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The Violence of Online Hate: Cultivating Antagonism through Subjective and

Objective Violence

Abstract

This article presents a novel and comprehensive analysis of online hate, arguing that it
should be conceptualized as a form of violence rather than simply hate speech, abuse,
harassment, or trolling. Building on Slavoj ZiZek’s distinction between subjective and
objective violence, the paper demonstrates how explicit and visible acts of online
hostility obscure the deeper systemic and symbolic structures that perpetuate online
violence. It critiques the role of social media platforms in fostering and amplifying
divisive content, emphasizing how their algorithmic designs prioritize engagement—
often through outrage—at the expense of user well-being. This challenges dominant
assumptions that online hate is primarily a product of individual anonymity or online
disinhibition, instead highlighting how platform architectures deliberately cultivate
antagonism and conflict. Additionally, the article explores the limitations of resistance
within digital culture, exposing the paradoxes of liberal values, particularly free speech,
in the governance of online spaces. By interrogating the complicity of digital platforms
in sustaining online violence, the paper contributes to critical discussions on platform
responsibility, digital justice, and the broader sociopolitical consequences of online
hate. In doing so, it offers an urgent and theoretically informed intervention into debates

surrounding online harm, regulation, and the ethics of digital communication.
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Introduction: Defining and analysing online hate

There is, it seems, a variety of ways of describing and defining hate online. While the
use of derogatory language and other forms of discrimination have been referred to as
examples of online abuse, harassment, hate speech, trolling, or flaming, what each term
describes is a form of harmful communication that involve actions or language that
seeks to harm, humiliate, or provoke a reaction in others, often targeting their identity,
beliefs, or vulnerabilities (Kearns et al., 2023). Though examples of online hate have
become somewhat normalized, minimized, or even celebrated as part of “internet
culture” (Nagle, 2017), making it both harder to challenge and police, when holistically
considered, discussions of online hate, and attempts to define it, are underwritten by an
intention to identify the potential to cause harm, both individually and collectively,

within online environments (Goel et al., 2023; Sylwander, 2019).

Subsequently, the extent to which examples of hate and abuse have been regulated and
policed has been met with numerous interventions, each seeking to manage the tension
between free speech alongside the wider spread and perpetuation of hate online
(Shepherd et al., 2015). For instance, the introduction of laws, such as Germany’s
NetzDG (Network Enforcement Act), has mandated stricter content moderation, while
the UK’s Online Safety Bill aims to hold platforms accountable for harmful content.
However, enforcement remains inconsistent, with critics arguing that such laws either
go too far in restricting free speech or fail to adequately curb online harm (Coe, 2022).
For social media platforms, including Facebook and X (formerly Twitter), these
tensions have been exacerbated by their adherence to certain tenets of free speech,

which have resulted in their complicity to facilitate online hate as well as offline



violence via a growing spread of disinformation online (Laub, 2019; Roberts-Ingleson
& McCann, 2023). Notably, the role of Facebook in inciting violence against the
Rohingya in Myanmar, where the platform was used to spread anti-Muslim hate speech
(BBC, 2018), and the use of X to organize the January 6" U.S. Capitol riots, each
highlight how inadequate regulation can lead to real-world consequences (Feiger &

Owen, 2024).

For this reason, when seeking to define and delineate cases of online hate it is important
to identify and capture both the nature of the violence perpetuated as well as its social
implications. On this basis, we can, as a point of beginning, define online hate as the
expression of hostility, discrimination, or incitement to violence that is disseminated
through digital platforms and technologies. By targeting individuals or groups based on
certain characteristics—such as, race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexual orientation,
disability, or other identity markers—online hate encompasses a range of behaviours,
including abusive messages, harmful stereotypes, doxing, and coordinated harassment,
which are each aided and shaped by the affordances of digital media and networked
communication. To this end, whereas discussions of online hate recognize the role of
digital environments in amplifying and enabling hate, as well as linking it to broader
social dynamics of marginalization and inequality, it specifically refers to expressions
of hate that are disseminated through digital platforms, and, thus, differs slightly to legal

and academic definitions of “hate speech”.

Indeed, in many countries, hate speech is both regulated and/or defined in legal terms,
with clear boundaries for criminal or civil liability towards expressions that incite

violence, discrimination, or harm (this is not to ignore the fact that the definition of hate



speech can thus vary between countries) (Herz & Molnar, 2012). In comparison, online
hate denotes actions that may not meet legal thresholds for hate speech but still cause
significant harm or distress in digital environments. Hate speech does not typically
encompass actions of cyberbullying, harassment, doxing, trolling, and the circulation
of harmful stereotypes through digital platforms (Brown, 2018; Khaleghipour et al.,
2025). Equally, while hate speech focuses on the content of hate, it does not consider
the form in which examples of hate are manifested online, most notably, in the virality
and amplification that, for instance, the spread of online memes, and the coordination
of harassment and disinformation, can enact. These examples often help to establish
pervasive forms of hate that continue to reside online, returning in new and unexpected
ways. In sum, while hate speech is a specific form of expression with legal and
definitional clarity, online hate is a broader term capturing the spectrum of hateful
behaviour enabled by digital platforms, including, but not limited to, hate speech. As a
result, online hate extends beyond speech to include actions and dynamics unique to
the digital sphere. What is more, online hate can be viewed along a continuum of abuse,
ranging from banter to more insidious forms of violence that pose physical threats

through the incitement of derogatory content.

Beyond its explicit expressions, online hate is facilitated and maintained by a digital
infrastructure that enables and even encourages antisocial behaviour (Barak, 2005).
This often leads to the assumption that anonymity is a key enabler, allowing
perpetrators to act without accountability. As Barak (2005) notes, “a harasser can take
advantage of being unidentifiable, anonymous, and invisible” online (p. 83), while

McCarthy (2022) similarly asserts that, “the anonymity of online spaces may contribute



to the active and disinhibited nature of the misogyny” (p. 371). For Suler (2004), such

disinhibition has come to define the nature of online interaction.

Accordingly, while anonymity is frequently blamed for the proliferation of online hate,
this paper seeks to redefine online hate as a form of violence that extends beyond
individual anonymity and towards the broader economic and structural logics of digital
platforms. In doing so, it will draw upon Slavoj ZiZek’s conception of subjective and
objective violence to critique not only the content of online hate but also the profit-
driven mechanisms that normalize and encourage digital violence (Zizek, 2008 see also
Flisfeder, 2021; Rambatan & Johanssen, 2021). In particular, Zizek’s work is
introduced in order to build upon a growing body of scholarship that has conceptualised
online hate in relation to platform infrastructures and systemic violence (Crawford &
Gillespie, 2016; Gillespie, 2015; Little, 2023). For example, as Riedl et al. (2025) note,
platforms are not simply sites where hate circulates but also the agents through which
platform violence is propagated. In their study of WhatsApp, Riedl et al. (2025)
demonstrated how infrastructural neglect and platform affordances combine to
propagate abuse against women, queer journalists, and activists in Lebanon, illustrating

how violence is both enacted on as well as by platforms.

This is particularly significant as it foregrounds the active role of platforms in
producing, sustaining, and amplifying violent dynamics, rather than conceiving them
as merely neutral conduits through which harmful content passes. Infrastructural
platform violence names the double movement by which platforms both provide the
technological and communicative conditions that allow hate to be expressed, while also

simultaneously reproducing and intensifying these harms through their architectures of



visibility, algorithmic amplification, and moderation practices (Riedl et al., 2025). It is
not simply that hate ‘happens’ on platforms, but that the infrastructure of the platform
itself becomes implicated in the violence, shaping its circulation, scale, and persistence.
As will be discussed, in Zizekian terms, this can be understood as a form of objective
violence, which requires us to recognise platforms as active agents of infrastructural
violence. This can shift our critiques of online hate away from a focus on individual
perpetrators, or discrete acts of abuse, towards highlighting the subjective and objective
violence which constitutes the contemporary digital sphere. To this end, the following
will complement the aforementioned literature by theorising online hate through
introducing Zizek’s distinction between subjective and objective violence. In doing so,
it outlines how the subjective enactments of online hostility are inseparable from the

objective systemic and symbolic violences that platform infrastructures sustain.

Importantly, this challenges the prevailing focus on anonymity as a primary enabler of
online hate. Instead, online hate is not simply the product of faceless individuals acting
without consequence but is structurally incentivized and reproduced through the very
logic of social media. Here, resistance to online hate can paradoxically reinforce
engagement with its symbolic forms, as social media’s structural logic ensures that even
opposition remains entangled within its violent economy. Ultimately, the paper
contends that addressing online hate requires not only confronting its explicit
expressions but also recognizing the deeper antagonism it exposes as well as the
systemic violence that underpins and legitimizes it within the digital sphere. To help
preface this discussion, we will first turn to a discussion of anonymity in online hate,

and, specifically, Suler’s (2004) account of online disinhibition.



Dis/Inhibition: Rethinking online hate beyond anonymity

According to Suler (2004), online environments fundamentally diminish the kinds of
embodied feedback that typically regulate face-to-face exchanges. In digital
communication, users are not confronted with the visible or audible signs of another’s
reaction (such as, frowns, sighs, or gestures of boredom or disapproval), which would
ordinarily inhibit what they are willing to say. Instead, it is the absence of these subtle
cues that creates conditions in which people feel freer to express themselves without
the social restraints that govern offline interaction. Indeed, what Suler describes is a
situation in which one’s personal identity undergoes a process of deindividuation;
where the social etiquettes of public life are not required, or, at least, not driven by a
sense of social expectation regarding how one should or should not behave. This comes
to characterise what Suler (2004) refers to as the “online disinhibition effect” (p. 322):
a theory that identifies a reduced inhibition in digital environments, leading to both
positive and negative behaviours. Through the loosening of social restrictions and
inhibitions online, Suler identifies two types of disinhibition that occur: 1) a benign
disinhibition, characterised by openness and generosity, from which the fostering of
online social connection can prove beneficial for sharing personal emotions,
experiences, or identifying avenues of support; and, 2) toxic disinhibition, which
includes expressions of online hate, such as, the hostility of trolling and cyberbullying.
It is in the case of the latter that Suler identifies a lack of empathy and accountability

emanating from one’s disinhibition online.

Yet, what characterises Suler’s (2004) account of disinhibition is the anonymity that it

relies upon, or, what he refers to as “dissociative anonymity” (p. 322) (i.e., the feeling



that one’s online identity is separate from their real-world self) (see also Joinson, 2001;
Kim & Kim, 2024).! While the anonymity of online interactions functions to reduce
accountability and encourage uninhibited behaviour, the fact that one’s interactions
online are often “invisible”, or, at least, not conducted in the reality of the other’s bodily
presence, means that the removal of nonverbal cues can make it easier to act without
considering the emotional impact of one’s actions (Suler, 2004, p. 322). Online users
may imagine they are talking to themselves or to a version of the other person in their
mind, leading to less filtered communication, indeed, what Suler (2004) refers to as a
form of solipsistic introjection (p. 323). Where users may perceive the online world as
separate from reality, they enact what Suler (2004) defines as a form of dissociative

imagination (p. 323).

Examples of anonymity can lead to complications in managing, targeting, and policing
online hate, but it can also overlook underlying problems in the design of online
platforms, which, in their adherence to free speech and online engagement, encourage
and amplify hateful content (Bogart, 2016). To this extent, the design of online
platforms in moderating and amplifying content, as well as the societal normalization
of certain forms of hate or discrimination online, remains neglected when it is
considered that Suler’s account does not adequately explain how specific platform
designs may influence our online disinhibition. This neglect is compounded by Riedl et
al.’s (2024) account of infrastructural platform violence, in which platforms not only
fail to intervene in harmful dynamics but also place the burden of resilience onto
vulnerable users, who are expected to self-manage abuse through blocking or
withdrawal. Ultimately, platforms’ infrastructural neglect of user safety entrenches a

neoliberal ethos of resilience, where, instead of addressing systemic harms, platforms



leave users to absorb, manage, and mitigate the violence enacted upon them.
Consequently, rather than disinhibiting oneself, our interactions on social media are
encouraged to produce a “form of neoliberal entrepreneurialism”, which, as Flisfeder
(2022a) explains, is “premised on the project of managing one’s online digital
reputation” (p. 421). Here, individuals shape and share material, targeting other users,
in order to build and enhance their personal standing. This behaviour doesn’t always
require direct or intentional involvement; yet, as Flisfeder asserts, the structure of the
market-driven system makes online interactions increasingly pragmatic and goal-
oriented. Even the online troll’s actions align with this pattern, as they manage their
public persona by undermining others’ reputations, a tactic aimed at gaining favour with
their own followers and audience (Flisfeder, 2022a). In such cases, online users remain
actively involved in the presentation of an online identity that is aided by the platforms’

algorithm.

Certainly, while the curation of such an identity can undergo a process of disinhibition,
Suler’s (2004) account of “disinhibition” remains indebted to the individual user, who
always retains a relative level of agency in engaging in the act of disinhibition. To
unpick this, we can draw a distinction between acts of “disinhibition” and acts of
“inhibition”. In the case of the latter, if we consider that inhibition refers to the process
of restraining or suppressing thoughts, emotions, or behaviours that might otherwise be
expressed, thus describing a form of self-control and adherence to social norms or rules
which enable individuals to act in ways that are considered appropriate in specific
contexts, then, disinhibition denotes the reduction or removal of these restraints on
one’s behaviour, emotions, or thoughts. It leads to actions that might not align with

typical social norms, resulting in impulsive, unfiltered, or uninhibited expressions. Yet,

10



disinhibition is not simply the absence of regulation, but, rather, the reconfiguration of
norms and boundaries. That is, while examples of disinhibition can be both
performative and deliberate—indeed, users may strategically adopt “disinhibited”
personas to gain attention, signal authenticity, or disrupt norms—such actions also
reveal a certain level of inhibition in that these actions are carefully managed to achieve
specific goals, such as, building a brand or fostering controversy for engagement. As
Rambatan and Johanssen (2021) make clear, “inhibition and disinhibition are never so
neatly separated” (p. 39). Instead, both are shaped by the affordances of digital
platforms and the social contexts they create. Here, digital media does not simply enable
disinhibition—such as, the lowering of some presupposed civility due to a perceived
distance or anonymity online—it also regulates and channels online interactions
through new forms of inhibition. In effect, while digital platforms subtly inhibit users
by promoting certain actions (liking, sharing, etc.) they also encourage disinhibition by
either rewarding extreme views, where individuals feel validated and emboldened, or
discouraging other posts or shares that are less likely to be rewarded by engagement
metrics. In so doing, digital media platforms create an environment where inhibition
and disinhibition are not opposites but interwoven responses to the same structural
dynamics. According to Rambatan and Johanssen (2021), it is within the capitalist
logics of digital media that users are shaped into ‘dis/inhibited’ subjects whose activity
is structured by platform architectures (p. 39). Networks simultaneously constrain and
enable expression, by limiting participation through technical parameters (such as,
posting guidelines, character restrictions, and friend limits), while, at the same time,
encouraging users to express themselves freely within these boundaries. As a result,
online interactions become patterned around cycles of affect—excitement, rage, joy, or

hostility—that are actively cultivated by the system of dis/inhibition. Moreover, users

11



are clustered together with those who share similar orientations, reinforcing divisions
and segregation. Crucially, this antagonistic mode of interaction is not incidental but
central to how platforms generate value, since the production and circulation of
conflictual worldviews tends to attract greater visibility and reward through heightened
engagement. In effect, it is not simply the diremption of a benign and toxic disinhibition
that characterises our online interactions but a process of dis/inhibition that highlights
how our interactions cannot be conceived as being driven by individual agency, as Suler

(2004) would suggest, but rather embedded in the design of digital media platforms.

The paradox of online freedom: Hate, liberalism, and capitalism

Focusing solely on the disinhibiting effects of our online interactions can, therefore,
obscure the structural mechanisms that perpetuate and maintain examples of online
hate. By framing such behaviour as individualized disinhibited acts, we divert attention
from culturally ingrained manifestations of hate. To this extent, we must consider, and
thus locate, our understandings of online hate in relation to the broader development of

digital media platforms where such hate can be found.

Heralded by cyber-utopians, the advancement of a leaderless public sphere underpinned
by user-generated content was a key political incentive driving the emergence and
development of the internet, and its associated online network, where any idea could be
shared and challenged (Fuchs, 2020). Yet, the idealization of a spontaneous, internet-
centred network, which dismissed traditional forms of political organization as
outdated, failed to recognize a critical flaw: the absence of a centralized leadership

provided no understanding of the ethical, ideological, or intellectual foundations of the

12



movements they facilitated (Nagle, 2017). Consequently, instead of empowering
individuals, grassroots movements, and democratic participation through digital
technologies and the internet, as many cyber-utopians intended (Barlow, 1996), online

networks have come to facilitate the far-right (Black et al., 2024).

This is, perhaps, most noticeable in the early adoption of “comments” in online news
websites, which were originally conceived as a form of democratic participation, where
readers could partake in the opportunity to engage with particular articles, offering their
own views, opinions, and perspectives (Thomas, 2021). Nevertheless, while free to
comment on the news, and, by extension, challenge dominant narratives, it was also
apparent that such freedom could, following the tenets of free speech, encourage and
permit the expression of hate or offence. Now, comments have been outright removed,
or heavily restricted, insofar as they became sites for hateful comments and expressions
of racism and sexism (Williams & Sebastian, 2021). This has been echoed in other
aspects of internet culture, such as hacking, which, despite its progressive political

intentions, has become charactered as a white, masculine space (Tanczer, 2016).

Consequently, while “Liberal democracies are supposed to give special protection to
free speech”, as Gorenc (2022) highlights, “some types of speech can present a serious
danger to social cohesion and democracy” (p. 417). Indeed, “This brings us to a
dilemma whether to limit and regulate hate speech or allow for unrestricted freedom of
expression, at the expense of potential discrimination of targeted groups” (Gorenc,
2022, p. 417). Moreover, what becomes apparent is that the argument for freedom
online has encouraged attacks from those (dominant) groups who, in some form or

another, perceive their freedom to be under attack or subject to limitation. The paradox
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emerges when we consider that these attackers often frame their actions as a defence of
their own freedoms, accusing their targets—namely, “the left”—of limiting expression
or threatening cultural norms (Black et al., 2024). As a result, where examples of hate
are enacted in the face of one’s own perceived limitations of freedom and power (Salecl,
2000), arguments for freedom and equality have become the justification for offensive,

violent behaviour (Auguoustinos & Every, 2007).

Therefore, where the legitimation of hate, perpetuated by liberal assertions of freedom
and equality, proves paradoxical is in how these values remain “primarily at the level
of the individual” (Flisfeder, 2022b, p. 3). Ultimately, discussions of liberty and fairness
in liberal societies typically refer to the formal recognition of individuals as
autonomous and equal under the law. Yet, whereas everyone is granted the same legal
entitlements, material barriers often remain that hinder genuine equity in terms of real-
world opportunities (Flisfeder, 2022b). Consequently, while there has, undoubtedly,
been an expansion of digital access over recent decades—extending the formal rights
underpinning one’s personal freedom through internet technologies—the entrenchment
of global inequalities in digital access continues to profoundly affect one’s engagement

with digital media (Van Dijk, 2013).

In fact, where early utopian views of an unhindered online network meet the paradox
of liberal concerns for free speech and individual equality is in the private freedoms
that they remain beholden to. This tension reveals how the ideal of an open and
unrestricted digital sphere is inevitably shaped by the very structures of ownership and
market logic that underpin liberal democracy, and, thus our digital media. Indeed, in

“the freedom to own private property, and to engage in free and equal exchange in the
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space of the market, liberalism is also tied to the generation of the capitalist mode of
production” (Flistfeder, 2022b, p. 3). While many liberals may earnestly promote values
of freedom and equality, including racial and gender equality, they overlook how
capitalism both requires and continually reproduces inequality, making it impossible
for those values to be fully realised within liberal democratic societies (Flisfeder,
2022b). This shift in focus highlights how liberal democratic societies generate their
own inherent contradictions, which in turn sustain and legitimize structural forms of
economic and political violence, including those embedded within digital media
systems. Moreover, when aligned with the consequences of a capitalist digital media
landscape, which fosters and amplifies online dis/inhibition, the complexities of online
hate—both elusive in definition and challenging to regulate—necessitates a fresh
perspective in conceptualising its significance. To this end, it is in view of the above
that the remainder of this article will therefore advance a new framework for

understanding online hate through the lens of violence.

ZiZek on violence: The subjective violence of online hate

Typically, it is a common perception to conceive of our current epoch, however defined,
as less violent and dangerous than previous periods of human history. This is, as
McGowan highlights, the perspective adopted by cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker.
Certainly, while, “It is true that a European city in 2020 is much safer than the same
city in 15207, for McGowan (2024), it is important to note that “this increased safety
depends on structural violence that the dweller in this city cannot see” (p. 173, n.4). In
fact, the stability of modern life is underpinned by forms of exploitation and conflict

that are often obscured from view, such as, the extraction of minerals under brutal
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conditions, the persistence of proxy wars, and the enforcement of tightly controlled
borders (McGowan, 2024). Modernity, in this sense, does not eliminate violence but
conceals many of its most pervasive manifestations. This illustrates how violence can
take on various forms, where, beyond the more visible expressions of physical harm,
we must also account for the psychological and emotional violences that produce

equally troubling effects.

Here, Slavoj Zizek’s account of violence serves to challenge what we conventionally
perceive as violence by distinguishing between two forms: subjective violence, which
refers to visible acts of harm or aggression, and, objective violence, that which operates
more subtly through systemic, ideological, and structural mechanisms (Zizek, 2008).
For Zizek, focusing solely on subjective violence (such as, individual acts of crime or
conflict) obscures the deeper, often invisible, forms of violence embedded in the social
and economic systems that shape our societies and social interactions. Indeed, “to
chastise violence outright, to condemn it as ‘bad,” is an ideological operation par
excellence, a mystification which collaborates in rendering invisible the fundamental
forms of social violence” (Zizek, 2008, p. 206). To this end, what appears as “peaceful”
or “normal” is often sustained by a pervasive, unacknowledged violence that functions
to maintain inequality and exclusion. In so doing, Zizek’s framework invites us to
expose the violence that operates beneath the surface of everyday life, looking beyond
immediate, visible acts of violence to examine the unacknowledged forms of harm that

sustain our social world.

What Zizek (2008) provides, therefore, is the opportunity to look “awry” at violence;

to look askance rather than directly confronting it. In fact, “the overpowering horror of

16



violent acts and empathy with the victims inexorably function as a lure which prevents
us from thinking” (Zizek, 2008, p. 4). It is this violence that Zizek (2008) refers to as

“subjective violence”:

At the forefront of our minds, the obvious signals of violence are acts of crime
and terror, civil unrest, international conflict. But we should learn to step back,
to disentangle ourselves from the fascinating lure of this directly visible
‘subjective’ violence, violence performed by a dearly identifiable agent. We

need to perceive the contours of the background which generates such outbursts.

(-1

We will revisit the significance of these “contours” shortly; for now, it is important to
note how examples of subjective violence often manifest through the spectacle they

produce.

This is particularly apparent in instances of racism, where, as Zalloua (2020) highlights,
events like the 2017 Charlottesville car attack “exemplify subjective violenc[e] as well
as the manipulative lure of its explanatory power” (p. 5).? Such events render victims
and perpetrators easily identifiable, transforming racist violence into a media spectacle
that provokes fascination, outrage, and a kind of perverse pleasure among liberal
audiences, who are thereby licensed to “hate the haters” (Zallous, 2020, p. 5). Crucially,
this framing positions racism as a disruption of an otherwise post-racial social order,
attributing responsibility solely to individual neo-Nazi actors and their supporters,
rather than to the systemic structures that enable such violence (Zalloua, 2020). In

effect, the perceived spontaneity of the violent act is that which underwrites the
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spectacle of subjective violence (Zizek, 2008). This is often exacerbated by a media
infrastructure, which routinely focuses on the extreme display of violence, thus ignoring
the underlying social problems and tensions that may have led to such violence to begin

with (Black, 2019; Rodrigo-Jusue et al., 2025).

Furthermore, in examples of racist subjective violence, “There has also been a tendency
to shift attention away from a general discussion about systemic racism towards drawn-
out debates agonising over specific incidents, actions or symbols, disputing whether
they are ‘racist’ or not” (Evans et al., 2020, p. 292). This ignores underlying causes,
directing attention instead to the individual, who is then framed as the “problem” to be
corrected or confined (Black, 2023; Evans et al., 2020; Zizek, 2008). Instead, “The
lesson is ... that one should resist the fascination of subjective violence, of violence
enacted by social agents, evil individuals, disciplined repressive apparatuses, [and]
fanatical crowds” (Zizek, 2008, p. 11), while also objecting to the tendency to
immediately respond to subjective violence in such a manner that “Moral outrage slides
into obscene enjoyment” (Kapoor and Zalloua, 2022, p. 152). In the end, the fact that
one is required to act against violence, without the reflection it undeniably requires,

ultimately “serves to deliver us from the responsibility to act” (Zizek, 2012, p. 5).

Such immediacy is easily identifiable in the case of social media. Sticking with the
example of racism, Johnson (2023) details how, in the case of the Black Lives Matter
(BLM) movement, social media played a key role in mobilizing resistance and
disseminating awareness of police brutalities. Online petitions and viral videos each
helped to spur and voice popular opposition; yet, as Johnson explains engaging in

online activism—such as signing petitions, sharing content, or posting opinions—is
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generally low-risk and requires little long-term commitment. While these actions can
support real-world political efforts, they often remain detached from the sustained work
of grassroots organizing, relationship-building, and direct action. As a result, Johnson
contends that the rise of BLM highlighted the limits of digital mobilization, revealing
how social media can amplify political discourse while also undermining rigorous
analysis and deep political engagement. What this exposes is the online entrenchment
of a reaction to subjective violence which, for all its good intentions, only echoes Frantz
Fanon’s critique of the structural forms of violence that continue to go unchallenged

and uncritiqued (Fanon, 2001).

In light of this, we can see how, in the case of online hate, too often examples of moral
superiority are reproduced as ineffective reactions to hateful behaviour, where, in spite
of one’s anonymity, both the enactment and recording of hate online, most often in
direct attacks against one’s profile, or in the extent to which one can deliberately refer
to a specific individual or group, can be traced to an identifiable victim and perpetuator.
Instances, such as “Gamergate”, reveal how individuals can be easily subjected to
coordinated attacks, including death threats, doxxing, and sustained harassment. Such
experiences not only expose individuals to direct harm but also induce withdrawal from
public spaces. As Riedl et al. (2024) illustrate, journalists and activists in Lebanon
frequently resorted to self-censorship or even abandoning their accounts altogether,
highlighting how infrastructural platform violence enforces silence as much as it enacts
hostility (see also Sinclair et al., 2025). This subjective violence is both direct and
personal and can also be seen in examples of hate directed towards high-profile figures.
Notably, Black and female athletes, as well as journalists, often face racist slurs, sexist

comments, and vitriolic hate in comment sections or through direct messages (Rodrigo-
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Jusue et al., 2025; Litchfield et al., 2018).> While this illustrates how subjective violence
manifests online, the amplification of its visibility and virality, as well as the emotional

reactions it can encourage, underwrite the spectacle of hate.

This is especially apparent in the extent to which platforms amplify conflict by
foregrounding acts of subjective violence through visible and immediate acts of
antagonism. By prioritizing contentious interactions through features, such as, trending
topics, comment prioritization, and the display of provocative quotes, platforms do not
merely reflect preexisting social tensions but actively generate the conditions for their
proliferation (Klinger et al., 2024). In effect, the immediacy of digital communication,
facilitated by live-streaming and instant notifications, transforms disagreements into
impulsive eruptions of hostility, escalating private disputes into performative spectacle.
Where conflict becomes the default mode of interaction, and the platform’s very design
ensures that reconciliation or resolution is not only deprioritized but structurally
disincentivized, then the online antagonisms inherent to subjective violence serve as
the screen which obscures the violence of the structural mechanisms that foster and

sustain these very conditions.

ZiZek on violence: The objective violence of online hate

To think critically of violence is to look beyond acts of subjective violence. Beyond the
spectacle, beyond the framing of victim and perpetrator, and beyond the urgency to
rectify or “fix” the violence enacted, lie those forces that structure and give shape to
violence in its subjective form (Taylor, 2010). This speaks to a discursive structure of

violence, including how we are positioned—often unwittingly—as participants in
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cultures of racism and sexism that perpetuate our day-to-day lives. In outlining this
form of violence, Zizek (2008) refers to “objective violence”, which specifically details
the systemic forms of violence that underpin and sustain the social, political, and
economic order. Whereas subjective violence is the direct, visible violence committed
by identifiable agents, objective violence is the impersonal, habitually invisible
violence that is embedded within the structure of society, such as, its political and
economic system and its ideological framework. It is the “subtle forms of coercion that
sustain relations of domination and exploitation, including the threat of violence”
(Zizek, 2008, p. 9). Consequently, unlike subjective violence, objective violence is
often not perceived as violent because it is normalized and built into the status quo. This
underscores the fact that “subjective and objective violence cannot be perceived from
the same standpoint” (Zizek, 2008, p. 2). Whereas subjective violence refers to “a
perturbation of the ‘normal,” peaceful state of things ... objective violence is precisely

the violence inherent to this ‘normal’ state of things” (Zizek, 2008, p. 2).*

Indeed, for Zizek, objective violence is manifested in two main forms: 1) systemic
violence, which refers to the harm caused by the functioning of economic and political
systems (i.e., poverty, exploitation, or disenfranchisement); and 2) symbolic violence,
which describes the violence that is inherent to language, discourse, and ideology, both
shaping social relations and reinforcing power hierarchies. When considered together,
systemic violence identifies the harm caused by inequality, discrimination, and
oppression, which operates through institutional mechanisms, whereas symbolic
violence ideologically works to maintain the legitimacy of these structures, so that
objective violence appears either natural or inevitable: in effect, objective violence is

the “background” that makes subjective violence possible (Black, 2019; Howie, 2012).

21



This “background” is easily identifiable in cases of online hate, where examples of
misogyny are, in the case of female journalists, now “accepted” as simply part of the
job (Chen et al., 2018; Sinclair et al., 2025). Such acceptance suggests that where
gendered stereotypes and derogatory remarks are not necessarily “the problem”—or, at
least, cannot be tackled or fixed by simply advocating for more respect and civility—
they are, instead, symptoms of society itself. In this sense, misogyny and patriarchy are

redefined as examples of objective violence (Kapoor and Zalloua, 2022).

Although Zizek’s conceptual distinction between subjective and objective violence
provides a valuable critical orientation, it must also be situated within the
communicative differentiation that characterises late-modern society. Amidst such
differentiation, online hate cannot be regarded as a unitary phenomenon, but rather
traverses and rearticulates these differentiated communicative systems, assuming
distinct forms and effects depending on the medium and social codes through which it
circulates. This recognition enables a certain refinement of Zizek’s account in the case
of digital media platforms. Here, the objective violence that structures online
communication is not expressed identically across different communicative domains
but is instead mediated by the specific digital infrastructure that binds economic
imperative to communicative practice. As a result, while social media platforms
transform antagonism and outrage into communicative capital, the violence of online
hate is the very form through which the contradictions of capitalist differentiation are
made communicatively productive. To read Zizek’s distinction in this way is to displace
it from a purely normative critique of ideology (a mere ideological backdrop to online
communication and online hate) towards an analysis of how violence is

communicatively constituted within differentiated systems. Online hate thus becomes
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a site for examining the recursive relation between differing structures and their

communications.

The systemic violence of online communication: Liberalism, capitalism, and a digital

marketplace of hate

By redirecting our perspective of online violence away from incidences of subjective
violence—the act of hate itself—towards the very conditions for which this violence
occurs, we end-up moving beyond the “‘irrational’ explosions of subjective violence”
(Zizek, 2008, p. 2), towards the digital media infrastructure that maintains systemic
violence through the various social media platforms and social networks of global
communication. Here, social networking sites provide a systemic structure that refers
to the network of users, or profiles, that allow for an interconnected framework of
shared material and interaction (Lin, 2022). The “structure” here, and the systemic
violence it enacts, denotes the network of communication technologies that dis/inhibit
our online connections. Such networks are not neutral spaces of online interaction but
systematically reflect and maintain real-world inequalities. For, as Harmer and
Lumsden (2019) highlight, the financial priorities and structural setup of dominant
online platforms contribute to reinforcing societal disparities. This issue is compounded
by a reluctance to implement meaningful oversight, often justified by fears of stifling
open discourse online. As a result, digital spaces remain vulnerable to manipulation by

individuals seeking to perpetuate exclusion and bias through online interactions.

This lack of self-regulation has only confounded the perpetuation of exclusionary

practices, where the algorithmic structure of online platforms reflects a level of
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systemic violence that intensifies inequality and reinforces structural oppression
through the amplification and normalization of online hate. Here, the role of algorithms
in online hate is significant, exacerbating systemic violence by amplifying hateful
content and reinforcing offline prejudices. In the case of the latter, this is most notable
in the extent to which algorithms reflect the biases of their creators as well as the data
they are trained on. For example, Noble (2018) has highlighted how the internet is
inherently shaped by existing social preferences, which reinforce the perpetuation of
societal inequalities. Specifically, the Google search algorithm has been noted for being

rooted in harmful racist and misogynistic stereotypes (Cohn, 2019; Devlin, 2017).

With regards to the amplification of hate online, social media algorithms are trained to
prioritize content that drives engagement, resulting in the sharing and promotion of
posts that are controversial, sensational, or polarizing. In particular, the open-access
model of online platforms, such as YouTube, requires only basic technical skills to
upload and share content, leading to the distribution of videos that spread hate or
extremist ideologies. The platform’s algorithms, which prioritize user engagement and
watch time, function to promote content that is based primarily on its own

recommendations to users.>

Certainly, this does not simply involve examples of online hate that are openly hateful
(such as, as a racist remark), but can also involve cases, such as Facebook, where
cloaked public pages, which appear to be legitimate or neutral, are actually designed to
endorse hidden agendas, spread disinformation, or manipulate public opinion (Farkas
et al., 2018).% By using misleading names, branding, or content to appeal to specific

audiences, thus concealing their origins or underlying motives, these pages mask their
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true intent, while also exploiting the platform’s algorithmic amplification by subtly or
overtly spreading misinformation, manipulating public opinion, and reinforcing
polarizing ideologies. This tactic has been particularly effective in exploiting
Facebook’s reliance on user engagement as a metric for content promotion, allowing
this propaganda to gain significant visibility while also leading to problems with
moderation and regulation. Furthermore, while increased visibility has functioned to
normalize online hate, which is subsequently fed back into user interactions, and
whereas amplification increases the visibility of hate speech and harmful ideologies,
entrenching systemic violence, the use of algorithms in content moderation have
struggled to detect examples of online hate, which are often obscured due to nuances in
language or cultural specificity (Tobi, 2024). The effect of this is that coded or indirect

hate can thus go amiss when directed at marginalized groups.

These examples illustrate how the structural features of social media platforms are
exploited to perpetuate propaganda, hate, and exclusion. Yet, the extent to which the
design of these platforms, as well as their available features, facilitates harmful
behaviour must, as the above argues, be tied to a libertarian value system that has not
only helped to shape early iterations of online culture and networked communication,
but has also led to the values of individual liberty, minimal government intervention,
and free market principles being exposed for the contradictions they aver. Notably, the
role of social media platforms as spaces where individuals can exercise free speech and
pursue their interests, and from which the prioritising of the public good over private
interests is seen as an encroachment to personal freedoms, has systematically shaped
and sustained our view of social media companies as self-regulating entities. Here, their

very commercial nature has come to prioritize private profit over societal well-being.
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Accordingly, where Bill Gates amassed immense wealth by charging for access to
Microsoft, which he still owns a considerable portion of, Microsoft’s claim over widely
used software is now matched by our personal interactions, which have become
enclosed within the private domains of Facebook, as well as Amazon for purchasing,
and Google for online searches (Zizek, 2020).” As Flisfeder (2022b) observes, the
problem is not that social media platforms simply deviate from or undermine the
principles of liberal democracy, but that they intensify its most unsustainable features.
What platforms reveal, then, is that the issue lies less with their design alone and more
with the underlying contradictions built into liberal democratic values themselves
(Flisfeder, 2022b). In the pursuit of profit, these values help to maintain a capitalist
model of social media that preserves examples of systemic violence by prioritizing
profit over social well-being and embedding algorithms that amplify divisive, harmful,
and sensational content to maximize engagement. This design exacerbates inequalities,
spreads disinformation, and reinforces existing power imbalances by normalizing
exploitation and marginalization under the guise of connectivity and free expression.
This is further aggravated by the fact that our resistance to online hate functions to
entrench examples of systemic violence. Indeed, “with social media, ... resistance plays
a productive role in the training of the algorithm”, so that “[t]he more we resist, then it
1s so much the better for the logical design of the platform and the algorithm” (Flisfeder,

2021, p. 138).

It is important, at this point, to remember that the “intricate relationship” between
subjective and systemic violence should not be conceived as mere opposites (Zizek,
2008, p. 213), but as dialectically implicated in our online interactions. To this extent,

the obfuscation of systemic forms of violence—leading, as argued, to the
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sensationalization of individual acts of violence—is itself perpetuated by the extent to

which this violence is embedded within the language and culture of symbolic violence.

Online symbolic violence: Language, antagonism, and online hate

Symbolic violence refers to the subtle, invisible forms of domination embedded in
language and culture, operating through the norms, ideologies, and assumptions that
shape our understanding of the world (including the systemic violence that perpetuates

inequality and oppression without overt coercion). Further still:

this violence is not only at work in the obvious—and extensively studied—cases
of incitement and of the relations of social domination reproduced in our
habitual speech forms; there is a more fundamental form of violence still that
pertains to language as such, to its imposition of a certain universe of meaning

(Zizek, 2008, pp. 1-2).8

In effect, “Language cannot be neutral” but always “reflects and structures our
ideologies and worldviews” (Gorenc, 2022, p. 416). Insofar as “the influence of
discriminatory language is not limited to the targeted group alone; it directly or
indirectly affects all of us, as well as the entire social and belief system” (Gorenc, 2022,
p. 416). Whether it be through a desensitization to offensive language and terminology,
or in the extent to which certain descriptions may influence an on online users’
perspective of a particular individual of group, it is clear that examples of symbolic
violence “not only affects the victims, but society in general” (Gorenc, 2022, p. 417).

It is for this reason that Salecl (2000) highlights how examples of hate speech, and, to
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this we can add online hate, are “so insidious” (p. 120). Here, the language of hate “is
designed to take advantage of the victim’s structural ‘defenselessness’” (Salecl, 2000,
p. 120).° Ultimately, when linguistic violence can integrate into and reinforce broader
patterns of violence, then we can begin to see how derogatory language and

discriminatory terminology can violently be used against marginalised groups.

As a form of symbolic violence online, we can refer to Emma Jane’s account of “e-
bile”, which encapsulates the uniquely vicious and gendered abuse that thrives in online
environments, encompassing insults, threats, and dehumanizing language (Jane, 2014).
E-bile is characterized by its extreme vitriol, often fuelled by misogyny, racism, or other
forms of bigotry, which serves to silence, intimidate, or demean its recipients. For
example, internet-specific derogatory terms, such as “femoid” (combining “female”
and “humanoid”), have subsequently emerged within incel and “manosphere”
communities as a dehumanizing term for women. The term reflects the objectification
and devaluation of women in these spaces, reducing them to subhuman or utilitarian
roles, intentionally stripping women of individuality and humanity, and thus framing
them as other. This reflects broader systemic misogyny tied to the frustration and

entitlement surrounding gender dynamics.

Equally, in cases such as trolling, “the invention of new words and terms, or the usage
of slang that only particular subcultures understand” reinforces exclusionary practices
and asserts dominance within a particular digital culture (Rambatan & Johanssen, 2021,
p. 46). Here, the troll’s symbolic violence enforces a certain conformity to exclusionary
norms, inciting hostility against anyone who seeks to challenge them. A key tactic of

the troll’s symbolic violence is their use of both the verbal and the visual, where, in the
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case of the latter, offensive imagery or the use of memes or emojis are often used.'’
Notably, the far-right’s adoption of certain emojis has aided their ability to adapt to
digital platforms and exploit seemingly innocuous tools for subversive purposes
(Mozdeika, 2023). As a form of symbolic violence, far-right groups have subsequently
used emojis for propaganda, coded communication, or to evade moderation on social

media platforms.

Again, the point here is not to separate symbolic violence from its subjective or
systemic forms, but instead to identify how language can incite examples of subjective
violence, which bears the mark of, and occurs in response to, the systemic violence of
our digital media platforms. This posits that “being” online is a socio-symbolic being
that both contours and shapes one’s identity, reflective as it is of certain social norms
and forms of discrimination (Zizek, 2008).'! In this sense, rather than simply serving as
a means of communication, and possible reconciliation, language also involves
“constructing and imposing a certain symbolic field” (Zizek, 2008, p. 60).!2 In
particular, as Zizek (2008) makes clear, “there is something violent in the very
symbolisation of a thing, which equals its mortification” (p. 61). Here, it is the
imposition of meaning, and this includes the antagonism of naming some other person
or group, positively or negatively, which underwrites the symbolic violence of

language.

Consequently, where targeted messages can inflict significant emotional and
psychological harm on individuals, perpetuating hate and reinforcing systemic
inequalities through the online spread of slurs, threats, and derogatory stereotypes, at

the same time, it is the normalization of dominant narratives, stereotypes, and
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ideologies—often expressed through the symbolic violence of memes, emojis, and
comments—that further entrenches the antagonistic structure of systemic violence. In
fact, the capitalist logic of social media “functions on the valorisation of antagonism”
(Rambatan & Johanssen, 2021, p. 39, italics in original). Through an online engagement
where text remains a primary means of communication, allowing users to express ideas,
share opinions, and engage in discussions, the use of hashtags, taglines, and captions,
alongside other multimodal forms of communication (such as images, videos, emojis,
and memes) reveal how “The more antagonistic the worldviews that are produced and
circulated (particularly the case on Twitter and YouTube), the more attention will be
rewarded” (Rambatan & Johanssen, 2021, p. 39). Inasmuch as social media algorithms
prioritize content that generates antagonistic reactions—indeed, where users are
systematically encouraged to compare themselves to others through platform metrics,
such as, followers, likes, and engagement measurements—antagonism can also be
found in examples of tagging and hashtag campaigns that help escalate identity-based

conflicts as users mobilize to defend their “group” or attack others.

Accordingly, while the platform design requires likes and reactions to communicate
approval or disagreement, it is through creating and intensifying social antagonism
online that examples of symbolic violence help to sustain underlying forms of systemic
violence. Here, the language of social media structurally encourages antagonism in
online digital media platforms through their algorithmic design and user affordances.
This amplifies conflict, polarizes opinions, and incentivizes contentious interactions
insofar as these structural dynamics prioritize divisive content, making antagonism not

only prevalent but often incentivized as a key mode of digital engagement.
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Conclusion: Online violence—from content to form

To conclude, we can reflect upon the above discussion of subjective and objective
violence online by identifying how their convergence speaks to contemporary concerns
on the future of social media, including wider debates regarding the difficulty of
distinguishing between fact and opinion. Indeed, a key aspect of the above argument
has been the significance of objective violence, and, specifically, the relation between
its systemic and symbolic forms. Beyond simply critiquing the content of online hate—
as an expression of subjective violence—it has been argued that the systematic design
of our digital platforms works to sustain and encourage forms of subjective violence.
To this end, engagement metrics (likes, shares, and views) often favour antagonistic or
emotionally charged discussions, undermining trust and negating more nuanced
interpretation. In fact, the emphasis on online metrics and analytics, functioning as
visible indicators of credibility or value, affect a shift in focus from the content of what
is said to its quantifiable performance, thus leading to a variety of inferences about
intent or authenticity. In so doing, the brevity of communication formats further
discourages nuance, leading to misunderstanding, oversimplified arguments, and
antagonistic exchanges that make it easier for users to symbolically misinterpret or
misrepresent others. This is exacerbated by forms of symbolic exchange that rely
heavily on the ambiguity of emojis and GIFs, which can, paradoxically, result in the
antagonistic attribution of certain forms of meaning. As an example of symbolic
violence, the language used in our online interactions becomes structurally embedded
in digital media platforms, fostering mistrust of what is said, while also inciting

antagonism and hate.
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In light of this, the distinction between subjective and objective violence can be
understood not simply as a moral or ideological framework but as a way of theorising
how violence is communicatively reproduced across different social systems. By
situating Zizek’s account of violence within a functionally differentiated
communicative order, we can grasp how online violence simultaneously reveals and
sustains the commodification of visibility and outrage. In this sense, online violence is
neither an aberration nor a secondary effect of digital communication, but one of its

constitutive modalities under conditions of capitalist differentiation.

Furthermore, when the subjective violence of online hate can be passed off as either
ironic or sincere, humorous or serious (Nagle, 2017), then it is important to explore and
expose its systemic and symbolic forms insofar as our engagement online is
increasingly shaped by media platforms that structurally amplify and promote examples
of symbolic violence as integral to this very engagement. The key is not to separate this
engagement from the social existence of inequality and exclusion, nor should one
merely locate and identify the individual behind examples of subjective violence, thus

ignoring the systemic violence that allowed such violence to occur.

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the case of the online troll. To the extent that the
rise of online platforms is rooted in liberal values centred on ideas of online freedom
and the autonomous individual, the historical lack of any social agreement or law online
has resulted in a perverse emergence of symbolic forms of communication that violently
reflect and uphold wider social disparities (Johanssen & Kruger, 2022). Whether it be
“trolling, flaming, shitstorming, hate ‘speaking’, mobbing, ‘doxing’ (publishing

someone’s private information), baiting, hacking, leaking, grooming, [or] anti-political
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correctness, etc” what remains “Common ... is that ... [these actions] are performed,
and operate, in a mode of making a point, setting an example, drawing a line and
generally claiming to be the new law” (Johanssen & Kruger, 2022, p. 74). Although
online trolls may operate under the cover of anonymity, reducing them to mere
“perpetrators” overlooks a deeper issue. A simplistic view of trolling would argue that
it happens merely because the conditions allow it—people engage in trolling simply
because they can (Rambatan & Johanssen, 2021). What this ignores is that “trolling is
enabled by the underlying network structures of social media” (Rambatan & Johanssen,

2021, p. 43). In effect:

In effect, while platforms provide mechanisms such as reporting or flagging, these
measures have done little to meaningfully curb trolling or harassment. Rather than
standing in opposition, trolling and social media are mutually reinforcing: the troll
thrives within the dynamics of the platform, and the platform, in turn, benefits from the
attention such antagonistic behaviour generates. As Rambatan and Johanssen (2021)
argue, trolling should not be seen as an aberration but as an embedded feature of the
internet itself. Ultimately, this ‘feature’ is an integral part of the systemic violence that
social media platforms work to establish. While acts of subjective violence prove
amiable to those very followers for whom the troll seeks to impress—as noted, a form
of online “reputation management” in and of itself (Flisfeder, 2022a, p. 421)—it is the
network of systemic violence, which characteries and underpins social media, that is

sustained.

Consequently, whereas “the striving to draw attention to those cultural elements that

have profound effects but are largely invisible to the ideologically acclimatized eye”
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(Taylor, 2010, p. 122) is essential to Zizek’s (2008) account of objective violence, the
troll can be more rightly conceived of as an ideological function that works to sustain
and obscure underlying inequalities and forms of oppression (Rambatan & Johanssen,
2021). This is most noticeable when, for example, incidences of online hate are simply
presented as “trolling” (such as that witnessed in the #GamerGate scandal). By shifting
focus from systemic issues (i.e., sexism, racism, and homophobia), and therefore
reducing online violence to a few marginalized individuals, the ideological effect of this

violence remains overlooked.

In this respect, the ideological significance of subjective violence is that, as previously
noted, it redirects and misguides our attention to the resistance it often encourages. This
functions as a form of systemic violence: namely, where efforts to resist online hate
inadvertently reinforce our engagement with its symbolic expressions. Certainly, while
flagging offensive content or promoting inclusive discourse can aim to address
symbolic violence, it often fails to tackle the deeper antagonisms that drive online hate,
such as, the previously mentioned structural inequalities embedded in the platforms
themselves (Riedl et al., 2025). Though banning certain terms might reduce the
visibility of hate, it does little to dismantle the systemic forces that fuel the production

and spread of online violence.

On this basis, we can begin to see that the gap between addressing surface-level
expressions of subjective violence and confronting the antagonistic roots underpinning
it leads to a perhaps provocative conclusion. That is, where language and discourse can
easily be used to make clear the violence of exploitation, it is also apparent that

attacking online hate at the level of symbolic violence fails to acknowledge the
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antagonism it relies upon (Zizek, 2008). As Salecl (2000) points out, hate speech both
expresses a social antagonism, and, paradoxically, seeks to eliminate it (though, it
inevitably fails in doing so). In this sense, to oppose hate is not simply to contest
offensive language but to confront the deeper violence of the antagonism it embodies,
a violence that is often overlooked, yet remains structurally sustained within social
media’s systemic violence (Riedl et al., 2025). The point here is not to condemn social
media, but to “violently” redefine those points of antagonism that prove so constructive
to its form. In effect, social media “allows us to conceive the very form that makes the
existing neoliberal structure currently possible”, whether this be “the form of the law
and the state, or, more specifically, the forms of capitalist private property, the
commodity form, and the form of civil society, in addition to the prevailing forms of

enjoyment”, violence included (Flisfeder, 2021, p. 193).

The antagonisms exposed by our digital platforms are intrinsic to the violence they
sustain. In this respect, the analysis resonates with, as well as extends, recent
scholarship on platform violence (Little, 2023; Riedl et al., 2025) and content
moderation and infrastructural control (Crawford & Gillespie, 2016; Gillespie, 2015).
Where these accounts highlight how platforms themselves propagate infrastructural
forms of violence, the Zizekian framework developed here identifies how such
infrastructural violence is dialectically related to rethinking platform violence not only
in technical or regulatory terms but also in relation to the antagonisms it normalises and
reproduces. In sum, acknowledging this violence requires, in the first instance, a
redefining of online hate, in all its various manifestations, as a form of violence that is
expressed in both subjective and objective forms. To do so is to ask questions both of

social media and the society we wish to see: critiquing not only the content of online
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hate but also the profit-driven logics that violently normalize and encourage online

violence.

Notes

! Importantly, though Suler (2004) traces how anonymity can contribute to online
disinhibition, he does identify, in total, six factors that contribute to online
disinhibition. In addition, to “dissociative anonymity”, there is “invisibility”, the lack
of nonverbal cues and visual presence, which reduces social constraints;
“asynchronicity”, the delayed nature of many online interactions, which removes
immediate consequences and allows for impulsivity; “solipsistic introjection”, the
tendency to imagine an online interlocutor in ways that may not reflect reality,
shaping interactions differently; “dissociative imagination”, the perception of online
interactions as a game or separate reality, making actions feel less consequential; and
“minimization of status and authority”, the reduced presence of authority figures in
online spaces, leading to greater willingness to break social norms. Whereas online
disinhibition can take place in those examples where online users may be identifiable,
“in the text communication of e-mail, chat, instant messaging, and blogs, people may
know a great deal about each other’s identities and lives|,] ... [but] they still cannot
see or hear each other” (Suler, 2004, p. 322). Thus, there are “overlaps” between
anonymity and, in this case, “invisibility” (Suler, 2004, p. 322).

2 The 2017 Charlottesville car attack occurred on 12" August during the “Unite the
Right” rally, a gathering of white supremacist and far-right groups in Charlottesville,
Virginia. As counter-protesters demonstrated against the rally, James Alex Fields Jr., a
self-identified neo-Nazi, drove his car into a crowd of anti-racist protesters, killing 32-
year-old Heather Heyer and injuring others.

3 For example, after missed penalties at the Euros 2020, Black England footballers
Marcus Rashford, Jadon Sancho, and Bukayo Saka were bombarded with racist abuse
on social media (Black et al., 2023).

* While the argument here does not frame violence in a strict binary relation to ‘non-
violence’, it is important to clarify the counter-concept(s) at stake. Following Zizek,
the opposite of violence is not simply civility or peace, but rather the attempt to
displace the antagonisms that violence sustains. Thus, so-called ‘non-violent’
communication cannot be understood as the absence of violence, since all symbolic
exchange carries an element of imposition, but as forms of communication that seek
to interrupt, rather than reproduce, systemic antagonisms.

> For example, Kolano (2022) highlights how “a random user clicking through
recommended videos on YouTube has a 20% chance of stumbling across alt-right
misogynistic messaging—either in the content of the video or the comments that
follow” (p. 548).

6 A cloaked public page might present itself as a community group or a news source
but actually serve as a tool for political propaganda, hate speech, or other forms of
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online manipulation. This tactic is often employed to build trust with users, amplify
divisive messages, or evade detection by Facebook’s moderation systems.

7 The same can also be said for Elon Musk and his purchase of the social media
platform, “Twitter” (now X’).

8 While a broader literature on symbolic violence exists, including important
contributions from Pierre Bourdieu, Norbert Elias, and Johan Galtung, this article will
direct its focus to Zizek’s distinction between subjective and objective violence in
order to situate online hate within the communicative and structural logics of platform
media.

% As Zalloua (2020) clarifies, examples of symbolic violence are clearly articulated in
the work of Frantz Fanon, where, in the case of racial “hailing”, he exposes how
through language the black individual is interpellated (called into being) by racialised
societal structures (Fanon, 2008). Through language, the black individual is reduced
to a racial stereotype and thus structurally forced into a position where they must
recognize themselves as “other”, or as an object within the dominant racial
framework.

19 In the case of emojis, attempts to diversify have involved several changes under the
intention of better reflecting the diversity of global users and promote inclusivity.
Skin tone variations, gender diversity, broader cultural representations, LGBTQ+
inclusion, and disability representation highlight the increasing recognition of emojis
as a visual language that reflects a variety of identities and cultures.

! Referring to Simone de Beauvoir’s comments on the inferiority of blacks, Zizek
(2008) draws attention to “the truly trenchant dimension of racism” (p. 72). He adds:
“the ‘being’ of blacks (as of whites or anyone else) is a socio-symbolic being. When
they are treated by whites as inferior, this does indeed make them inferior at the level
of their socio-symbolic identity. In other words, the white racist ideology exerts a
performative efficiency. It is not merely an interpretation of what blacks are, but an
interpretation that determines the very being and social existence of the interpreted
subjects” (Zizek, 2008, p. 72). As Zalloua (2020) makes clear, “symbolic violence
degrades one’s own ontology” (p. 6).

12 Indeed, “This simple and all too obvious reflection on the way in which language
works renders problematic the prevalent idea of language and the symbolic order as
the medium of reconciliation and mediation, of peaceful coexistence, as opposed to a
violent medium of immediate and raw confrontation” (Zizek, 2008, p. 60). What this
ignores, however, is how “Language simplifies the designated thing, reducing it to a
single feature. It dismembers the thing, destroying its organic unity, treating its parts
and properties as autonomous. It inserts the thing into a field of meaning which is
ultimately external to it” (Zizek, 2008, p. 61).
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