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Introduction

Online violence and abuse are common for many users —and particularly so in spaces
where people seek to engage in dialogue, such as in comment sections on online news
sites (Zannettou et al., 2020). Previous scholarship has noted that, far from being
innocuous, online violence in comment sections harms the people targeted (Harlow,
2015), undermines the credibility of the news site (Masullo et al., 2023), and results in
an overall erosion of public discourse (Masullo Chen & Lu, 2017). These consequences
are exacerbated by social structures of power that are sustained through these
comments, which tend to favour patriarchal, racial, and nationalist ideologies (Harlow,
2015; Salgado et al., 2024; Wolfgang, 2022).

In this paper, we focus on one particular impact of toxic speech on digital platforms: its
epistemological implications. Here, the work of Galpin and Vernon (2024) has
showcased how violence on digital platforms can inhibit people’s ability to participate
freely in the public sphere. Expanding on their work, we explore how toxic speech
functions as a manifestation of epistemological violence—that is, as efforts to erase
particular ways of thinking (Colombo, 2020). To achieve this, we first explore the
mechanisms through which epistemic violence is enacted, and then, recognizing that
these epistemic enclosures are not felt equally by everybody, we center how identity
comes at the forefront of the uses of toxic speech to enact epistemic violence.

Methods

We focus on an analysis of online commentary on The Conversation Canada—a news
organization that publishes articles written by academic researchers, translating
scholarly insights for a general audience (The Conversation Canada, n.d.). As part of an
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ongoing collaboration between the authors and the news organization, The
Conversation Canada donated a comment database containing all the public user
interactions in the stories published between 2020 and the date of data
collection—March 2024. This database included a total of 31,682 comments on 3,592
articles.

To identify the messages that displayed hateful and toxic speech, we relied on toxicity
analysis via the Perspective API, which we accessed through Communalityc (Gruzd &
Mai, 2023). The Perspective APl uses machine learning to mark online comments from
0 (non-toxic) to 10 (very toxic)—defining toxicity as “a rude, disrespectful, or
unreasonable comment that is likely to make you leave a discussion” (Perspective API,
n.d.). Through this process, we identified 390 toxic comments in 199 articles.

Recognizing that there are limitations to automated toxicity analysis (e.g., Oh &
Downey, 2024), we approach this analytical stage as a filtering tool to answer our
research question. In this sense, we conducted a manual thematic analysis of the toxic
comments (Braun et al., 2019). We qualitatively examined the role of hateful speech in
enacting epistemic violence, closely exploring the topics where violence was likely to
happen and in what way identity was positioned in the data.

Findings

We identified four mechanisms: insulting, labelling, ridiculing, and dehumanizing. The
purpose of all these four mechanisms is to erase ‘the wrong way’ of thinking about the
topic at hand and enforce an epistemic closure.

Insulting. The first mechanism refers to how toxic speech is directed at the people
voicing the perspective as a way to shut down these perspectives. For instance, insults
such as “you are one dumb ignorant BITCH,” and “Get over it you fuckwits!” aim to
discourage people from expressing or aligning with particular epistemic positioning.

Labelling. The second mechanism concerns the use of toxic speech to categorize
epistemic stances within larger societal constructs—and then dismiss them. For
example, a user commenting on a story about donation bins in Canadian supermarkets
called the author “a left-wing Neo liberal imbecile.” Such comments seek to align the
speaker and their perspective with certain political and ideological identity groups in an
effort to discredit them.

Ridiculing. The third mechanism seeks to undermine epistemic stances by mocking
them—thus making the perspective not serious. These efforts of ridiculing can be seen
at two levels: (1) They can be directed at the epistemological perspective itself (e.g.,
“That is the most stubid [sic], ideal...]” or (2) at the person putting forward the stance
(e.g., “The author must be on drugs”). These forms of ridiculing seek to undermine the
confidence of people aligning with a specific epistemological stance and exclude them
from meaningfully engaging in public conversations (McSwiney & Sengul, 2024).

Dehumanizing. The final mechanism concerns dehumanization—that is, depriving those
holding particular perspectives of human qualities. This mechanism is visible in
comments that characterize the speaker as an animal, as in “My family arrived in



Canada long before a pig like you did [...]” as well as in comments that compare the
speaker to refuse, as in “[...] you're a lawyer, so | guess we should just expect you to act
like the subhuman, piece of trash that you are.” By removing the human qualities of
those holding particular ways of thinking, these uses of toxic speech erase the
possibility of dialogue (Tutkal, 2023).

While these four mechanisms were seen across the comments, we found numerous
instances where identity was the focus of toxic comments. Indeed, we saw evidence of
this across race (e.g., “That is such bullshit. Black women are hypochondriacs”), gender
(e.g., “It's written by a woman and gender studies professor, of course it's rubbish”),
partisan politics (e.g., “The democrats are morally depraved animals”) and ethnicity
(e.g., We need more American made weapons so we can mass murder arabs and
latinos”). These findings showcase how online abuse is operationalized within larger
structures of power as mechanisms for establishing moral boundaries concerning who
is allowed (and not allowed) to inhabit and speak in the public sphere (Galpin & Vernon,
2024).

Conclusion

Our work illustrates four different mechanisms (insulting, labelling, ridiculing, and
dehumanizing) through which hateful language incites epistemic closure. Through these
four mechanisms, specific ways of thinking are attacked and discouraged. In line with
previous work (Galpin & Vernon, 2024; Salgado et al., 2024; Wolfgang, 2022), our work
showcases how hateful speech is used to reinforce efforts of mono-universalization of
truth across ideas that tend to follow partisan, racial, patriarchal, and nationalist ways of
thinking. This paper contributes to a better understanding of the negative impacts of
online toxicity (e.g., Coombs, 2021; Jane, 2018; Recuero, 2024), showing the intent of
online toxicity is often to bully others (particularly diverse others) into conformity. While
this paper has focused on toxic comments from a news site, future work could explore
other public forums (such as social media platforms). Similarly, given that our analysis
focuses on the words of perpetrators (rather than the experiences of targets), future
studies could further explore the epistemological consequences of online hateful
speech.

Foregrounding the epistemological consequences of hateful speech calls for new
approaches to address pushes for a mono-universalization of truth. As long noted by
post-colonial scholars (Spivak, 2023), the solution to epistemic violence is not merely to
stamp out violent behaviours. Instead, the goal is to ensure pluralism of worldviews,
whereby various ways of thinking find a place to exist and dialogue (Hoggan-Kloubert &
Hoggan, 2023; Novis-Deutsch, 2020). Following this line of thought and inspired by the
work of Arturo Escobar (2018), an urgent task is to imagine and design an
epistemological ground of digital conversations where many epistemological stances fit.
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