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Introduction

The obstacles that women face in the political arena are a frequent theme in the
literature and, in general, seem to be similar in many countries. Several works discuss
the difficulties of competing for space in an environment that is traditionally masculine
appear both from an institutional (Araujo & Alves, 2007; Sporh et al., 2016) and a social
(Beard, 2018) point of view. Social media platforms, however, have added more
challenges to this reality. Through these platforms, women have been strongly attacked,
with deeper effects both on their political and daily life (Ferreira, Rodriguez, & Cunha,
2021). Thus, these platforms can effectively decrease women's representation as they
increase gender violence (Paz, Montero-Diaz, & Moreno-Delgado, 2020; Silva,
Francisco, & Sampaio, 2021) and increase the trend of growing global political violence
against women (Krook, 2018).

In this context, we argue that different types of discursive violence may create different
types of toxic discourses about female deputies on social media. We want to explore, in
this paper, how discourse in online social media platforms create toxic environments for
women in politics and if there are differences in the toxicity for different political
spectrum/ideology. To discuss these questions, we focus on a case study on Brazilian
female deputies and Twitter, with a dataset of 1400 violent tweets, with over 2500
retweets.

Theoretical Approach

Discursive violence is a concept that has been explored by many authors. Discourse is
a source of symbolic power being part of the process of domination and naturalizing
power relations (Bourdieu, 1999), including gender violence. Thus, the discourse is also
constitutive of the existing power relations in our society, allowing other forms of
violence to emerge (Zizek, 2008). Thus, while this type of violence comes from
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language, it is this system of values legitimated by language that allows violence to be
justified.

Discursive violence assumes many facets, such as hate speech or incivility both in
national (Sponholz, 2020; Rizzotto & Saraiva, 2020; Silva, Francisco, & Sampaio, 2021)
and international literature (Calvert, 1997; Anderson & Huntington, 2017; Omilusi, 2017;
Rossini, 2019; Paz, Montero-Diaz, & Moreno-Delgado, 2020; Brison, 2021; Castafno-
Pulgarin et al, 2021). In these works, the focus is mostly on how discourse constitutes
violence, rather than how it can be toxic. Toxicity is a concept less discussed in the
literature. It is a concept that comes from the debate on environmental issues (Buell,
2003). However, toxicity is also connected to the emergence of unsafe environments
that legitimate violence (Wexler, 2013).

In this paper, we understand toxicity because of the spread and legitimation of violent
discourse. This is an essential dimension of social media platforms' action and
discourse. Furthermore, the repetition of this toxic violence is capable of silencing and
pushing these women away from their political space. Toxicity may also have a
connection with the political spectrum. Some works, for example, connect political
violence with extremist rhetoric (Pickard et al., 2022). Twitter may allow toxicity as these
violent discourses are easily reproduced and the codes used for violence may challenge
moderation tools. The number of retweets, for example, may show how toxic is a certain
discourse.

Methods

We used Social Feed Manager (Prom, 2006) to access Twitter’s API to collect data. We
focused on tweets mentioning the official accounts of female Brazilian federal deputies
from the term of 2019/2022. From a total of 77 deputies, there were 64 official accounts.
The data was collected during two months, May and June of 2022, totaling more than
500 thousand tweets. To analyze these tweets, we employed a mixed-methods
approach. We first employed computational analysis to examine the total occurrence of
lexicons that could be associated with violent discourses. This approach follows the
steps of Corpus Linguistics (Sinclair, 1992). Tweets are then filtered to create a dataset
of violent discourses, with 1477 original tweets and 2533 retweets. Our approach to this
final dataset was to qualitatively analyze themes that emerge from these concepts and
sort them into categories of violence based on their effects (discourse analysis). These
categories were further connected to how they spread, or how they are connected to
toxicity. Finally, we also grouped the tweets based on the political ideology of the
deputies (based on Bolognesi, Ribeiro & Codato, 2020) to understand if this could be a
predictor of toxicity. In all, accounts were distributed as follows: Right-wing, 35
accounts, center, 7 accounts, and left-wing, 22 accounts.

Results

First of all, we found that political polarization may be an important issue connected to
violence. Deputies from the center were never cited and thus, we disregarded these
categories from the analysis. All violent tweets cited only female deputies from the right
and the left. We thus focused on them.



In general, we found six major categories where concepts from tweets could be
classified in. The first one was “moral behavior”. This category had tweets that criticize
deputies based on how condonable their morality was. A second category was
“cognitive ability”, as women were also frequently criticized based on how “dumb” they
were. Body shaming was another frequent emergent category, as many of these
women were referred to through derogatory nicknames, such as “Peppa pig”, “old” or
even “girl” to diminish their credibility. Female deputies were also criticized for their
political views, which tend to be more common also among men. Finally, women were
also compared to objects and received attacks that claimed they were submissive to
their male colleagues. Tables 2 and 3 show how violent tweets for each side of the
spectrum were classified in the dataset.

Table 3 — Left-wing deputies

Type Moral Cognitive Body Political Submission to Comparison
ability shaming views male colleagues | to objects

Associated lover crazy girl Communist scoundrel Plague
concepts disgusting dumb woman Leftist sucker shit
(Examples) thug insane little nose Esquerdista

scoundrel joke madam enemy

criminal petralha

negligible

hypocritica

|

envious

liar

ridiculous

tramp

shame
Total 590 225 118 204 360 85
retweets




Table 2 — Right-wing deputies

Type Moral Cognitive Body Political Submission to Comparison
behavior ability shaming views male to objects
colleagues
Associated opportunist | crazy Peppa Pig | Direitalha fetish Shit
concepts immoral sick Old lady Militant kiss-ass Cancer]
(Examples) naughty dumb sucker
false stupid
asshole asshole
criminal
thug
liar
shame
envious
swindler
Total retweets 470 137 126 46 88 53

These results suggest that all female deputies suffered the same types of violence,
although to different degrees. Deputies from the left wing, while less in number,
received the majority of attacks. The most widespread violent category was moral
judgment for both right-wing and left-wing deputies (1060 retweets total). The second
category was cognitive ability (362). Body shaming was the third category for the right-
wing (126) and the fourth for the left-wing (118). The third category with the most violent
discourses for leftists was name-calling based on ideological views (204) Categories
connected to comparison to objects and submission to male colleagues were less
frequent (Left=85 and Right = 53).

This data suggests that toxic discourse (Wexler, 2013) against female deputies on
Twitter is largely based on violence connected to women's behavior and abilities in the
political realm, rather than ideology or propositions. This means women are criticized for
being women, rather than, because of their work. Twitter, thus, tends to reproduce the
types of violence that women suffer in other realms (Paz, Montero-Diaz, & Moreno-
Delgado, 2020; Silva, Francisco, & Sampaio, 2021). These ways of describing and
depreciating women associate female behavior with elements already observed in the
literature and disqualify women deputies in front of their male colleagues. Finally,
ideological affiliation, while may influence the amount of toxicity created (deputies from
the left wing received more toxicity than deputies from the right), they don’t influence the
toxicity of the discourse about who these women are and how they are perceived by the
audiences.

References



Anderson, A. & Huntington, H. (2017). Social media, science, and attack discourse: how
Twitter discussions of climate change use sarcasm and incivility. Science
Communication, 39(5).

Araujo, C. & Alves, J. (2007). Impactos de indicadores sociais e do sistema eleitoral
sobre as chances das mulheres nas elei¢cdes e suas interacbes com as cotas. DADOS
- Revista de Ciéncias Sociais, 50(3): 535-577.

Beard, M. (2018). Mulheres e Poder. Sado Paulo: Planeta do Brasil.

Bolognesi, B., Ribeiro, E. & Codato, A. (2020) Esquerda, centro ou direita? Como
classificar os partidos no Brasil. Available at:
https://observatoriodaseleicoes.com.br/esquerda-centro-ou-direita-como-classificar-os-
partidos-no-brasil/.

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and Symbolic Power. Massachusetts, Harvard
University Press.

Brison, S. Hate Speech (2021). International Encyclopedia of Ethics. DOI:
10.1002/9781444367072.wbiee771.pub2.

Calvert, C. (1997). Hate speech and its harms: a communication theory perspective.
Journal of Communication, 47(1).

Castafo-Pulgarin, S. et al. (2021). Internet, social media and online hate speech.
Systematic  review.  Aggression and Violent Behavior, 58. DOI:
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2021.101608.

Ferreira, D., Rodrigues, C. & Cunha, S. (2021). RELATORIO 2020-2021 DE violéncia
politica contra a mulher. Brasilia: Transparéncia eleitoral Brasil, 2022. Available at:
https://static.poder360.com.br/2021/12/relatorio-de-violencia-politica-contra-a-
mulher.pdf

Krook, M. (2018). Violence against Women in Politics: A Rising Global Trend. Politics
& Gender, 14(4): 673-675. doi:10.1017/S1743923X18000582

Omilusi, M. (2017). Da hibernagao conveniente ao desespero circunstancial: discurso de
odio, comunicagao politico partidaria e as eleigdes gerais de 2015 na Nigéria. Revista
Brasileira de Estudos Africanos, 2(4).

Paz, M. A., Montero-Diaz, J. & Moreno-Delgado, A. (2020). Hate Speech: A
Systematized Review. SAGE Open: 1-12. DOI:
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244020973022

Pickard H., Efthyvoulou, G. & Bove, V. (2023). What's left after right-wing extremism?
The effects on political orientation. European Journal of Political Research, 62: 338-
351. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6765.12538




Rizzoto, C. & Saraiva, A. (2020). Violéncia de género em debate: uma analise das
conversacgdes sobre a lei do feminicidio na fanpage do Senado Federal. InTexto, 49.
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.19132/1807-8583 202049.249-269.

Rossini, P. Toxic for Whom? Examining the Targets of Uncivil and Intolerant Discourse
in Online Political Talk. (2019). In P. Moy & D. Mathelson (Eds). Voices: Exploring the
shifting contours of Communication. New York: Peter Lang.

Silva, L., Francisco, R. & Sampaio, R. (2021). Discurso de 6dio nas redes sociais digitais:
tipos e formas de intolerancia na pagina oficial de Jair Bolsonaro no Facebook. Galaxia,
46. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1590/1982-2553202151831.

Sinclair, J. 'The automatic analysis of corpora' (1992). In Svartvik, J. (ed.). Directions in
Corpus Linguistics (Proceedings of Nobel Symposium 82). Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Sponholz, L. (2020). O papel dos discursos de 6dio (online) na ascengao da extrema
direita: um aporte tedrico. Confluéncias, 22(3).

Sporh, A., Maglia, C., Machado, G. & Oliveira, J. (2016). O. Participagao politica de
mulheres na América Latina: impacto de cotas e de lista fechada. Estudos Feministas,
24(2): 417-441.

Weinberg, Leonard, and Eliot Assoudeh, 'Political Violence and the Radical Right', in
Jens Rydgren (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the Radical Right, Oxford Handbooks
(2018; online edn, Oxford Academic, 5 Feb. 2018),
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190274559.013.21, accessed 28 Feb. 2023.

Wexler, M.N. (2013), Business and Society Review. Business and Society Review,
118: 171-192. https://doi.org/10.1111/basr.12007

Zizek, S. Violence: Six Sideways Reflections. Picador USA, 2008.

Acknowledgements: This work is partially supported by The National Council for Scientific
and Technological Development (CNPq), through grants number 405965/2021-4,
302489/2022-3, 310780/2022-5 and 406504/2022-9 (National Institute of Science and
Technology on Information Disputes and Sovereignty - INCT/DSI) and FAPEMA grant
number APP-12152/22.



