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Abstract - Whereas the new online era provides many new possibilities for interaction and expression it has also become 
increasingly infested by the growing problematic of online hate speech. Part of this is explicit harm, threatening the integrity 
of people, yet another form of online hate speech is manifested in a more subtle way, cementing discrimination and 
subalternity, through devaluation, disparagement and ‘othering’, having a poisoning impact as it evokes the worst of our 
society. Grounded on an original ethnographic research this paper argues how hate speech is a serious threat to human 
dignity and human rights that has a devastating impact on the construction of the subjectivity of those who suffer it every 
day, and harms those groups in the most vulnerable positions. Moreover it shows how in order to reach the critical response 
needed, young people as forerunners on social media must be made aware of the harms of hate speech and become 
motivated to act. 
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I. ILLOCUTION, SYMBOLIC VIOLENCE AND 
HUMAN DIGNITY 
 
The current difficult economic, social and political 
climate has given rise to a platform for exacerbating 
tensions between constructed social groups and a rise 
in inequalities across Europe powerfully affecting 
young people. At the same time, the emergence of 
different social media platforms has revolutionised 
social interaction patterns, where young people tend 
to be defined as the forerunners in the use of digital 
communication tools.  Whereas the new online spaces 
provide many new possibilities for interaction and 
expression, as much contemporary research shows , 
these channels have also become increasingly 
infested by the growing problematic of online hate 
speech . 
In legal terms, Illegal hate speech is defined by the 
EU as the public incitement to violence or hatred on 
the basis of certain characteristics, including race, 
colour, religion, descent and national or ethnic origin 
. In this sense, hate speech targets vulnerabilised 
groups, attacking their human dignity through 
inciting, reproducing and legitimizing discrimination 
and subalternity of the "other" as different and 
deserving fewer rights (Jubany, 2017). It is a 
discourse based on the multiple processes of 
domination and subordination used in gender-based 
discrimination and racism, in order to ultimately 
preserve the perspective of “us versus them". 
Part of this hate speech expressed online is indeed 
decidedly explicit, threatening the integrity of people, 
with clear links to physical violence outside the 
internet. However, another form of online hate speech 
is manifested in a more subtle way, cementing 
discrimination and subalternity, through mockery, 
devaluation, disparagement and difference. These less 
manifest forms of violence are highly present in hate 
speech across the internet and beyond the violation of 

the legal rules also have a devastating impact on the 
construction of the subjectivity of those who suffer it 
every day (Jubany and Roiha, 2017). It is in the study 
of these everyday experiences where we can locate 
the core issue of finding balance between two basic 
pillars of human rights, namely the right to freedom 
of expression versus the right to non-discrimination 
and human dignity. Hate speech laws are designed to 
protect dignity, in the sense of a person's basic 
entitlement to be regarded as a member of society, as 
someone whose membership of a minority group 
does not incapacitate them from ordinary social 
interaction. Human dignity is what hate speech 
attacks most deeply, and that is what laws 
suppressing hate speech aim to protect (Waldron, 
2012). 
The criminalization of hate speech, thus, is based on 
the protection of individuals belonging to 
vulnerabilised groups, and not on the persecution of 
the discourse as such. In this sense, the harm of hate 
speech, as Waldron (2012) points out, includes not 
just an increased threat of violence and 
discrimination, but also “a jolting failure or 
undermining of the assurance that people need to rely 
on: the assurance that they can go about their daily 
life and their ordinary business without fear of being 
denigrated and excluded as subhuman or second-class 
citizens” (2012, 171). Placing dignity at the center of 
this discussion helps us keep the focus on discourse 
that is harmful and not just offensive. That is, the 
ultimate concern, according to Waldron’s perspective 
is what happens to individuals when defamatory 
accusations are associated with shared characteristics 
such as racialized identities, ethnicity, religion, 
gender, sexuality, and national origin. 
In order to better grasp the core of hate speech, this 
phenomenon must therefore be addressed by 
reflecting upon the complex relationship between 
symbolic and explicit violence, interpreting hate 
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speech as a form of symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 
1991). This violence wounds the core of human 
dignity, by targeting its grounding pillar, which is 
equality. It is a form of violence that contributes to 
the othering, marginalization and intimidation of the 
members of different groups with particular attention 
on the groups with less power in our society - 
therefore the most vulnerable in front of the power. 
Symbolic violence is internalized, enduring and has 
extensive consequences of submission and social 
exclusion, and at the same time it nurtures, justifies 
and legitimises subsequent explicit violence. We 
must understand the importance of these forms of 
violence that do not manifest themselves physically, 
but with words. 
The question is how can words constitute symbolic 
violence that attacks human dignity? To address this 
key question we must primarily understand that social 
inequality is created and enforced – performed, 
through words and images because, as MacKinnon 
points out, “Segregation cannot happen without 
someone saying ‘get out’ or ‘you don’t belong here’ 
at some point and therefore certain words are “not 
seen as saying anything (although they do) but as 
doing something” (1993, 13). Elevation and 
denigration are all accomplished through meaningful 
symbols and communicative acts in which saying it is 
doing it” (Ibid.).  In this sense, as Butler puts it, “the 
oppressive language of hate speech is not a mere 
representation of an odious idea; it is in itself a 
violent behaviour, which seeks to subdue the other, 
deconstructing its own condition of subject, ruining it 
in its context and placing it in another, where it 
suffers the threat of real violence” (1997). 
Hate speech invokes a power relationship because the 
speaker and the listener perceive its illocutionary 
force (Austin, 1962), with the speech act performing 
contempt and humiliation – imposition, and violence, 
threatening the dignity of the person(s) targeted. It is 
not the words themselves that constitute the injury 
but, as Austin argues, it is rather the action of uttering 
the words, the speech act. For the words to perform 
an illocutionary action they must be spoken in a 
particular context, or completed with other actions, 
and, further, it is essential that uptake is secured, that 
is, “bringing about the understanding of the meaning 
and of the force of the locution” (Austin, 1962: 116). 
Nevertheless, there are some challenges in applying 
the theory of illocution on hate speech. In this regard 
Schwartzmann points out that in the examples 
brought up by Austin, such as the act of marriage, it 
is much easier to judge whether the conditions of 
success are met, than when applying the theory on 
racist or sexist hate speech: “Determining whether or 
not the context is such that a particular speech act will 
succeed in securing uptake is not the simple matter 
[…] if one acknowledges that it is not the words 
themselves, but the words in the context of social 
conventions, that constitute the speech act” (2002: 
427). Bringing the concept of illocutionary force to 

the analysis, however, still facilitates an 
understanding of how a speech act in a specific social 
setting not just constitutes a reflection of unequal 
social relations, but rather performs and reproduces 
social subordination. 
In this regard, building upon the view of hate speech 
as illocutionary it becomes clearer how most forms of 
hate speech, including racist hate speech, are harmful 
“because it is a mechanism of subordination, 
reinforcing a historical vertical relationship” 
(Matsuda 1993: 36). Hate speech, therefore, not only 
acts upon its listener, but moreover contributes to the 
social constitution of the person addressed. Beyond 
the mere reflection of social domination, speech in 
itself enacts domination, reinstating a social structure, 
with the utterance of such speech performing an 
injury, understood as social subordination. It is not 
the words themselves that constitute racist hate 
speech but, as Matsuda convincingly argues, it is the 
way the words are used or the fact that they are 
spoken in a particular context that make them racist. 
Thus, hate speech is harmful because of the social, 
historical and political context in which it is uttered. 
The violence and damage of hate speech is poisonous 
precisely because it evokes the worst of our society; it 
is based on historicity. Thus, as Butler points out, 
“the subject who speaks hate is clearly responsible for 
such speech, but that subject is rarely the originator of 
that speech. Racist speech works through the 
invocation of convention; it circulates, and though it 
requires the subject for its speaking, it neither begins 
nor ends with the subject who speaks or with the 
specific name that is used” (Butler, 1997: 34). The 
racist, sexist, heterosexist words acquire their force 
through historicity; the discourse of hate becomes a 
language coded by the ritualization of the iterative 
use of historicity, constituting the subject in a 
subordinate position: it is a site of reproduction and 
legitimation of the relations of inequality. 
 
II. LIVING ONLINE HATE SPEECH 
 
As has been argued, hate speech not only banks on 
but also creates, reproduces and legitimates 
inequalities. In this sense it is useful to refer to the 
two types of parallel messages conveyed by hate 
speech proposed by Drawing on Waldron (2012). 
One is that directed to the targeted group, aiming to 
dehumanise and diminish them, attacking the very 
core of human dignity; and another to those with 
similar views, reinforcing a sense of a group as 
opposed to and threatened by “the others” and at the 
same time uniting this group of like-minded persons. 
Accordingly, hate speech both divides and unites at 
the same time (Gagliardone et al. 2015).  Although 
the online dimension of hate speech is not essentially 
different from hate expressions outside of it, it does 
reveal particular characteristics and challenges 
derived from the channels through which it is 
expressed (Jubany and Roiha, 2017). This relates 
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mainly to the permanence and durability of the 
published content; the visibility, i.e. the potential 
audience reached; and the itinerancy, or the ease with 
which content can be shared, or if deleted from one 
site, easily reproduced on another. Further, the 
transnational dimension can also increase the effects 
and pose complications related to legal mechanisms. 
However, we cannot understand this form of violence 
or aggression only in a collective, structural, macro 
and abstract way but, as pointed earlier, we must 
evidence and analyse its effects on the everyday lives 
of many people. To this aim, we turn to the findings 
of our recent ethnographic multi-sited study  
grounded on 116 interviews with young social media, 
conducted in France, Italy, Romania, Spain and the 
UK. The findings from this anthropological research 
unravel how young people experience, reason around 
and react to racist and xenophobic online hate speech 
from different perspectives, both as direct victims; as 
individuals belonging to groups targeted by hate 
speech; and as bystanders. Grounded on these 
empirical findings, this paper will discuss particularly 
the experiences of living online hate speech as a 
direct victim or member of an especially targeted 
collective. 
It is clear that the vast majority of young social media 
users have lived, witnessed or experienced hate 
speech on the Internet, either as victims, as members 
of targeted groups or as bystanders. In addition to 
racist and xenophobic content, which was the main 
focus of the research conducted, hate speech in 
relation to gender also appeared in the narratives, 
particularly some of the girls and women interviewed. 
A couple of these respondents expressed that they had 
been explicitly targeted because of their stances as 
feminists; however, even more common were 
derogatory posts and comments targeting the physical 
appearance or behaviour of girls, such as ‘you are a 
whore, slut, very derogatory words like these’ 
[Woman 16, UK]. Jane (2014, 560) refers to these 
kinds of sexist comments as ‘lascivious contempt’, as 
they combine desire and disgust whilst both 
hypersexualising and derogating the targets. Here, 
illocution comes into force, as by publically calling a 
girl one of these derogatory terms, she may, in the 
eyes of her peers and in the very specific social 
context of adolescents become that which she is 
called, thus experiencing a loss of dignity. Of 
importance here is also the intersection of alienating 
constructed categories and, notably, of the racist 
component in some of the comments, assigning 
certain negative characteristics to women or girls of 
certain nationalities or origins, making the 
intersection between gender and ethnicity the grounds 
for hate and prejudice . In this sense, some young 
peoples’ experiences were very revealing in the 
explicit expression of their great suffering, such as a 
young woman in Spain, harassed online because of 
her Colombian origin: 

I was afraid and I even had to see a doctor because 
everything I was reading was driving me crazy. I 
didn’t comment, but as I didn’t respond, at the same 
time I sort of hurt myself because I didn’t express my 
feelings. [IV-SP-W]. 
Clearly the harm from hate speech is lived by many 
as a very real and painful injury. In this regard, 
Gelber and McNamara note that “feelings of being 
hurt and upset do not, and many argue should not, 
reach a standard for legislative intervention. 
However, this hurt can be experienced very deeply, as 
an existential kind of pain” (2015, 10). It appears that 
the harm that can be inflicted by hate speech directly 
targeting a person, although not necessarily grave 
enough to be prosecuted, can nevertheless lead to 
psychological suffering. Harm, in this sense, may be 
enduring, and is likely to be experienced 
cumulatively (Gelber and McNamara 2015). 
In other cases, however, youngsters belonging to the 
target groups did not recognize the hate speech as 
being directed towards them, or dissociated  their 
subjectivity from the targeted collective, as in the 
case of a young woman with Moroccan roots, based 
in Italy: 
Today I don't want to be, I don't want to consider 
myself Muslim, I don't want to consider myself 
Moroccan […] So frankly, when I hear those things, I 
cannot really relate them to the social category they 
are directed against. [IV-IT-W]. 
This seemingly extreme stance, supports Gelber and 
McNamara’s (2015, 12) observation that “hate speech 
could result in a restriction of community members’ 
ability to identify with their ethnicity or religion”. 
This is also noted by Matsuda, pointing out that a 
subconscious response to hate messages is to reject 
one’s own identity as belonging to the target group 
(Matsuda 1989). These personal experiences of 
suffering hate speech, show us how hate speech 
attacks dignity, which in Waldron’s view “has to do 
with how things are with respect to them in society” 
(2012, 106) in that those targeted may refrain partly 
or fully, from openly expressing their religious or 
cultural identity. 
The results of our study also brought evidence of a 
normalisation among those belonging to groups 
targeted by hate messages, reaching the point of 
considering hate speech as inevitable online. In this 
regard, anti-Muslim hostility or islamophobia as a 
normative part of Muslims’ lived experiences is 
especially evidenced , also in the present study, with 
a number of cases where young Muslims described 
daily encounters with online islamophobia as a part of 
their life that they ‘just have to deal with’ [MIV-SP-
MN]. Regarding target groups’ awareness and 
experiences of living with racism as a threatening 
structural aspect of society - and the normalization 
and to a certain extent, acquiescence, related to this, 
Matsuda points out that whilst the mainstream press 
tends to ignore stories of racial violence, or view 
racist incidents as random and isolated, “members of 
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target-group communities tend to know that racial 
violence and harassment is widespread, common, and 
life-threatening; that ‘the youngsters who paint a 
swastika today may throw a bomb tomorrow’” (1989, 
2331). 
There is also, undoubtedly, a general normalisation 
and, to a certain extent, acceptance of the existence of 
racist and xenophobic messages online, amongst all 
groups, whether targets or bystanders. This not only 
classifies but creates and reinforces existing 
hierarchies between people in what MacKinnon 
points out as “words and images are how people are 
placed in hierarchies, how social stratification is 
made to seem inevitable and right, how feelings of 
inferiority and superiority are engendered, and how 
indifference to violence against those on the bottom is 
rationalized and normalized” (1993, 31). The 
narratives of many youngsters reflect a widespread 
laissez-faire attitude, of being indifferent and 
minimising the impact of online hate speech, treating 
hateful comments as jokes or linking hateful content 
to freedom of speech. This resonates with Matsuda’s 
observation that the typical reaction of non-target-
group members is to consider incidents as isolated 
pranks, which she states may be based on a defensive 
reaction and a refusal to believe that “people just like 
us, are racists” (Matsuda 1989, 2327).  Linked to the 
laissez-faire attitude towards online hate speech, the 
most common response to hate speech in our findings 
was passivity, that is, either not giving the content 
much thought, or directly justifying it with freedom 
of speech. In relation to passive responses, Caltabiano 
and Torre (2013, 32) have argued that bystanders in 
online settings may play more voyeuristic roles and 
be passive because they expect someone else to 
intervene in the situation. The impact of passive 
outsiders in a cyber aggression may be even worse 
than in ‘real life’ incidents, as at any given time there 
may be a high number of bystanders viewing the 
content (Machackova et al 2015) without intervening 
or giving support to the victims. 
At this point it must be noted that that dignity, as 
argued by in Waldron, “their status as anyone’s equal 
in the community they inhabit, to their entitlement to 
basic justice, and to the fundamentals of their 
reputation”, which may need “protection against 
attack, particularly against group-directed attacks 
which proclaim that all or most of the members of a 
given group are, by virtue of their race or some other 
ascriptive characteristic, not worthy of being treated 
as members of society in good standing” (2012, 106). 
The very words and images expressing hate speech 
create and enforce social inequalities incurring onto 
the violation of the most basic principles of human 
rights, which are equality and dignity through 
performing the subalternity of those targeted. In cases 
of online hate speech, then, if dignity is interpreted as 
something that must be socially sustained, being at 
the core of all human rights, the dignity may be even 
more threatened, not only because of the unknown 

number of bystanders witnessing the hate speech, but 
also because of the affordances of the online channels 
as previously described, in that the permanence, 
visibility and itinerancy of online content, reinforce 
its harm and the social subordination of those 
targeted. 
 
CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
Hate speech laws are needed to protect groups in 
most vulnerable positions in society and ensure the 
respect to the most basic human rights principles. Yet 
these must be used sparsely, in order not to risk a 
threat to the freedom of expression of those very 
groups that are supposed to be protected by the laws. 
The question remains of what should be the response 
to the online hate speech that is not grave enough to 
lead to the application of hate speech laws, but that 
still contributes to harm against persons belonging to 
vulnerabilised groups, threatening their dignity and 
violation of human rights. 
From a perspective of dignity as a fundamental social 
aspect, and pillar of human rights, these threats 
should be combatted through collective action. In this 
regard, as Butler notes (1997), whilst hate speech 
may not always work, its failure is the condition of a 
critical response. Outside of legal provisions there are 
tools such as counternarratives or counterspeech that 
can constitute a collective critical response, which 
could be implemented through direct online actions 
against hate speech through groups on social media 
and hashtag campaigns. This way those who are 
targeted may on the one hand find allies in 
counteracting hate speech, and on the other hand, be 
empowered and start speaking up, disseminating their 
alternative narratives with their own voices through 
their own channels, which are now available through 
social media. However, in order to reach the critical 
response needed, young people as forerunners on 
social media must be made aware of the harms of 
hate speech and become motivated to act 
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