Facebook, showing a group of women (wearing headscarves) and children, meeting and having 
a picnic in a park in Vienna. He added the following comment to the picture: “No far-distance travel 
picture, but strange impressions from the ‘Türkenschanzpark’ [a park in Vienna]. This is what it looks 
like on our ‘Viennese’ leisure oases…”. The posting did not contain illegal hate speech, but incited 
hateful comments by implying that women with headscarves make Austrian parks “strange”. By mak-
ing a connection to a “far distance travel picture”, he insinuated that women wearing headscarves are 
foreign and not part of Austrian society.  

Janis Dombrava, a member of the Latvian parliament for the right-wing nationalist party “National 
Union” (Nacionālā apvienība), published an article “Time of fake students will come to an end soon” 
on the website of the National Union and shared it through social networks.  Mr. Dombrava is regularly 
asserting that the majority of foreign students from non-EU countries arrive in Latvia for employment 
purposes and not for studies. He also asserts that foreign students are a threat to the economy and 
local businesses and to the Latvian language and culture. His posts provoke xenophobic and racist 
speech by other internet users. With more than 7,000 followers on Facebook and 4,600 followers on 
Twitter, Mr. Dombrava has a large influence on Latvian political debate. The local anti-migrant Face-
book group “Latvija nav iebrauktuve” regularly reposts his posts.  

Some online influencers and other public figures employ specific communication strategies to incite 
hatred and encourage hate speech from their followers without crossing the legal threshold them-
selves.  

For example, Czech politician Tomio Okamura is regularly using his social media channels to spread 
fake news and incite hatred against migrants, Muslims, Roma and the LGBT community. Many of Oka-
mura’s posts pretend to be conveying facts and warnings in the public interest, but their meta-com-
munication reinforces the principle of collective blame. Mr. Okamura doesn’t offer citations or refer-
ence his sources and often uses examples from other countries that the average monolingual Czech 
social media user is unable to verify. Coming from an elected official, his authoritatively framed com-
munications fuel the intensifying atmosphere of hatred and xenophobia in the Czech Republic.  

When a police agent attacked and killed his colleagues at the Prefecture of Police in Paris in October 
2019, French politician Marion Maréchal reacted on Twitter by linking the attack with Islamist terror-
ism. Maréchal, granddaughter of Jean-Marie Le Pen who founded the far-right party Front National, is 
the new face for the extreme Right Wing in France. Because of her influence, the simple inclusion of 
the word “l’islamisme” in relation to the three fatalities was enough to provoke anti-Muslim hate 
speech and anti-government rhetoric. 

Marion Maréchal is supported by anonymous French influencer “Napoléon”, whose twitter account 
has 23.700 followers. The account is also associated with the conservative anti-LGBTIQ “La Manif pour 
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Tous”.  It uses a very specific communication strategy: according to Nicolas Vanderbiest from the Uni-
versity of Louvain, the account is “far from the traditional activist who share frantically their candi-
date’s messages”.7 Instead of posting about specific candidates or politicians, “Napoléon” dissemi-
nates biased news on a wide range of topics.  For example, “Napoléon” has posted a lot about violence 
and crimes against women, which is an important and relevant debate in French society. However, he 
utilizes this debate to incite hatred against immigrants by implying that only migrants – especially Mus-
lim migrants – are responsible for violence against women. 

In Italy, the editor in chief of the newspaper La Verità attacked migrants on Twitter, posting content 
intended to incite fear and spread fearful stereotypes against them8. By creating a purported syllogism 
between sea arrivals of migrants and crimes committed in Italy, he employs a rhetoric of invasion to 
depict migrants as dangerous criminals, or even terrorists, who came to Italy to commit crimes against 
the Italian population. 

In Germany, YouTube-Influencer "Leon-Lovelock" provides a platform for antisemitic conspiracy theo-
ries among motivational fitness or lifestyle videos. His channel has more than 380.000 followers and 
mostly caters to young viewers. With a “just-asking-questions” mentality, he uncritically reproduces 
conspiracy theories and thus legitimizes them as seemingly viable alternatives to scientific findings.  

Moderation is key 

In order to minimise hate speech online, it is important that public figures accept the responsibility to 
moderate the comments on their profiles. Especially for channels with wide reach and a large audi-
ence, identifiable and consistent moderation is key. Research shows, however, that account owners 
do not take this responsibility seriously enough. Oftentimes, biased and sensational reporting rein-
forces a spiral of hatred in the comment sections. But even a well-balanced reporting can face incite-
ment and calls for violence in the comments, if there is no effective moderation. 

In Hungary, an originally fun and humours meme-site called “Tibi atya” (Tibi priest), triggered a series 
of anti-LGBT hate speech by posting about LGBT rights in a defamatory tone several times in 2019. 

In Germany, the lack of comment moderation was particularly striking among a number of high-reach 
videos on the YouTube channels of Spiegel TV, a media outlet associated with well-known political 
magazine Der Spiegel. In the comments on a Spiegel TV report with over 500,000 views on homeless 
squatters referred to as Roma in Mallorca, a "tough" crackdown by the state is called for. The racist 
term "Zigeuner" (“Gypsy”) was also introduced into the debate. As a result, the discussion escalated. 
At first, commenters suggested that the owners of the squatted house could engage "criminal thugs" 
for the eviction. Thereupon some users stated to be willing to volunteer for this and made references 
to appropriate skills and the availability of various weapons. Finally, the discussion escalated in such a 
way that killing fantasies were openly exchanged and decisively described. Particularly drastic com-
ments received many likes. 

Not only media outlets, but influential social media channels in general, should take their responsibility 
to moderate more seriously. For this, it is paramount that account holders adopt a netiquette or similar 
communication rules for their channels and enforce them effectively.  

  

                                                           
7 Adrien Sénécat (2016). “Prince de l’amour”, le roi de l’intox sur Twitter. Available at 

https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2016/12/21/prince-de-l-amour-le-roi-de-l-intox-sur-twit-
ter_5052636_4355770.html (last accessed 10.12.2019). 

8 Maurizio Belpietro (22 September 2019). Tweet available at https://twitter.com/BelpietroTweet/sta-
tus/1176008877499912192 (last accessed 20.01.2020). 

https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2016/12/21/prince-de-l-amour-le-roi-de-l-intox-sur-twitter_5052636_4355770.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/les-decodeurs/article/2016/12/21/prince-de-l-amour-le-roi-de-l-intox-sur-twitter_5052636_4355770.html
https://twitter.com/BelpietroTweet/status/1176008877499912192
https://twitter.com/BelpietroTweet/status/1176008877499912192
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Consequences for society 

Hate speech disseminated or encouraged by officials can have serious consequences for the culture of 
communication in democratic societies. A culture of online communication in which hate speech ap-
pears to be accepted (or even encouraged) by politicians and prominent public figures can lead to a 
poisoned political debate and violent threats against the perceived political “enemy”. This normaliza-
tion of hate speech then boils down to all levels of society, weakening the social fabric and creating an 
atmosphere of disrespect at best and of pure hate at worst. Furthermore, as online and offline cannot 
be considered separate spheres of life anymore, online threats can easily turn into offline harassment. 

In Austria, author for the online magazine Vice, Alexandra Stanić, was targeted with a “shitstorm” of 
hate speech after her column titled “Warum ich Österreich hasse” (translation: Why I hate Austria) 
was widely shared on social media. In this column Alexandra Stanić writes about her experiences with 
racism and her perception and resentment of Austrian politics. As a consequence, she announced turn-
ing of her phone for a few days, while friends would sort out her messages. This is an example of how 
hate speech can lead to the (temporary) exclusion of the targeted persons from online public dis-
course. However, she also received solidarity and encouraging messages from social media users and 
politicians.  

In Latvia, Janis Dombrava’s statements allegedly have resonated outside the online space. According 
to information received from a representative of Indian students, an organized group of people has 
been conducting raids to kebab restaurants on the lookout for different violations. The members of 
this group are trying to provoke persons employed in these places and compete in who submits more 
complaints to different inspections such as the Food and Veterinary Service, the State Language In-
spectorate, and the State Labour Inspectorate. In order to avoid harassment, some owners of kebab 
restaurants even began renaming their restaurants.  

In more drastic cases, persons actively fighting hate speech online and offline are targeted with hate 
campaigns ranging from discrediting or degrading posts to death threats. Right-wing extremist propa-
ganda online creates a basis for legitimizing offline violence. The murder of former German district 
president Walter Lübcke in June 2019, for which the prime suspect is a right-wing extremist with ties 
to the neo-Nazi group Combat 189, can be seen as tragic example for this. Since a video of his statement 
in support of taking in refugees went viral in 2015, Mr. Lübcke faced countless threats of violence and 
death threats online. After his murder, right-wing extremists trivialized or even glorified the murder in 
online discussions.  

Conclusion 

The developments highlighted above demonstrate the importance of civil society organisations and 
the public to work together to combat hate speech and ensure an online sphere where all people can 
express their opinions freely and safely. The possibilities for this are manifold.  

Apart from removing manifestly illegal content from their platforms, social media companies should 
take greater efforts to enforce their community guidelines effectively and encourage respectful online 
communication. Politicians and news outlets need to take their responsibility to moderate comments 
on their profiles and channels more seriously.  

Users can also challenge hateful expressions with counter speech, deconstruct hateful stereotypes and 
debunk fake news and manipulation. It is also important to express solidarity and support for targeted 
individuals and communities. 

                                                           
9 Der Spiegel (2019). Verdächtiger hatte offenbar Kontakt zu militanten Neonazis von "Combat 18". Available at 
https://www.spiegel.de/panorama/justiz/walter-luebcke-verdaechtiger-hatte-offenbar-kontakt-zu-militanten-
neonazis-a-1272817.html (last accessed 19.12.2019). 

https://www.spiegel.de/panorama/justiz/walter-luebcke-verdaechtiger-hatte-offenbar-kontakt-zu-militanten-neonazis-a-1272817.html
https://www.spiegel.de/panorama/justiz/walter-luebcke-verdaechtiger-hatte-offenbar-kontakt-zu-militanten-neonazis-a-1272817.html
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Civil society initiatives like the Sleeping Giants pursue another approach. They lobby popular brands 
and companies to stop advertising on hateful content. This form of advertising boycott is an attempt 
to put economic pressure on actors to moderate their online presence. 

In the case of public figures deliberately encouraging hate speech by remaining in the grey area of hate 
and posting inflammatory content that does not cross into illegality itself, effort countering hate 
speech need to be more nuanced. Social media companies need to examine these instances closely 
and start exploring ways for addressing it on their massive scales.  

Incitement works like a single match causing an entire forest to catch fire, therefore hotspots of online 
hate need special attention from social media companies: they cannot be ignored, nor underesti-
mated. 

Civil society organisations countering hate speech cannot stem the tide by themselves. The growing 
social engagement of users is a positive sign.   
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Introduction 
The concept of intersectional discrimination originates from the movement of black feminism. The 
term intersectionality was coined by American legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, who described the 
specific discrimination experienced by black women as “the combined effects of practices which dis-
criminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex.”1 

Since then, the concept of intersectionality has been adopted to describe different social settings 
where multiple grounds of discrimination intersect to create a distinct form of discrimination that is 
more than just the sum of its different aspects. The Fundacion Secretariado Gitano defines intersec-
tional discrimination as “a specific type of discrimination, in which different types of discrimination 
intersect and interact (the intersection of gender and ethnic discrimination, for example). It is not a 
matter of adding discriminations, but of understanding how the intersection of these discriminations 
is something specific that requires a particular approach that recognizes these various factors.”2 In 
order to understand intersectional discrimination, they propose to analyse how the discrimination 
would have been different if one of the intersecting characteristics had been absent. In their study of 
intersectional discrimination against Roma women, they conclude: “If one of these factors does not 
exist, e.g. being a Roma man or a non-Roma woman, the discrimination would have been different 
(sic)”.3 

While the concept has traditionally been applied to cases of (offline) discrimination, e.g. in employ-
ment or housing, intersectionality also plays a role in hate speech online, whenever a group or an 
individual is attacked for more than one of their protected characteristics. For example, the project 
Research, Report, Remove: Countering Cyber Hate Phenomena found that homophobic hate speech 
sometimes intersects with hate speech against refugees or holocaust denial.4 

Nine partner organisations provided input and contributed with their extensive experience to this an-
alytical paper on intersectional hate speech:  

 ZARA – Zivilcourage und Anti-Rassismus-Arbeit (Austria) 

 CEJI – A Jewish contribution to an inclusive Europe (Belgium) 

 Human Rights House Zagreb (Croatia) 

 Romea (Czech Republic) 

 Licra - International League Against Racism and Antisemitism (France) 

 jugendschutz.net (Germany) 

 CESIE (Italy) 

 Latvian Center for Human Rights (Latvia) 

 University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences (UL-FDV) (Slovenia) 

Since the scope of the sCAN project does not allow the participating organisations to provide an ex-

tensive picture of intersectional hate speech on social media, we decided to focus on exemplary case 

studies. 

 

 

                                                           
1 Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989). Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Anti-
discrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989, pp. 
139-168. P. 149. Available at: https://philpapers.org/archive/CREDTI.pdf (last accessed 17.01.2020). 
2 Fundacion Secretariado Gitano (2019). Guide on intersectional discrimination – The case of Roma women, p. 6. 
Available at https://gitanos.org/upload/22/65/GUIDE_ON_INTERSECTIONAL_DISCRIMINATION_-
_ROMA_WOMEN_-_FSG_33444_.pdf (last accessed 17.01.2020). 
3 Ibid., p. 27. 
4 Research, Report, Remove: Countering Cyber Hate Phenomena (2017). Manifestations of Online Hate Speech. 
Available at https://www.inach.net/manifestations-of-online-hate-speech/ (last accessed 17.01 2020). 

https://philpapers.org/archive/CREDTI.pdf
https://gitanos.org/upload/22/65/GUIDE_ON_INTERSECTIONAL_DISCRIMINATION_-_ROMA_WOMEN_-_FSG_33444_.pdf
https://gitanos.org/upload/22/65/GUIDE_ON_INTERSECTIONAL_DISCRIMINATION_-_ROMA_WOMEN_-_FSG_33444_.pdf
https://www.inach.net/manifestations-of-online-hate-speech/
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Intersectional hate speech against women 
Women remain the group of people most often targeted by intersectional hate speech. They are usu-
ally attacked for their physical appearance - for being either too sexual or not sexual enough, too at-
tractive or not attractive enough. 

For example, when a Czech anti-Islam politician published a video of herself wearing a burqa to warn 
about the alleged “Islamization” of the Czech Republic, commenters attacked her for her perceived 
unattractiveness and suggested that unattractive women should indeed wear a burqa. Her male col-
leagues from the same party were attacked for their political views and perceived extremism, but their 
attractiveness was not an issue. 

Women who belong to minority communities are especially vulnerable, for example Muslim women, 
Roma women or Women of Colour, are attacked based on a combination of their protected character-
istics. Another target group for intersectional hate speech is women in public positions, female politi-
cians, journalists and civil society activists. In a progression of intersectionality, female journalists or 
activists with a minority background are assailed for speaking out publicly, the hate speech targeting 
their gender and (perceived) ethnicity and/or religion. 

This is illustrated by the differences between the insulting comments aimed at Carola Rackete, captain 
of the rescue vessel Sea Watch 3, and Rula Jebreal, an internationally renowned journalist. While capt. 
Rackete has been insulted based on her gender and political views, Ms. Jebreal was targeted because 
of her ethnic background and alleged beliefs. Both of them have been subject to gender-based dis-
crimination, but intersectional hate speech can be found only in the reported comments against Rula 
Jebreal. She is targeted as a woman with middle-eastern origins and a (presumed) Muslim. On the 
other hand, according to online haters, Carola Rackete is just a rich white girl from Germany, but none 
of these comments could be considered hate speech as such.      

Women from minority communities 
Women from various minority communities often face intersectional hate speech targeting their gen-
der and minority status. Sometimes, they are additionally discriminated inside their communities be-
cause of their gender.  

In France, women with (real or perceived) Maghreb origins are faced with the pejorative concept of 
“beurette”. The term “beurette” is the female equivalent term for “beur” which is the slang word for 
the term “Arabe” (Arab).  

While the term was originally coined during the non-violent March for equality and against racism also 
named Beur’s March (“la Marche des beurs”) in 19835, this positive connotation has changed over the 
past decades and is now used to label women with Maghreb origins as deviant and immoral. The term 
“beurette” is also one of the most common search terms on porn websites. This over-sexualised rep-
resentation also brings to mind the image of the “oriental woman” during the 19th century and the 
French colonisation period. The sociologist Eric Fassin underlines: “The Arab-French girl has been a 
social fantasy even before becoming a sexual one, defined by a double-bind: submission and emanci-
pation”6. The “beurettes” are considered as doubly “inferior” because of their gender and their ethnic-
ity. The symbolic behind this term is racist and misogynist. 

Visibly Muslim women are frequently targeted for wearing religious clothing, such as hijabs, burkinis 
and niqabs, in public spaces. In Slovenia, articles from a right-wing media outlet degrading Muslim 

                                                           
5 Franck J. Prial (1983). Parisians March against racism. In New York Times, December 4 1983. Available at 
https://www.nytimes.com/1983/12/04/world/parisians-march-against-racism.html (last accessed 09.03.2020). 
6 Eric Fassin, Mathieu Trachman (2013). “Voiler les beurettes pour les dévoiler: Les doubles jeux d'un fantasme 
pornographique blanc”, In Modern Contemporary France 21(2), June 7 2013. Available at 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09639489.2013.776736 (last accessed 09.03.2020). 

https://www.nytimes.com/1983/12/04/world/parisians-march-against-racism.html
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09639489.2013.776736
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women for wearing niqabs or burkinis were widely shared on Social Media and commented on approv-
ingly. In both articles, Muslim women were called “rjuharice”, a derogatory term that roughly trans-
lates to “sheet-wearers”. One article claimed that wearing a burkini in public swimming pools was 
unhygienic and called for a ban on burkinis in Slovenia. The article ignited hateful comments implying 
that Muslim women came to the pools to wash their clothes and calling them terrorists.  

Another article denigrated women wearing niqabs in public. Several photos of women wearing niqabs 
in everyday situations such as during a meal, strolling her baby or waiting for a doctor’s appointment, 
illustrated the article. Comments called the veiled women terrorists and insinuated they could be hid-
ing explosives under their niqabs. Apart from the discriminatory context of the article, this example 
also raises questions of the depicted women’s personal rights and data protection. 

The intersectionality can be analysed by considering how the hate speech would have been different 
if the targets had been Muslim men or non-Muslim women. In these examples, it was specifically fe-
male religious clothing that drew the hate of the commenters, which would not be worn by Muslim 
men. Furthermore, Muslim men are generally less likely to be discriminated based on their choice of 
religious clothing. Non-Muslim women would not “stand out” from the majority of population in Slo-
venia and would not have been labelled as terrorists because of their clothing. It is therefore possible 
that none of the women would have been targeted at all if they had not been both female and Muslim. 

In Italy, Right-wing leader Matteo Salvini posted a video on Twitter in which Nibran, a well-known 
representative of left-wing movement “Sardine”, describes him as “ignorant”. In a comment under-
neath the post, a user calls Nibran a “whore” and insults her for her Islamic faith. In the Italian lan-
guage, the misogynist slur “whore” is culturally only used against women and does not have a mascu-
line equivalence. Therefore, the hateful comment targets the politicians specifically for being a Muslim 
woman.    

In the Czech Republic, Roma women are discriminated both as women in their own communities and 
as Roma women as a member of Roma minority. The same can be said of LGBTI+ Roma men and 
women, who face an additional dimension of discrimination for not being heterosexual.  

In an Italian example, a Roma woman was accused of stealing and disparages with the slurs “Zingara” 
(engl: “gypsy”) and “puttana” (engl: “whore”) on Social Media. Additionally, the post expressed insult-
ing overgeneralized statements against Roma people. As already explained above, the misogynist slur 
“whore” would not be used against a man in Italian. Furthermore, the woman was offended due to 
her ethnicity and belonging to the Roma community. Given that, the post would have been different 
if the target had had a different ethnic background or a different gender. 

Women in public positions  
Sometimes, just speaking out publicly in support of any given topic can be enough for a woman to be 
targeted with hate speech online. More often, however, women in public positions, such as politicians, 
journalists or civil society activists, become targets of intersectional hate speech. This is especially true, 
if those women advocate for pluralism or gender equality and feminism. Women working in the NGO 
sector supporting refugees could be threatened with sexual violence or accused of actually “asking 
for” sexual violence depending of the country context. 

In Austria, a woman described her experiences with intersectional hate speech when a Facebook post 
on gender equality triggered a wave of misogynist and homophobic hatred against her. She also re-
ceived private messages and death threats. The overlapping of those different forms of discrimination 
shows how much degradation and categorization of persons/groups in a system of maintaining power 
are intertwined.  

In the United Kingdom, one noticeable pattern of intersectional hate speech is hatred against black 
women in positions of power. For example, British MP Diane Abbott was attacked on Twitter because 
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of her weight, but also her origin and skin colour. This is especially obvious in images drawing compar-
isons between MP Abbott and an elephant. The animalisation of MP Abbott and the obsession with 
her weight exemplify Afrophobia intersecting with misogyny. Women in power from minority back-
ground seems to trigger hate no matter where they come from: former MP Luciana Berger has been 
targeted by a series of antisemitic hate attacks and threats throughout her career. 

In the Czech Republic, a female attorney and director of a well-known NGO supporting hate crime 
victims was attacked on Facebook. The hateful posts stood in direct connection to the director’s work 
and public visibility, as they were published following a report by her organisation about hate speech 
on social media. Instead of criticising the organisation’s work or the target’s political views, however, 
the hateful posts disparaged her appearance and contained sexualized fantasies of fatal harm befalling 
her or her female colleagues. By contrast, the male colleagues in the organisation are hardly ever tar-
geted with hate speech online, especially not with respect to their appearance or sexuality. 

Also in the Czech Republic, MP Tomio Okamura, chair of the “Freedom and Direct Democracy” (SPD) 
party, encouraged hate speech against a female journalist who had asked critical questions and re-
quested him to disclose his sources for incorrect information he posted on Social Media. Okamura’s 
followers targeted the journalist with hate speech including rape phantasies as “punishment” for her 
alleged pro-immigration stance. Thus, the target was attacked both as a journalist asking critical ques-
tions, but also with a specific misogynist component that would not be applied to male journalists. 

In another Czech example, Nina Špitálníková, a “white” female candidate for the European Parliament, 
became a target of a large amount of hateful comments and death threats online. She was accused of 
being a “traitor” and “disrupting the traditional white family”, because of having a child who was not 
considered “white”. It is interesting to contrast this treatment of Špitálníková with the Czech public’s 
treatment of Tomio Okamura (see above). Mr Okamura is of Czech-Japanese origin and has made 
Czech nationalism the backbone of his political career. As the Czech sCAN partner reported, he has 
never been criticized, let alone targeted with hate speech, for engaging in romantic relationships with 
“white” women. On the other hand, Špitálníková’s choices regarding her family have earned her death 
threats. 

In Germany, Berlin State Secretary for active citizenship and international affairs, Sawsan Chebli, is 
frequently targeted with misogynist and anti-Muslim hate speech online. She has stated that she is 
routinely filing 20 to 30 criminal complaints per week for online hate speech and threats. In 2018, a 
picture showing her wearing a Rolex watch was widely discussed online. Some commenters suggested 
that as a politician from the Social Democratic Party (SPD), and a Muslim with migration background, 
she should not be wearing such expensive accessories. However, male politicians are not usually har-
assed online for wearing expensive watches and business suits or driving sports cars.7 

In Austria, new Minister of Justice, Alma Zadić, was subjected to hate speech and death threats online 
based on her new position, her origin and perceived Muslim faith. Another female politician was at-
tacked following her election to deputy district manager for the Inner City of Vienna. The hate speech 
focused on her skin colour and visible migration background, but also on her gender and political affil-
iation. 

Women who counter hate speech online or campaign against extremism in general, are also subjected 
to online hate speech. An example is the Austrian movement “Omas gegen Rechts” (engl: “grandmoth-
ers against the right”), who are frequently targeted on the grounds of their political views, but also 
their age, gender or perceived sexual orientation. 

                                                           
7 Eva Reisinger (2018). Sollten Politiker*innen auf Statussymbole wie eine Rolex-Uhr verzichten? Available at 
https://ze.tt/sollten-politikerinnen-auf-statussymbole-wie-eine-rolex-uhr-verzichten-sawsan-chebli/ (last ac-
cessed 09.03.2020). 

https://ze.tt/sollten-politikerinnen-auf-statussymbole-wie-eine-rolex-uhr-verzichten-sawsan-chebli/
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Intersectional hate speech against LGBTI+ persons 
Apart from women, LGBTI+ persons are also frequently affected by intersectional hate speech. This 
hate speech targets not only their sexual orientation, but also other identity categories like skin colour, 
ethnic origin, religion or political affiliation. 

In 2019, well-known Austrian newspaper “Der Standard” published an article on personal pronouns 
and gender-sensitive language. Many perspectives on living realities were portrayed. Only a few hours 
later, dozens of hateful postings were posted in the online newspaper’s discussion forum. Those hate-
ful contents were deeply LGBTI-phobic as well as racist, misogynist and sexist. 

In Croatia, a couple registered as same-sex union under Croatian law was denied their foster-parents 
application on the grounds of their sexual orientation. They went to court and eventually the Consti-
tutional Court ruled refusal to register them as foster-parents was discriminatory and that the couple 
is to be put in the procedure of becoming foster-parents. During the two-year long court proceedings, 
they were subjected to numerous hateful posts attacking them and all LGBTI+ persons in Croatia. The 
grounds for the hatred were sexual orientation and marital status, but gender as well. If the case was 
about lesbian women, the public would react to this case differently, as a relationship between two 
women is more accepted in Croatian patriarchal society.  

Also in Austria, the Austria Federal Railway Company (ÖBB) published an advertising poster featuring 
a gay couple, one of them being a Person of Colour, and their child. A politician from the right-wing 
Freedom Party of Austria (FPÖ) commented on the advertisement, directly targeting the depicted cou-
ple for their sexual orientation and for the one partner’s skin colour. He stated that he would no longer 
use the services of the ÖBB because of this advertisement. 

Queers of colour are also subjected to specific hate speech in France. For decades, this community has 
suffered from a lack of visibility and representation including from civil society organisations. Since 
2016, the Paris Black Pride is organised in order to raise awareness about the issues of intersectional 
discriminations.  

However, some events that offer more visibility to this community adversely result in a spread of vio-
lent intersectional hate speech. For example, the French candidate for the 2019 Eurovision Song Con-
test, Bilal Hassani, has been a target of homophobic, queerphobic and racist hate speech. He was tar-
geted because of being gay, queer as well as having North-African origins. In the study “Cartographie 
de la haine en ligne” from the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, the authors also note: “Bilal Hassani 
emerged as a significant figure in misogynist hateful speech as well as hateful anti-LGBTQ language, 
demonstrating the extent to which these types of hateful speech overlap, and the extent to which gen-
der and sexuality are often conflated, particularly in hateful speech” 8. 

In 2018, DJ Kiddy Smile and his voguing dancers had been invited to the French presidential residence, 
the Elysée palace, for the annual music festival “Fête de la musique”. Kiddy Smile positively describes 
himself as “homosexual, suburban [banlieusard], Black, fat” and supports the intersectionality move-
ment. A photo posted on Instagram showing the French presidential couple with DJ Kiddy Smile and 
his group of dancers, triggered violent homophobic and racist hate speech, alleging the picture showed 
a “degeneration of French values”. 

Another element of this intersectional hate speech is the existence of a racist hate speech amongst 
the LGBTI+ community. The Instagram account “Personnes racisées Vs Grindr”9 (Racialized people vs 
Grindr) created by the journalist Miguel Shema, identifies and collects the racist messages sent to users 
on the private platform and denounces a “fetishisation” of People of Colour on the dating app. 

                                                           
8 Cooper Gatewood, Cécile Guérin (2020). Cartographie de la haine en ligne. Available at 
https://www.isdglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Cartographie-de-la-Haine-en-Ligne-eng.pdf (last ac-
cessed 09.03.2020). 
9 https://www.instagram.com/pracisees_vs_grindr/?hl=en 

https://www.isdglobal.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Cartographie-de-la-Haine-en-Ligne-eng.pdf
https://www.instagram.com/pracisees_vs_grindr/?hl=en
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Intersection of ethnicity and religion 
Another combination of identity categories often targeted by intersectional hate speech is ethnicity 
and (perceived) religion. Especially people of Arab origin, refugees and Muslims are often lumped to-
gether in hateful comments that assume that all Arabs are refugees and all refugees are of Muslim 
faith. In these cases, hate speech is based on the targets’ ethnicity, race and religion. They include 
harassment and racial slurs in public, for example regarding skin colour and depending on the visible 
religious affiliation that targets mostly women. Often, refugees and (perceived) Muslims are also gen-
erally depicted as “terrorists”.  

In Italy, a social media user attacked undocumented migrants arriving in Italy, alleging that those peo-
ple are illegal and pose a serious threat to security. The terms used are offensive and express defama-
tory overgeneralizing statements that assume all migrants are dangerous criminals. In the post, mi-
grants are considered “terrorist” just for being undocumented. In the same way, the expression “clan-
destino” has turned into a xenophobic offense and is often used to generally refer to undocumented 
third country nationals and especially black people coming from Africa.  

A similar intersection of ethnicity and religion can be found in examining the cases of hate incidents 
against Muslims from Bosnia and Herzegovina who are citizens of Croatia - non-denominational Mus-
lims and Sunni Muslims – who have their political, social and economic rights guaranteed under the 
Constitutional law on national minorities, as well as by other legal documents. However, when the 
mosque was to be built in the city of Rijeka during first half of 2010’s, there were protests organized 
by the citizens. Nowadays, similar protests are being held and petitions are being signed against build-
ing mosques in the cities of Pula and Dubrovnik. Other examples of recorded hate incidents against 
Muslims in Croatia include spreading lard over the obituaries placed in public space in Zagreb. 

In Latvia, hate speech towards migrants occasionally intersects with hate speech towards Russian 
speaking residents of Latvia. The posters of hateful comments allege that there are already too many 
migrants living in Latvia from the period of Soviet occupation. Comparisons are drawn that similar to 
Russians, dark-skinned migrants will not integrate in the society. 

In Croatia, intersectional hate speech also targets the Serbian minority. It is often paired with historical 
revisionism. For example, the Croatian partner reported vandalism of property of the Serbian Ortho-
dox Church in Croatia with insignia of the Independent State of Croatia, a puppet state of Nazi-Ger-
many.  

The linking of antisemitic conspiracy theories with xenophobic or other hate speech is another trend 
in intersectional hate speech reported by our partners. Whenever there’s an event or a public speaker 
who online haters disagree with, they find ways to blame it on Jews “controlling” the speakers' actions. 
This conspiracy theory is built upon, combined with other forms of hatred and punctuated by events 
of the day. 

In Belgium, an online meme depicted youth activist Greta Thunberg as being controlled by “the Jews”. 
The young climate activist is additionally targeted on grounds of disability, because of her Asperger’s 
syndrome. The meme not only discredits Greta’s activism and suggest that she cannot speak in her 
own terms on a pressing issue, but it also propagates antisemitic stereotypes.  

In Germany, an article and accompanying picture of a tourist killing a swan for a selfie sparked antigyp-
syist and antisemitic hate speech. A commenter not only claimed that the tourist was of Roma origin 
(which was not evident from the article or the picture itself), but also stated that “gypsies are genet-
ically modified Jews” and therefore Jews were to blame for the death of the swan. 

In Latvia, migrants and refugees from Middle-Eastern and African countries are perceived not only as 
a burden, but also as threat to “white” or Christian Europeans and ethnic Latvians. According to one 
of the narratives, the goal of the influx of asylum seekers is an “Africanisation” of Europe and “coloni-
sation” by Muslims. In this context, anti-migrant hate speech is occasionally mixed with antisemitism 
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and homophobia, linking it with the conspiracy theory of the “Great (white, ethnic) replacement”.10 
The message of this conspiracy theory is that Jews, in particular George Soros, promote “ethnic re-
placement” and the “propaganda of LGBT” in order bring down European nations. 

This narrative was also deployed in a more extreme example, when a commenter condoned the recent 
terror attack in Hanau, Germany, and tried to justify it with the “Great Replacement” theory combined 
with the antisemitic conspiracy theory of Jews controlling the migration flow in order to destroy West-
ern societies. 

  

                                                           
10 For more information on the theory of the “Great Replacement” see https://www.ny-
times.com/2019/08/06/us/politics/grand-replacement-explainer.html (last accessed 20.03.2020). 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/06/us/politics/grand-replacement-explainer.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/06/us/politics/grand-replacement-explainer.html
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Conclusion 
Intersectional hate speech is common in practically all countries in Europe and beyond. The most fre-
quent targets women, LGBTI+ persons, ethnic and religious minorities based on a combination of their 
identity categories. Particularly affected are people with public visibility or in public positions. 

Government departments must enshrine the principle of intersectionality in all equality policies, to 
avoid overlooking the experiences of the most marginalised groups. Further, governments should put 
in place strong consultation mechanisms with a wide diversity of stakeholders to inform policy making 
in order to ensure it is as inclusive as possible. It is noteworthy that the Czech Government operates 
with the term intersectionality in its Strategy for Equality of Men and Women for 2014-2020, in which 
it warns that persons exposed to intersectional discrimination face multiple types of pressure11. 

Political authorities should firmly condemn hate speech and promote counter-speech by politicians 
and high-ranking officials. All political parties should also condemn discriminatory, inflammable or 
hateful speech and call on their members and followers to abstain from using it. It is one step from 
using hate speech and thus creating the atmosphere of intolerance and undesirability of one group in 
our society to violent incidents. 

Besides adequate and timely investigation that takes into the account all circumstances of the hate 
biased speech or incident, the law enforcement authorities should strengthen their cooperation with 
minority groups and communities in order to better understand the nature and dynamic of the com-
munity. When combatting hate speech it is important to take into account important dates, figures, 
symbols and practices of the targeted communities. 

Intersectional hate speech is harder to classify and fight against than hate speech targeting only one 
characteristic. We tend to use counter-hate tools designed for a certain type of hate speech. When 
there are many types, some expressions of hate speech might be underreported, simplified ore even 
ignored. Civil society organisations should strengthen their efforts to report and counter intersec-
tional hate speech. 

  

                                                           
11 The Office of the Government of the Czech Republic (2014). Government Strategy for Equality of Women and 
Men in the Czech Republic for 2014 –2020. Available at https://www.vlada.cz/assets/ppov/rovne-prilezitosti-
zen-a-muzu/dokumenty/Government_Strategy_for-Gender_Equality_2014_2020.pdf (last accessed 
09.03.2020). 

https://www.vlada.cz/assets/ppov/rovne-prilezitosti-zen-a-muzu/dokumenty/Government_Strategy_for-Gender_Equality_2014_2020.pdf
https://www.vlada.cz/assets/ppov/rovne-prilezitosti-zen-a-muzu/dokumenty/Government_Strategy_for-Gender_Equality_2014_2020.pdf
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https://www.vlada.cz/assets/ppov/rovne-prilezitosti-zen-a-muzu/dokumenty/Government_Strategy_for-Gender_Equality_2014_2020.pdf
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Introduction 
Since the beginning of 2020, a global infectious disease has shattered human social, economic and 

political life conditions in many countries. Today on all continents a growing part of humanity is on 

lockdown. As the pandemic expands, online phenomena of conspiracy theories, rumours, fake news 

and hateful contents connected to this global disease are growing.  

It is quite obvious that the Internet and in particular social networks reflect societies’ questions, infor-

mation as well as their existing fears and attempts to explain. While there seemed to have been a 

pause in hate speech online when the crisis erupted in Europe, looking as if all the haters were more 

concerned with their health than with hating, the online world quickly restored its ‘business as usual’. 

Because of the confinement procedure, people are more likely to search, discuss and interact online 

through social media. Online hateful theories and discourses found during the pandemic impact new 

traditional or possibly new patterns to be widely disseminated based on the scapegoat mechanism, 

rumours and fake news dissemination. This well-known social and psychological phenomenon has al-

ready been sadly observed during previous dangerous global pandemics episodes, as for example the 

Black Death during the Middle Ages.  

Almost every social, economic and health crisis may cause the rise of conspiracy theories including 

hateful beliefs. The scapegoat theory explains how the victim’s sacrifice allows the society to recover 

after a crisis: the victim is defined as the one responsible for the crisis and the one who allows society’s 

serenity back. A close link is obvious between the sacred and violence, not only because of the scape-

goat’s biblical origins, but also because of the victim’s role in solving the crisis issue. Violence must 

focus arbitrarily on a chosen victim - an innocent victim - to express itself. According to the French 

historian and philosopher René Girard, there are two main steps in the process: the release step and 

the pact step: the sacrifice is an outlet used to release group hostility and bring the community to-

gether in a recovered peaceful context. Regarding the dissemination of conspiracy theories, it is nei-

ther an idea nor an ideology. It could be considered as a “logic” in itself: a way to decipher world’s 

mysteries. Discovered plots grant access to “rationality” and “explainable phenomena”. Thought pro-

cesses help supporting an “omnipresent wrongdoing will” from the target group: “this rational effort 

leads to a legitimated hatred”. The same goes for rumours, it is a complementary social mechanism. 

Online rumours can be defined as pieces of unverified information - most of the time based on stere-

otypes - at the time of posting. Their impacts can be very harmful both to target groups and people 

who believe in them.  

Crisis as pandemics could indeed split societies by the spread of rumours, conspiracy theories, accusa-

tions and, as consequence, violent acts against the “Other”. It is not an automatic phenomenon: some 

pandemics may also “bring societies together rather than divide them”1.  In our modern societies, in-

formation - including rumours and hate speech - is spread very quickly by people from all over the 

world. Fake news is noxious especially in a pandemic context. Fortunately, access to Internet also pro-

vides ways to detect and debunk fake news.  

For all these reasons, it is crucial to observe, to identify and to propose some key-explanations about 

possible mechanisms of the interaction between hate speech and the rise of a global pandemic in the 

 
1 Danblon Emmanuel and Nicolas Loïc, Les rhétoriques de la conspiration, CNRS Editions, 2010:  

https://www.cairn.info/revue-d-histoire-de-la-protection-sociale-2012-1-page-61.htm# 

https://www.cairn.info/revue-d-histoire-de-la-protection-sociale-2012-1-page-61.htm
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age of the Internet and social networks. Differences between people because of their supposed mem-

bership or non-membership to a group regarding protected characteristics are often used as tools to 

highlight an alleged incompatibility between them.  

 

This analytical paper aims at analysing online hateful trends on this pandemic period including an his-

torical perspective. Ten partner organisations provided input and contributed with their extensive ex-

perience to this analytical paper: 

• CEJI (Belgium), 

• CESIE (Italy), 

• Human Rights House Zagreb (Croatia), 

• jugendschutz.net (Germany), 

• Latvian Centre for Human Rights (Latvia), 

• Licra - International League Against Racism and Antisemitism (France), 

• Respect Zone (France), 

• Romea (Czech Republic), 

• University of Ljubljana, Faculty of Social Sciences (UL-FDV) (Slovenia), 

• ZARA– Zivilcourage und Anti-Rassismus-Arbeit (Austria). 

 

Since the scope of the sCAN project does not allow the participating organisations to provide an ex-

tensive picture of hate speech trends on social media during the pandemic, we decided to focus on 

exemplary case studies. 
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Anti-Asian hate speech, misinformation and geopolitics 
With the overall expansion of the pandemic, stereotypes are disseminating and rumours resulting from 

stereotypes seem to be even more amplified. Rumours’ spread can be compared to the extension of a 

pandemic with similar steps: incubation period, infection, spreading and then overall generalisation. 

Rumours appear when the person responsible for a wrongdoing is unknown or uncatchable, when the 

phenomenon is beyond comprehension. It doesn’t comply with human societies standards and rules. 

Fear takes the lead and rumours - including fake news and conspiracy theories - have their rightful 

place.  

Moreover, since geopolitical conflicts are more and more present on the online sphere, misinformation 

based on rumours and fake news’ spread is one of the most efficient tools for promoting distrust and 

disruption. 

 

Anti-Asian racism: first online hate speech manifestation of the crisis 

Anti-Asian racism, more precisely anti-Chinese racism, is one of the first online manifestation out-

comes of the covid-19 pandemic. Initially, some hateful contents based on “classical”, long-lasting neg-

ative stereotypes against the Chinese community as well as against European citizens originating from 

Asian countries or from China have been circulating. When the reports on the quarantined city of Wu-

han and the Hubei province were published, some of Croatian daily newspapers started xenophobic 

reporting on Asian tourists, portraying them as the main source of infections2. This caused verbal or 

even physical attacks against some Asian tourists visiting Croatia3. In Italy, the most relevant episode 

concerns the sentence from the Governor of Veneto, stating: “We all know Chinese people eat rats”, 

which nearly led to a diplomatic incident.  

In France, many insults and negative comments were disseminated on online social media regarding 

so-called Asian food habits and traditions. In addition, videos were posted on Twitter, portraying peo-

ple assumedly originating from Asian countries, who were affected by exclusionary acts in public trans-

ports and in streets. In Austria, people perceived as Asians, or more specifically with Chinese back-

ground, have also been confronted with physical attacks and direct online attacks because of their 

perceived or actual Asian background automatically linked to the worldwide disease.  

 

Quickly, mostly actually or perceived Chinese were targeted by hate speech blaming them for “invent-

ing” and spreading the virus. In Austria, an online article reported to ZARA states that the virus was 

deliberately on Chinese New Year, explaining it by saying that many Chinese people travel there. In 

Latvia, the most notable case includes a Latvian blogger who posted a fake news video on January 31st, 

2020, who stated “generally those Chinese [censored] should be liquidated, the entire country should 

be. Nothing good ever comes from there”.   

 

 
2 Epodravina, EPIDEMIJA KORONAVIRUSA U Hrvatsku stigao autobus pun Kineza iz grada iz kojeg je krenula smrtonosna bolest, Sanjin Bojic, 
26. siječnja 2020: 
https://epodravina.hr/epidemija-koronavirusa-u-hrvatsku-stigao-autobus-pun-kineza-iz-grada-iz-kojeg-je-krenula-smrtonosna-bolest 
3 State police (Valsts policija) (2020). Valsts policija par nacionālā un etniskā naida izraisīšanu aiztur vīrieti, 3 February 2020, 
http://www.vp.gov.lv/?id=69&said=69&yrId=2020&relid=16828 

https://epodravina.hr/epidemija-koronavirusa-u-hrvatsku-stigao-autobus-pun-kineza-iz-grada-iz-kojeg-je-krenula-smrtonosna-bolest
http://www.vp.gov.lv/?id=69&said=69&yrId=2020&relid=16828
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Misinformation and geopolitical strategy 

The anti-Asian racist speech trend online also turned on the dissemination of misinformation and ru-

mours accusing the Republic of China to be responsible for the spread of the virus. In terms of seman-

tic, covid-19 is sometimes called “Chinese virus” despite WHO recommendations4. In addition, the 

pandemic was presented as a biological weapon developed in China. Thus, in most of the countries 

monitored, the coronavirus is said to be created intentionally by laboratories in Wuhan. Many conspir-

acy theories argue that this is a way for China to spread its hegemonic power over the planet.  

The main underlying mechanism of this hate speech trend comes from (strategically) spreading the 

message is that the virus is used by countries or influential stakeholders against rival states or ideology. 

Since the pandemic is perceived as a weapon ensuring a domination, other countries are also facing 

presented as “responsible” of this pandemic. Many partners report that one of the main theories is 

that the United States of America are preparing an invasion of Europe.  

In Slovenia, this theory was even supported by pictures of the US army disembarking in Europe (the 

actual source of the pictures was a US-led multinational military exercise DEFENDER-Europe 20). It 

states that the United States of America are preparing a hostile takeover of Europe.  

In Czech Republic, first misinformation about the coronavirus appeared online in late January, when a 

server administered by the Russian Defence Ministry accused the United States of having developed 

Covid-19 as a biological weapon: "The narrative that the virus is an artificial, biological weapon created 

by the American government for use against China was later taken up and spread by Chinese Govern-

ment propaganda" according to Semantic Visions company5. The Press Agency Reuters also reported 

according to a European Union document, that Russian media have launched a "significant disinfor-

mation campaign" against the West in order to worsen the impact of the pandemic and disseminate 

distrust and panic6. Spreading rumours, conspiracy theories and misinformation are also an efficient 

tool frequently used in the geopolitical sphere. 

 

Conspiracy theories, new world order and antisemitism  
Another transnational observation is that crises, as currently visible in the form of a pandemic, are a 

conducive environment to foster conspiracy theories. The fear, distrust and uncertainties - already 

present before the pandemic in many European countries - in “rulers”, heads of states, political au-

thority figures and in “elites” are increasing. In addition, because of the seclusive new way of life peo-

ple pay more attention to extremist and radical hateful speech. Moreover, they are keen on believing 

authoritative arguments without challenging their relevance.  

Therefore, since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, conspiracy theories presenting similarities 

with traditional stereotypes, rhetoric and mechanisms, are commonly spread via social media. Big plat-

forms are working to combat disinformation and conspiracy theories by linking to fact-checking and 

authoritative sources. Nonetheless, it is important to underline that alternative platforms, messengers 

 
4  The Hill, WHO official warns against calling it 'Chinese virus,' says 'there is no blame in this', 19/03/2020: 
www.thehill.com/homenews/administration/488479-who-official-warns-against-calling-it-chinese-virus-says-there-is-no 
5 Romea, Disinformation about COVID-19 in Czech first spread from Russian server, according to new analysis, 3/04/2020: 
http://www.romea.cz/en/news/czech/disinformation-about-covid-19-in-czech-first-spread-from-russian-server-according-to-new-analysis 
6 Romea, EU reports that Russia has launched a disinformation campaign about COVID-19, 19/03/2020: 
http://www.romea.cz/en/news/world/eu-reports-that-russia-has-launched-a-disinformation-campaign-about-covid-19 

https://semantic-visions.com/
http://www.thehill.com/homenews/administration/488479-who-official-warns-against-calling-it-chinese-virus-says-there-is-no
http://www.romea.cz/en/news/czech/disinformation-about-covid-19-in-czech-first-spread-from-russian-server-according-to-new-analysis
http://www.romea.cz/en/news/world/eu-reports-that-russia-has-launched-a-disinformation-campaign-about-covid-19
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and chain mails also play an important role in spreading conspiracy theories. On platforms like Tele-

gram and VK, German or French users openly post antisemitic and antiparliamentary content. Haters 

have also jumped on the opportunity to celebrate openly the passing of the first Israeli victim, a Holo-

caust survivor called Aryeh Even.  

 

Resurgence of old antisemitic stereotypes 

These “traditional” conspiracy theories have first led to a reinforcement of antisemitism. Far-right ex-

tremist websites as the French “Démocratie Participative”, have disseminated several antisemitic con-

spiracy theories. These theories are using the same rhetoric and mechanisms as traditional medieval 

stereotypes about “the Jews”, spread during the Black Death. Several articles published in January 

2020 were already disseminating forms of “old” antisemitic rhetoric: “Poisoning: the Jewish hyena 

Buzin [the name of the ex- French Minister of Health] with her declaration that we “can’t close our 

borders” for stopping the coronavirus business”; “Crash oil, stock exchange in a free fall, mass-quaran-

tine: the divine punishment against the Jewish Occident is occurring”. These stereotypes are referring 

to the antisemitic speech widely spread during pandemics times in the Middle Ages. Indeed, medieval 

accusations against the Jews were linked to waves of epidemic crises such as the bubonic plague, the 

so called “Black Death”. In the mid-14th century, the Black Death plague was a particularly deadly 

disease in Europe. When the Black Death plague started, religious fervour as well as fanaticism 

bloomed: Jewish population were accused of ritual murders and of host desecration against Christians. 

They were presented with horns and tails and associated with the Devil. They were also alleged of the 

“blood libel” namely sacrifices of Christian children at Passover to obtain blood for unleavened bread. 

Jews started to be blame and considered as responsible for the plague.  

The concept of “divine punishment” is also present on today’s online hate speech. It is disseminating 

by ultra-religious groups as for example by German Islamist groups who promote the theory that the 

virus is a “divine punishment” for “sinners”. 

 

New World Order, “anti-elites” speech and traditional conspiracy 

theories 

The concept of a “plot behind it all” is widely shared by extremists. The underlying idea is that govern-

ment and elites, mostly manipulated by Jewish organisations, according to the theory, are using this 

pandemic for “reformatting the world”. In Germany, “secret elites” are using the virus to establish a 

“New World Order”, concept directly referring to a very well-known antisemitic theory. This trend is 

also targeting the politicians accused of manipulating their population for implementing a dictatorship. 

Same in Slovenia where it is related that there is no virus and that politicians are implementing a dic-

tatorship under the guise of Covid-19 pandemic. In other monitored countries, traditional conspiracy 

theory involving the concept of “New World Order” are also very popular.  

In France, a candidate to French local elections Alain Mondino liked on Vkontakte a video called “Coro-

navirus for goyim” and shared it on Twitter. According to this video, the covid-19 virus was created by 

“the Jews”. Jewish people are being identified as “they” and accused to have plotted for spreading the 

disease so they could ensure their hegemonic power.  
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When it comes to Latvia, one of the most widespread theories disseminated in Latvian, Russian and 

English is that Bill Gates invented the virus in order to earn more money on global vaccination of peo-

ple, who are against or sceptical of it. Also, that coronavirus is portrayed by some as a bioweapon 

created by George Soros. In Austria, many hateful comments referring to conspiracy theories were 

posted under right-wing Freedom Party Austria (FPÖ) politicians. Some comments refer to “the Soros 

puppet” and to “Bill Gates and the rest of the Kabbalah”. 

These theories are frequently connected to antisemitic conspiracy theories implicating that Jews rule 

over the world. Same theories are spread in Croatia. The content referred to conspiracy theories of 

foreign foundations as responsible for the pandemic of COVID-19, but this time for targeting different 

civil society groups and individuals. Right-wing extremists seem to use the pandemic to provide a new 

angle to already established conspiracy theories. These long-lasting conspiracy theories including the 

“new world order” concept, are also spread by Islamist groups in Germany.  

 

Fear of the "internal enemy", exclusion of the foreigner and 

scapegoating mechanisms 
Finding a scapegoat is more than a trend in periods of crisis. Target groups portrayed as “the enemy” 

are constructed based on actual or perceived characteristics, such as e.g. sexual orientation, gender, 

age, origin and social conditions as the most common characteristics targeted 

“Showing the Nation as a besieged city or as a city infiltrated by people who want to ruin it, creates a 

consensus based on fear and hatred” according to the Historian Anne-Marie Thiesse. Covid-19 has res-

urrected old rhetoric and stereotypes: some groups would be unable to adapt. Poor people wouldn’t 

be concerned neither. These groups embody “the curse” or the “internal/interior enemy” the domi-

nant group must declare war on. Also, other groups, as for example, Muslims are portrayed as the 

“enemy”, stating that “they” take advantage of the situation by instating the “Great replacement”.   

 

Fear of the “Other” and great replacement 

In many countries monitored, refugees and migrants are perceived as responsible for spreading the 

virus, and there has been deliberate attempts by politicians to link the two – as well as to downplay 

the virus in comparison to the ‘threat of migration’, as Viktor Orban did in the beginning of the pan-

demic. This is not the first time this hate trend is disseminated. In the early 20th century, doctors and 

institutions developed a keen interest in “hygienic medicine” as a new field to be explored. Some spe-

cialists drew comparisons between health risks and economic benefit migration could lead to. They 

also regarded strangers both as diseases’ carriers and transmitters of their own hereditary character-

istics. The danger “they bring” was assessed, and risks for “the population and the race” were seriously 

considered. For this reason, migrants were targeted as a national curse. Medical policies implemented 

before World War II strived to combat migration. Medicine was used as a scientific tool. In fact, scien-

tific information has tremendous influence on people.  

On various, even some of the largest media, in the user-generated comments sections, our Slovenian 

partner has identified increased and more graphic hate speech toward refugees and migrants in rela-
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tion to the pandemic. Refugees and migrants are perceived as a health threat, because they suppos-

edly disseminate the virus uncontrollably. This theory actually builds upon some of the previous hate 

theories, present on social media before the pandemic, regarding refugees and migrants bringing var-

ious deadly diseases with them. Some media promote click-bait titles about apprehended migrants 

having fever and other symptoms of infection, which presumably raises fear in people and ignites the 

“fuse” for hateful comments. In Latvia, hate speech occasionally targets migrants and refugees blaming 

them for spreading the virus within the EU. The virus is presented a “by-product of open borders”.  

In Austria, the daily newspaper Oe24 published an article with the title “Virus, Terror: Why the new 

asylum-storm is so dangerous” and the following sub-headline “Migrants could be infected with the 

coronavirus. And in masses terrorists want to infiltrate’, warn secret service experts. The Greeks are 

still keeping the EU’s external borders closed”. Another example is the FPÖ (right-wing Freedom Party 

Austria) politician, Mario Kunsak who shares an article of the heute.at, a daily free of cost news portal, 

on Facebook. When “advertising” this article about migration and pandemic, he uses the word “Asyl-

ant” (a negatively connoted word in the German speaking context used to devalue asylum seeking). 

He also portrays the “untested” “asylants” as specifically dangerous.  

In Germany, right-wing extremists use the closing of national borders to avoid the spreading of Covid-

19 as proof that closing national borders is indeed possible and according to them “necessary”. They 

claim that, therefore, the opening of German borders to refugees in 2015 was a deliberate strategy by 

the German government to further the conspiracy theory of the “Great Replacement”. Furthermore, 

the arrival of refugees in Europe, especially in Greece, is likened to the spread of the Coronavirus. The 

comparison to a virus is dehumanising refugees and is used to propagate drastic (even violent) actions 

against them. Same in Slovenia, content disseminated on social media refer to the same concept of 

“Great replacement”. It states that the country lockdown and quarantine were all a plan of NGOs and 

members of left parties for bringing migrants into the country without any resistance. It seems Covid-

19 gives haters just another “excuse” for instigating hate speech against refugees and migrants.  

In France, the “great replacement” connected to the so-called “islamisation” of the country has also 

been used by far-right influencers. On Twitter, the extremist account “Napoléon” has shared an anti-

Muslim analysis of the ban of alcohol by the Prefect of Aisne. He stated that the Prefect was Muslim 

due to his Arabic name and that the decision was taken because of the application of Shariah. Accord-

ing to this conspiracy theory, it was a clear proof that Muslims were taken benefit of the pandemic 

context for continuing the “islamisation” of the country. 

 

“Internal enemy”: minorities and social disadvantaged groups 

The pandemic context turns the light on other types of hate speech based on origins and social condi-

tions. In France, the right-wing newspaper Valeurs Actuelles articles contribute to spread racist con-

tents by targeting popular areas. For instance, the newspaper ran as a headline: “Barbès, Château 

Rouge, La Chapelle: areas where people laugh at shelter in place measures”. These aforementioned 

areas of Paris are among the most popular ones. In other words, this headline aims at targeting a group 

of persons based on origins and social class. The lockdown is presented as not respected in some work-

ing-class areas because of the concentration of “immigrants” and “poor people”.  

In Italy, as well as all the other countries, most of the hate and anger was diverted towards disadvan-

taged groups, especially those without stable housing and people from poor neighbourhoods who still 

gather, as for instance the case of the “Easter barbecue” organised on the rooftop of a building in a 
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disadvantaged area of Palermo7.. It is somehow a new phenomenon: the polarisation seems to be be-

tween the “good citizens” who are responsible and stay at home against the “others”, “the enemies” 

who are disloyal against the country  and considered as a public treat and an obstacle towards the 

rapid resolution of the crisis. Our Czech partner also underlines that there are some examples on how 

anti-Romani racism is being exploited during the pandemic. Anti-Roma narrative have also been ob-

served in Croatia on unexpected pages and groups. 

 

Misogyny and cyber-harassment 

Many reported cases, as always, contain hateful content directed against people and groups due to 

more than one characteristic. Online intersectional hate speech is a highly perceived phenomenon also 

amidst the Covid-19 hate speech trends. 

Hate speech directed specifically at women was also observed, targeting female journalists, defenders 

of human rights, politicians as well as Muslim women. In Croatia, the most disseminated hate message 

is connected to the incident on Easter in the city of Split and it triggered a lot of hatred on social media. 

The incident happened when a group of men organised a protest in front of a church to express support 

for the Catholic priest that held a mass despite the ban of assemblies. The journalist that came to the 

church for reporting on the violation of the ban on assemblies was physically attacked. After the inci-

dent, a group of men gathered in front of the church, highlighted the banner with the hateful message 

“journalists - worms” and shouted racist salute “Ready for the Homeland”, the local equivalent of the 

“Sieg Heil” salute. The priest joined the group of men and is visible in the video standing behind the 

racist insignia. Photos and videos with this message were widely spread through mass media and social 

networks8. Although the mass media reported about this incident as an attack on journalists, a lot of 

hate speech comments regarding the journalist occurred on social media.  

In Austria, another narrative shared by (far) right-wing actors is that migrant women are being pre-

ferred throughout this corona crisis. Even a hashtag is being circulated: #migrant-preference for shar-

ing the following hateful fake news that border restrictions are stricter for Austrians than for “mi-

grants”. The message is spread that no one is allowed to leave the country. Nonetheless if a “migrant” 

especially a woman only says “asylum” at the border, the person can pass. Moreover, intersectional 

hate speech has been directed against Muslim women. In a conspiratorial article posted on the website 

“fisch und fleisch”, Muslims women are presented as resistant to the coronavirus. 

In France, since the beginning of the lockdown, women including young women are victims of hateful 

and cyber-harassment campaigns. There is a resurgence of so-called “fisha accounts” on SnapChat 

which are used for spreading revenge porn content9. The same phenomenon has been observed on 

Telegram: popular channels are used for disseminating “raids” campaigns in which followers are in-

vited to follow Instagram online stories of young women for asking them to send nudes which will be 

then registered and published on other accounts.  

 
7 Palermo Today, VIDEO | Pasqua con grigliata sui tetti dei palazzi allo Sperone: il Coronavirus non ferma le "arrustute", 12/04/2020: 

https://www.palermotoday.it/cronaca/coronavirus-pasqua-grigliate-tetti-sperone.html 

8 Telegram, Zamaskirani muškarci stali su sa splitskim župnikom pred crkvu, s natpisima ZDS i ‘Novinari crvi’. Policija istražuje, 12.04.2020: 
https://www.telegram.hr/politika-kriminal/zamaskirani-muskarci-stali-su-sa-splitskim-zupnikom-pred-crkvu-s-natpisima-zds-i-novinari-crvi-
policija-istrazuje/ 
9 Le Monde, “Harcèlement sexuel : avec le confinement, le retour en force des comptes « fisha » sur les réseaux sociaux”, et , 07 avril 2020: 
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Conclusion 
Combating hate speech is always a necessary and crucial need even more in contexts of pandemics. 

Indeed, conspiracy theories, misinformation and racist content are increasingly prevalent in times of 

global crises including health, economic and social ones. The current crisis is a breeding ground for 

online hate speech. Also, because there are so many theories broadly disseminated and circulating, it 

could easily lead into dividing people furthermore based on their opinion and characteristics. 

One main challenge will be the intensification of the phenomenon of social “bubbles”, where different 

people have profoundly different responses to the official decisions in their countries based on the 

information they receive through social media. It gives even more credibility to misinformation in some 

people’s minds, especially those who are already looking for scapegoats. It also contributes to form 

“us versus them” mentality using scapegoating mechanism, where target groups – The Others - are 

perceived as potential threat and enemy.  

Government, media and IT Companies have an important responsibility in countering these forms of 

hate content, and while there has been an increasing application of automated tools by social media 

companies to weed out hate speech online, algorithms and automatic moderation clearly have not 

managed to fulfil their purpose.  

Fostering education in the field of hate speech online seems to be one of the most relevant and effective 

tools in order to tackle this challenge. Also, it is crucial to provide legal, psychological and social support 

to specifically help people who are being attacked because of their actual origins, social conditions, 

gender, etc. Many good practices have already been developed in monitored countries and within the 

sCAN partnership, such as the Facing Facts Online courses on hate speech, and Research papers as well 

as Monitoring tools - they must be continued and strengthened, especially when the lockdown period 

is over.  
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