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Abstract. Hate speech poses a growing challenge for democratic societies in the plat-
form-mediated public sphere. This article develops an interdisciplinary, conceptual-an-
alytical framework integrating international and European human rights law, political
analyses of mobilization and institutional stress, and linguistic approaches to exclu-
sionary meaning-making. Legally, it examines the regulation of hate speech through
the balance between freedom of expression and the protection of dignity and equality,
with particular attention to Article 20 of the International Covenant on Civil and Po-
litical Rights and Articles 10 and 17 of the European Convention on Human Rights,
as interpreted by the European Court of Human Rights. Politically, hate speech is ana-
lyzed as a strategic resource in polarized competition that facilitates boundary-making
and undermines civic trust. Linguistically, the article shows why hate speech cannot
be identified through lexical markers alone, highlighting indirect and coded hostility,
pragmatic speech acts, and dehumanizing metaphors. It argues that effective responses
require multi-instrument governance combining proportionate legal enforcement, pre-
ventive measures, and accountable platform cooperation, and advances a multidimen-
sional account of online hostility under platform conditions.
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INTRODUCTION

Hate speech has emerged as a central normative challenge for contempo-
rary democracies, particularly within the platform-mediated public sphere.
In its broadest sense, it encompasses expressions that spread, incite, pro-
mote, or justify hostility and discrimination against individuals or groups
defined by protected or socially salient characteristics (such as ethnicity,
religion, nationality, sexual orientation, or gender identity) and that may
contribute to social exclusion, intimidation, or violence (Council of Europe,
1997; ECRI, 2016). The expansion of social media, combined with algorith-
mic models that privilege engagement and visibility, has intensified both the
circulation and the persistence of such content, while simultaneously plac-
ing strain on traditional legal and institutional responses [Banks 2010; Flo-
rio et al. 2020]. Under these conditions, hate speech increasingly shapes the
contours of public debate and participation, rather than remaining confined
to isolated instances of individual harm.

Across disciplines, research has documented the multifaceted harms
associated with hate speech. At the individual level, it undermines digni-
ty, personal security, and psychological well-being; at the collective level,
it reinforces stigma, normalizes marginalization, and contributes to cli-
mates of intimidation that discourage participation in public life [Gelber
and McNamara 2015; Obrebska 2020]. Empirical studies further suggest
that repeated exposure to hateful discourse, whether as a target, participant,
or bystander, is linked to a greater likelihood of reproducing such communi-
cation, highlighting the role of social norms and peer environments in sus-
taining hostile speech practices [Wachs et al. 2021]. These dynamics indicate
that hate speech functions not merely as isolated expression, but as a social
practice capable of reproducing discriminatory hierarchies and shaping be-
havioral trajectories over time [Bera 2019; Wachs et al. 2021].

Against this background, hate speech cannot be adequately understood
through a single analytical lens. Legal frameworks emphasize the tension
between freedom of expression and the protection of dignity and equality;
political analysis points to the role of exclusionary discourse in mobiliza-
tion and institutional stress; linguistic research reveals the indirect, prag-
matic, and metaphorical mechanisms through which hostility is normal-
ized and circulated. Bringing these perspectives together allows for a more
precise account of how hate speech operates under platform conditions
and why responses limited to one dimension — whether doctrinal, political,
or discursive - remain insufficient.
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This article employs an interdisciplinary, conceptual-analytical ap-
proach that integrates three complementary perspectives: (1) a legal anal-
ysis of international and European human rights standards governing the
limits of freedom of expression and the protection of dignity and equality
- most notably Article 20 of the ICCPR and Articles 10 and 17 of the ECHR
as interpreted in ECtHR case law through context-sensitive proportional-
ity reasoning; (2) a political analysis that treats hate speech as a strategic
resource of mobilization under conditions of polarization and institutional
stress, intensified by platform architectures and mechanisms of algorithmic
amplification; and (3) a linguistic and discourse-analytic perspective that
explains how hostility and exclusion are produced and normalized through
indirectness, pragmatic speech acts, dehumanizing metaphors, and cod-
ed (“dog-whistle”) communication. The aim of the study is to develop an
integrated analytical framework for a more precise account of hate speech
in the platform-mediated public sphere and to derive governance-oriented
implications that underscore the need for multi-instrument responses com-
bining proportionate legal enforcement, preventive measures, and account-
able cooperation with digital platforms. The research problem is centered
on how hate speech should be conceptualized and analyzed under platform
conditions in a manner that simultaneously captures the constraints of hu-
man rights adjudication, the political dynamics of mobilization and erosion
of civic trust, and the linguistic mechanisms of indirect and coded hostility,
thereby enabling the specification of adequate regulatory and institutional
responses.

1. FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND ITS LIMITS: INTERNATIONAL
AND EUROPEAN STANDARDS

Hate speech is inseparable from the core democratic tension surround-
ing freedom of expression. Liberal constitutional orders protect speech
as a foundation of pluralism, tolerance, and open debate, while simultane-
ously recognising that expression is not absolute when it undermines the
rights and security of others. This tension is explicitly reflected in interna-
tional and European human rights law. Article 20 of the International Cove-
nant on Civil and Political Rights obliges States Parties to prohibit advocacy
of national, racial, or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrim-
ination, hostility, or violence (International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights [ICCPR], 1966/1977, Article 20). Within the European system, the
European Convention on Human Rights guarantees freedom of expression
while allowing restrictions that are “necessary in a democratic society” for
legitimate aims, including the protection of the rights of others (European
Convention on Human Rights [ECHR], 1950/1993, Article 10(2)).
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The case law of the European Court of Human Rights reflects a dual ap-
proach to hate speech. In certain circumstances, expressions that negate the
fundamental values of the Convention are excluded from protection under Ar-
ticle 17, whereas in others they are assessed under Article 10 through a con-
textual proportionality analysis (European Court of Human Rights, 2023).
While the Court has consistently affirmed that freedom of expression extends
to speech that “offends, shocks or disturbs,” it has also accepted that democrat-
ic societies may penalize or prevent expressions that spread, incite, promote,
or justify hatred based on intolerance, provided that any interference remains
proportionate (Handyside v. the United Kingdom; Erbakan v. Turkey).

These standards reveal a persistent governance dilemma. Public author-
ities are required to protect vulnerable groups and prevent escalation into
discrimination or violence, while avoiding regulatory overreach, politi-
cized enforcement, or chilling effects that would undermine pluralism itself
[Kapelanska-Pregowska and Pucelj 2023; Bojanowski 2021]. This dilemma
is intensified under platform conditions, where content circulates transna-
tionally and moderation is increasingly exercised by private intermediaries
operating under distinct incentive structures and accountability regimes
[Banks 2010]. As a result, contemporary responses to hate speech increas-
ingly rely on multi-instrument approaches that combine legal enforcement
with preventive measures and cooperation with online platforms [Paz et al.
2020; Kapelanska-Pregowska and Pucelj 2023].

Understanding how these legal constraints interact with political mobili-
zation dynamics and linguistic mechanisms of exclusion is therefore essen-
tial for explaining how harmful communication is produced, normalized,
and governed in the platform age.

Figure 1. Conceptual distribution of analytical dimensions of hate speech in the
platform age.

M Legal-normative dimension

m Political-mobilisational
dimension

M Linguistic-discursive
dimension

M Platform-technological
environment

Source: Author’s own conceptual framework.

The figure illustrates analytically distinct yet interrelated dimensions
of hate speech discussed in this article and does not represent empirical
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measurement or proportional prevalence. It visualizes the integrated ana-
lytical perspective adopted here, linking legal regulation under internation-
al and European human rights law (ICCPR, 1966/1977; European Court
of Human Rights, 2023), political dynamics of mobilization and institu-
tional stress under conditions of polarization and platform amplification
[Wodak 2021; Paz et al. 2020], and linguistic mechanisms through which
hostility is produced, normalized, and circulated in discourse [van Dijk
1992; Culpeper 2011]. Together, these dimensions provide the basis for
a governance-oriented synthesis focused on proportionality, prevention,
and accountable cooperation with digital platforms [Kapelanska-Pregowska
and Pucelj 2023; Paz et al. 2020].

2. HATE SPEECH IN INTERNATIONAL AND EUROPEAN HUMAN
RIGHTS LAW

2.1. Conceptualizing Hate Speech: Harm, Discrimination, and Social
Impact

Hate speech is widely understood as forms of expression that pro-
mote or justify hostility and discrimination against specific social groups,
and it has become a salient problem in the contemporary, platform-mediat-
ed public sphere. In a global context, the phenomenon has been examined
across disciplines such as psychology, law, and information technology, re-
flecting its multidimensional character. The expansion of digital communi-
cation has further intensified concerns about the social effects of hate speech
and the adequacy of existing regulatory responses.

Research consistently demonstrates that the harms of hate speech oper-
ate at both individual and collective levels. It undermines the dignity, safety,
and psychological well-being of targeted individuals, while at the group level
it reinforces stigma, normalizes marginalization, and contributes to climates
of hostility and intimidation [Gelber and McNamara 2015; Obrebska 2020].
Studies focusing on young people indicate that exposure to hateful discourse,
whether as witnesses or participants, increases the likelihood of reproducing
such behavior, underscoring the role of social norms and peer environments
in sustaining hostile communication [Wachs et al. 2021]. These dynamics
support the view that hate speech functions not merely as isolated expres-
sion, but as a social practice capable of reproducing discriminatory hierar-
chies and patterns of aggression [Bera 2019].

From a broader social perspective, hate speech facilitates the marginal-
ization and exclusion of minority groups, thereby implicating core human
rights concerns. Attitudes toward the regulation of hate speech are them-
selves shaped by social and ideological orientations, with authoritarian dispo-
sitions tending to support stricter prohibitions, while hierarchical worldviews
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are more tolerant of exclusionary expression [Bilewicz et al. 2015]. Within
legal scholarship, this tension is reflected in debates over the scope and limits
of freedom of expression. As Bojanowski observes, legal frameworks must
align freedom of speech with standards aimed at protecting individuals
and groups from hatred and violence, as freedom of expression cannot serve
as a justification for discriminatory harm [Bojanowski 2021].

At the European level, the Council of Europe has adopted a broad
definition of hate speech, encompassing the formulation, dissemination,
and justification of hatred and discrimination in the public sphere against
individuals, groups, and minorities, expressed through a wide range of com-
municative forms.!

2.2. The Dual Approach of the European Court of Human Rights:
Articles 10 and 17 ECHR

Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Free-
doms, done at Rome on 4 November 1950, as subsequently amended by Pro-
tocols Nos. 3, 5 and 8 and supplemented by Protocol No. 2* (hereinafter: the
European Convention on Human Rights) provides for two approaches to hate
speech. The first approach consists in excluding such expression from the
protection of the Convention, pursuant to Article 17 (prohibition of abuse
of rights), where the comments express hatred and negate the fundamental
values of the Convention. The second approach consists in imposing limita-
tions on Convention protection, pursuant to Article 10(2) (freedom of ex-
pression), applied where comments, although constituting hate speech, are
not capable of destroying the fundamental values of the Convention (Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights, 2023).

Hate speech constitutes a serious challenge within the European system
of human rights protection, particularly under the framework of the Europe-
an Convention on Human Rights. Although Article 10 guarantees freedom
of expression, this right is not absolute and may be subject to restrictions
where expression undermines the rights, dignity, or security of others. As
O’Flaherty observes, the growing prevalence of hate speech places increasing
strain on the balance between freedom of expression and protection against
discrimination within the European human rights regime [O’Flaherty 2017].

The case law of the European Court of Human Rights reflects this tension.
The Court has consistently affirmed that “freedom of expression constitutes

1 Appendix to Recommendation No. R (97) 20 of the Committee of Ministers of the Council
of Europe, of 30 October 1997.

2 Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, done at Rome on
4 November 1950, as subsequently amended by Protocols Nos. 3, 5 and 8 and supplemented
by Protocol No. 2 (Journal of Laws of 1993, No. 61, item 284 as amended).
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one of the essential foundations of a [democratic] society;, extending not only
to information and ideas that are favorably received, but also to those that
“offend, shock or disturb,” provided that any restrictions imposed are pro-
portionate to the legitimate aim pursued (Handyside v. the United Kingdom,
para. 49). At the same time, the Court has recognized that tolerance and re-
spect for the equal dignity of all persons form the basis of a pluralistic demo-
cratic order, and that it may therefore be necessary to penalize or prevent ex-
pressions that spread, incite, promote, or justify hatred based on intolerance,
subject to proportionality requirements (Erbakan v. Turkey, para. 56).

In legal scholarship, it is noted that the European Court of Human Rights
has consistently emphasized that, while adjudication remains primarily with-
in the competence of domestic courts, the imposition of a custodial sen-
tence for a media-related offence, even if suspended, can only exceptionally
be compatible with journalists’ freedom of expression, particularly in cases
involving hate speech or incitement to violence [Nowicki 2021] (Sallusti v.
Italy, 2019, para. 59). The Court has further underlined that criminal sanc-
tions against expressions of hatred may be justified only as a measure of last
resort. Where conduct amounting to hate speech constitutes a serious at-
tack on an individual’s physical or psychological integrity, however, effec-
tive criminal-law responses may be required to ensure adequate protection
and deterrence. This requirement has been affirmed in cases involving di-
rect verbal assaults and threats motivated by discriminatory attitudes (Kiraly
and Domotor v. Hungary, 2017, para. 76; Alkovi¢ v. Montenegro, 2017, para.
8, 11, 65, 69; Beizaras and Levickas v. Lithuania, 2020, para. 111, 128).

2.3. Incitement, Context, and Proportionality in ECHR Case Law

In its case law, the European Court of Human Rights has clarified that in-
citement to hatred does not require an explicit call for violence or the com-
mission of a specific criminal offence. Abusive treatment, ridicule, defama-
tion of social groups, or incitement to discrimination may suffice to justify
state intervention where such expressions undermine the dignity or security
of targeted groups. Political statements driven by religious, ethnic, or cultur-
al prejudice have therefore been recognized as posing risks to social peace
and democratic stability (Dmitriyevskiy v. Russia, 2017, para. 99; Ibragim
Ibragimov and Others v. Russia, 2018, para. 94).

The Court has further held that verbal attacks directed at an individual
through the vilification of the group to which that person belongs may jus-
tify authorities prioritizing the protection of those affected over the speak-
er’s reliance on freedom of expression (Carl Jéhann Lilliendahl v. Iceland,
2020). Particular weight is given to generalizing statements that portray en-
tire ethnic, religious, or comparable groups in a negative or hostile manner,
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especially where such statements contribute to the spread or justification
of intolerance (Soulas and Others v. France, 2008, para. 40-43; Le Pen v.
France, 2010; Norwood v. the United Kingdom, 2004; W. P. and Others v.
Poland, 2004; Pavel Ivanov v. Russia, 2007; Féret v. Belgium, 2009, para. 71;
Hizb ut-Tahrir and Others v. Germany, 2012, para. 73).

When assessing the proportionality of interference under Article 10, the
Court consistently examines the broader context of the impugned state-
ments, including their content, form, potential impact, and the social or po-
litical circumstances in which they were made. This contextual assessment
requires consideration of whether the statements, viewed as a whole, can
reasonably be understood as direct or indirect calls for violence, justifica-
tion of violence, dissemination of hatred, or promotion of intolerance. Such
evaluation is necessarily holistic and cannot be reduced to any single factor
in isolation (Atamanchuk v. Russia, 2020, para. 50) [Mizerski 2021].

2.4. Institutional Actors and Soft Law: The Role of ECRI
and International Standards

At the European level, a central role in addressing hate speech is played
by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), operat-
ing within the framework of the Council of Europe. Through its general poli-
cy recommendations and monitoring activities, ECRI seeks to counteract the
spread of hatred and to promote tolerance and non-discrimination as core hu-
man rights principles. In its normative framework, ECRI defines hate speech
broadly as “all forms of expression which spread, incite, promote or justify ra-
cial hatred, xenophobia, antisemitism or other forms of hatred based on intol-
erance, including intolerance expressed in the form of aggressive nationalism
and ethnocentrism, discrimination and hostility against minorities.”

2.5. Hate Speech in Public International Law: Balancing Protection
and Expression

In public international law, hate speech is addressed at the intersection
of multiple protected interests, including the right to life, freedom from dis-
crimination, and freedom of expression. International human rights norms
therefore conceptualize hate speech not as an isolated category of expression,

3 ECRI General Policy Recommendation No. 15 on combating hate speech, accessed on 15
November 2024: http://hudoc.ecri.coe.int/eng?i=REC-15-2016-015-ENG; ECRI General Policy
Recommendation No. 7 on national legislation to combat racism and racial discrimination,
accessed on 15 November 2024: http://hudoc.ecri.coe.int/eng?i=REC-07rev-2003-008-POL;
ECRI General Policy Recommendation No. 6 on combating the dissemination of racist,
xenophobic and antisemitic material via the Internet, accessed on 15 November 2024: http:/
hudoc.ecri.coe.int/eng?i=REC-06-2001-001-ENG [accessed: 11.02.2026].
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but as a phenomenon requiring careful balancing between the prevention
of violence and discrimination and the protection of expressive freedoms
[De Fretes et al. 2023]. A central normative reference in this regard is the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, which obliges States
Parties to prohibit “any advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred that
constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence” (ICCPR,
1966/1977, Article 20).

From an enforcement perspective, hate speech is increasingly analyzed
in relation to its contribution to violence against minority groups. Empirical
and policy-oriented research highlights a link between the circulation of hate-
ful discourse and discriminatory or violent outcomes, reinforcing calls for ef-
fective legal regulation [Paz et al. 2020]. At the same time, the implementa-
tion of hate speech provisions remains uneven across jurisdictions, reflecting
divergent legal traditions, political priorities, and levels of public awareness,
which complicates transnational enforcement and cooperation [Pelor 2023].
In the global context, such divergences may generate tensions, particularly
where hate speech is instrumentalized as a political tool [Iyiola 2024].

Digital communication technologies have further intensified these chal-
lenges. The rapid and transnational dissemination of content via online
platforms has strained traditional regulatory mechanisms and exposed gaps
in jurisdictional control and enforcement capacity [Banks 2010]. As a result,
international scholarship and policy increasingly point toward multi-layered
responses combining legal regulation with education, preventive strategies,
and structured cooperation with online platforms [Kapelanska-Pregowska
and Pucelj 2023].

3. HATE SPEECH AS MOBILIZATION, BOUNDARY-MAKING,
AND INSTITUTIONAL STRESS

Building on the international public law framework outlined above, political
science explains how hate speech acquires political functionality within demo-
cratic systems. Beyond constituting a harmful form of expression, hate speech
may operate as a strategic resource in political competition, facilitating group
boundary-making and contributing to institutional stress through polarization
and the erosion of civic trust [Wodak 2021; Gelber and McNamara 2015].

Exclusionary discourse is frequently deployed by political actors and net-
worked publics to consolidate support by constructing emotionally charged
distinctions between “us” and “them” Targeted groups are framed as threats
to public order, cultural continuity, welfare systems, or national security -
framings that gain particular traction under conditions of crisis or height-
ened social anxiety [Wodak 2021]. Linguistic constructions of citizenship
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and belonging play a central role in this process, shaping political identi-
ty formation and enabling exclusionary narratives to gain social legitimacy
[Iwanowska and Kapranov 2025]. As such frames become embedded in agen-
da-setting and securitization dynamics, democratic debate may shift from poli-
cy-oriented deliberation toward moralized conflicts over loyalty and belonging.

When routinised and politically rewarded, hate speech can function
as a form of symbolic political violence. Rather than merely expressing hostility,
it disciplines participation, normalizes social hierarchies, and signals unequal
entitlement to dignity and voice [Gelber and McNamara 2015]. These dynam-
ics intersect with broader processes of legitimacy construction, as ideological
and cultural frameworks influence which forms of exclusion and coercion are
perceived as acceptable or justified within a given political community [Iwan-
owska 2025a]. From this perspective, hate speech directly challenges democrat-
ic legitimacy, which rests on equal participation and mutual recognition.

Political science and prevention-oriented research further emphasize the
contextual nature of escalation risks. The “dangerous speech” framework
highlights how harm depends not solely on semantic content, but on speaker
authority, audience susceptibility, crisis environments, and dissemination in-
frastructures that amplify repetition and normalization [Benesch 2014]. This
helps explain why similar statements may remain marginal in one context
yet become escalatory in another, particularly when they dehumanize targets
or imply the necessity of exceptional measures.

Platform architectures intensify these dynamics. Social media systems re-
ward engagement, accelerate diffusion, and foster homogeneous publics, en-
abling hate speech to function as a mobilization accelerator and lowering co-
ordination costs for harassment or intimidation campaigns. Empirical research
indicates that online hostility may translate into offline harm under identifiable
conditions: anti-refugee sentiment on social media has been shown to predict
hate crimes, while extremist violence can trigger measurable spikes in online
hateful discourse, revealing feedback loops between offline shocks and online
mobilization [Miller and Schwarz 2021; Olteanu et al. 2018].

From a governance perspective, these dynamics underscore the need for
resilience-oriented policy responses. Overly broad regulation risks chilling le-
gitimate dissent, while weak enforcement allows intimidation and exclusion
to become normalized. Accordingly, political science points toward multi-in-
strument approaches that combine clearly defined legal thresholds, transparent
and proportionate enforcement, and preventive measures such as education,
media literacy, and counter-speech capacity [Benesch 2014; Paz et al. 2020].
In the platform environment, such strategies must also address algorithmic
amplification and accountability, as trust in democratic institutions increas-
ingly depends on the perceived legitimacy of digital governance arrangements
[Banks 2010; Iwanowska 2025b].
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4. HATE SPEECH AS DISCOURSE PRACTICE, PRAGMATIC ACTION,
AND MEANING-MAKING IN CONTEXT

From a linguistic perspective, hate speech is best understood as a con-
text-sensitive discourse practice rather than a fixed set of prohibited words.
Linguistic analysis explains how hostility is produced through lexico-gram-
matical choices, pragmatic strategies, and genre-specific conventions (e.g.,
comments, memes, headlines, political slogans), and why exclusionary
meanings may remain socially effective even in the absence of explicit slurs.
This is particularly salient in platform environments, where brevity, virality,
and multimodality (text-image-emoji-hashtag) favor condensed meanings
and indirect signaling [van Dijk 1992; Reisigl and Wodak 2016].

4.1. Beyond slurs: indirectness, deniability, and the discursive
normalization of hostility

Discourse-analytic research shows that hate speech often operates through
indirect strategies such as insinuation, irony, humour, euphemism, and coded
references. These forms allow speakers to activate exclusionary meanings with-
in in-group audiences while preserving plausible deniability. A classic example
is the use of disclaimers (e.g., “I'm not racist, but...”), which formally distance
the speaker from prejudice while shifting responsibility onto the targeted group
and reproducing inequality [van Dijk 1992]. Consequently, the identification
of hate speech cannot rely on lexical inventories alone, but requires analysis
of stance, implicature, and contextual uptake [Reisigl and Wodak 2016].

At the level of discourse structure, hostile communication frequently re-
lies on recurrent argumentative topoi such as threat, contamination, betrayal,
or burden. These topoi function as inferential shortcuts, enabling a transition
from descriptive claims (“they are like this”) to normative conclusions (“there-
fore exclusion is justified”) without explicit incitement [Reisigl and Wodak
2016; Wodak 2021]. This helps explain how exclusionary discourse can exert
political and legal pressure while remaining formally below criminal thresholds.

4.2. Pragmatics and speech acts: what hate speech does

From a pragmatic perspective, hate speech should be understood as social
action rather than mere representation. Hostile utterances perform speech
acts such as insulting, humiliating, threatening, excluding, or delegitimizing,
and may produce coercive effects even without explicit calls to violence. These
effects depend on illocutionary force (the act performed) and perlocutionary
impact (the consequences triggered), both of which are shaped by speaker au-
thority, audience alignment, and situational context [Butler 1997].
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An additional interactional layer concerns linguistic aggression and impo-
liteness. Research on impoliteness identifies recurrent strategies of face attack
- ridicule, name-calling, moral condemnation, or mock politeness — which
are intensified in online environments by anonymity and attention incentives
[Culpeper 2011]. Such practices sustain hostility through routine interaction
rather than overt ideological declaration

4.3. Dehumanization, metaphor, and semantic framing

Linguistics provides tools for analyzing dehumanization as a mechanism
of moral exclusion. As summarized in Table 1, hate speech frequently re-
lies on metaphorical frames, such as animalization, disease, waste, invasion,
or criminalization, that compress complex social identities into morally de-
valued categories. By reframing targets as risks, contaminants, or threats
rather than moral agents, these frames reduce empathy and legitimize harsh
or exclusionary treatment [Reisigl and Wodak 2016; Wodak 2021].

From a corpus-based perspective, such processes can be operationalized
through analyses of semantic prosody and collocation patterns, including
the repeated association of group labels with lexical fields of danger, impuri-
ty, or invasion [Reisigl and Wodak 2016]. In practice, these metaphors often
appear in clusters, for example, linking disease imagery with invasion nar-
ratives, thereby intensifying perceptions of existential threat and lowering
moral inhibitions against exclusionary responses [Wodak 2021].

Table 1. Dehumanising metaphors and semantic frames in hate speech discourse.

Type of seman-|Typical meta-  |Illustrative Discursive function

tic frame phorical domain |expressions

Animalisation |Animals / “rats”, ‘cockroaches”, Reduces targets to in-
vermin “parasites”, “vermin”, stinct-driven beings; le-

» «

“beasts”, “pack animals”, |gitimises control, domi-

« » e » | .
hyenas”, “apes”, “insects”|nation, or expulsion

Disease Illness / infection |“virus”, “plague”, “in-  |Frames groups

metaphors \fection”, “contagion”, as threats to collective
‘disease”, “epidemic”, health; normalises
cancer”, “pathogen”, exclusion, quarantine,
“rot” or eradication

Waste metaphors|Dirt / pollution | “filth”, “trash”, “hu- Constructs moral im-
man garbage”, “pollu-  |purity; justifies removal,
tion”, “waste”, “scum”,  |cleansing, or social

“toxic elements”, ‘dirt”, |exclusion
‘contamination”

» . Lo« »
>

Invasion War / natural “flood”, “invasion”, “swarm”,| Depicts groups
metaphors disaster ‘tidal wave”, ‘onslaught”, |as overwhelming forces;
occupation”, ‘siege”, ‘over- |enables securitization

ow”, “takeover and emergency framing
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Type of seman-|Typical meta-  |Illustrative Discursive function

tic frame phorical domain |expressions

Criminalization |Crime / deviance |‘criminals”, “rapists”, Associates identity

[frames “gangs”, “thugs”, “pred- |with danger; legitimises
ators”, “lawbreakers”, ‘of-|surveillance, punishment,
enders”, ‘delinquents”  |and coercive control

De-individuali- |Mass / anonymity | “they”, “those people”,  |Erases individuality;

sation “the masses”, “hordes”, |facilitates collective
‘crowds”, “numbers”, blame and moral
“faceless groups” disengagement

Source: Author’s own conceptual framework, informed by critical discourse studies
[van Dijk 1992; Reisigl and Wodak 2016; Wodak 2021].

4.4. Coded hostility and “dog-whistles”: indexical meaning
in platform publics

A central challenge for both research and regulation is coded hostility,
often described as dog-whistle communication. Dog-whistles rely on in-
dexical meaning: expressions that appear neutral to general audiences but
activate shared hostile interpretations within specific communities. Because
such meanings depend on intertextual knowledge and platform-specific rep-
ertoires (memes, slogans, hashtags), they frequently escape decontextualized
screening mechanisms. Humour and irony further enhance deniability while
preserving discriminatory force, complicating both moderation and legal as-
sessment [Young 2025; van Dijk 1992].

4.5. Methodological contribution: corpus linguistics and the
Discourse-Historical Approach

To complement the legal and political analyses, the linguistic perspec-
tive can be operationalized through two empirically oriented research de-
signs. First, corpus-based annotation of platform content allows for system-
atic profiling of targets, speech acts, degrees of directness, dehumanization
markers, and pragmatic devices, enabling comparative analysis across time
periods or political events. Second, the Discourse-Historical Approach
(DHA) facilitates longitudinal and intertextual tracing of how hostile labels
and topoi circulate across actors, genres, and platforms, reconstructing the
argumentative trajectory from representation to implied policy conclusions.
This approach is particularly valuable for operationalizing the legal concept
of context in proportionality assessments within human rights adjudication
[Reisigl and Wodak 2016].

Taken together, these linguistic tools explain how hate speech is produced,
normalized, and rendered resilient under formal condemnation, thereby
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complementing the article’s legal emphasis on contextuality and the politi-
cal-science focus on mobilization and institutional stress (European Court
of Human Rights, 2023) [Wodak 2021].

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS

Taken together, legal, political, and linguistic perspectives reveal hate
speech not merely as prohibited expression, but as a communicative resource
embedded in institutional arrangements and platform infrastructures. This
article has argued that hate speech in the platform age should be understood
not simply as unlawful or harmful expression, but as a form of communi-
cative power embedded in legal norms, political competition, and linguis-
tic practices shaped by digital infrastructures. By integrating international
and European human rights law, theories of political mobilization and legit-
imacy, and discourse-analytic approaches to exclusion, the article has pro-
posed a framework that conceptualizes hate speech as a relational phenome-
non reproducing hierarchies of belonging, authority, and moral worth.

From a legal perspective, the analysis has shown that contemporary human
rights regimes address hate speech primarily through context-sensitive bal-
ancing rather than categorical exclusion. The case law of the European Court
of Human Rights demonstrates that proportionality, intent, audience impact,
and socio-political context are central to legal assessment, bringing judicial rea-
soning closer to insights developed in discourse analysis and political theory.
Law thus functions not only as a reactive mechanism, but also as a site where
the boundaries of legitimate public discourse are continuously negotiated.

Politically, hate speech has been shown to operate as a resource of mo-
bilization and legitimation, particularly under conditions of polarization
and institutional stress. Exclusionary discourse contributes to the symbolic
ordering of political communities by defining who is entitled to recognition
and protection, and who may be constructed as a threat. Its effectiveness lies
in its capacity to normalize exclusion below the threshold of explicit vio-
lence, thereby reshaping perceptions of what forms of inequality or coercion
appear acceptable.

From a linguistic standpoint, the article has demonstrated that hate
speech functions through indirectness, metaphor, pragmatic action, and in-
dexical meaning. Dehumanizing frames, coded hostility, and strategic ambi-
guity allow exclusionary meanings to circulate while preserving deniability,
complicating both legal adjudication and platform moderation. This con-
firms that the social harms of hate speech cannot be captured at the level
of lexical content alone, but require attention to pragmatic force, repetition,
and discursive normalization.
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Taken together, these findings support a resilience-oriented approach
to democratic governance in which the regulation of hate speech is treat-
ed as an infrastructural challenge rather than a purely doctrinal one. While
legal sanctions remain necessary for the most severe forms of incitement,
they are insufficient in isolation. Effective responses depend on the inter-
action of legal standards, political accountability, communicative norms,
and platform design. In this context, algorithmic curation and amplification
play a critical role in shaping the visibility and perceived legitimacy of hos-
tile discourse, making questions of transparency and accountability central
to democratic resilience.

Although this article has been conceptual in scope, it points to several
directions for future research. Comparative discourse studies could exam-
ine how dehumanizing metaphors and coded hostility vary across languages
and political cultures. Political communication research could analyze the re-
lationship between hate-driven narratives, legitimacy construction, and insti-
tutional trust during periods of crisis. Finally, interdisciplinary governance
research could assess how different models of platform regulation and al-
gorithmic accountability influence both the circulation of hostile discourse
and the legitimacy of regulatory interventions. Accordingly, the article pro-
vides a concrete answer to the research problem. Hate speech in the platform
age should not be conceptualized as a fixed category identifiable by keyword
lists, but as a relational, context-dependent social practice whose assessment
requires the simultaneous consideration of: (1) the human-rights framework
and its proportionality- and context-based model of qualification (including
the distinction between exclusion from protection under Article 17 ECHR
and permissible restrictions under Article 10(2) ECHR), (2) the political dy-
namics of mobilization and the erosion of civic trust under conditions of po-
larization, and (3) the discursive mechanisms through which hostility oper-
ates indirectly and indexically (e.g., via dehumanizing frames and dog-whistle
communication) and is subsequently normalized and amplified within plat-
form infrastructures. On this basis, the article derives a governance-orient-
ed conclusion that adequate regulatory and institutional responses must
be multi-instrumental. Beyond proportionate legal enforcement for the most
severe forms of incitement, they should include preventive measures (e.g.,
education, media literacy, and counter-speech capacity) and accountable co-
operation with platforms oriented toward transparency and the mitigation
of amplification mechanisms that sustain hostile content.

In sum, hate speech in the platform age should be analyzed as a dynamic
social practice embedded in legal, political, and communicative infrastruc-
tures. The framework developed here provides a basis for further interdis-
ciplinary inquiry and for governance strategies aimed not only at limiting
harm, but at strengthening the normative and institutional foundations
of democratic life.
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