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Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg recently made an announcement that there will be major changes to his company’s content moderation policies. As part of this move, Meta is eliminating its third-party fact-checking program, and replacing it with a community based program called Community Notes as well as making changes to the “Hateful Conduct” policy document of Meta. Under conditions of rising anti-gender backlash and the emergence of post-truth societies transnationally with distorted notions of truth, these changes are deeply concerning for social media researchers, media studies researchers, gender studies researchers and policy scholars as well, as not only CEOs like Mark Zuckerberg but also, politicians like vice-president JD Vance, can be seen as launching a brutal ideological assault on Europe. Taking into account these political dynamics, in this article, I investigated (i) how are the proposed policy changes of Meta discursively constructed in major European online news outlets; (ii) what are the actual policy changes, taking into account women and LGBTIQ+ identities? (iii) what should/ could be the European level response to this situation considering policy and civil society level discussions? I carried out an exploratory reflexive thematic-discursive analysis of 14 articles from major European news sources published online between 7 January to 7 March 2025 related to the announcements of Mark Zuckerberg as well as responses to these announcements and Meta’s official “Hateful Conduct” policy document and the official statement. Adopting an intersectional feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity and group oppression theory, the exploratory reflexive thematic-discursive analysis was carried out through the lens of hateful speech. The emerging themes of this research are (i) retreat on human rights, LGBTIQ+ rights and freedom of expression, (ii) frightening developments for the rise of misinformation/ disinformation, (iii) Zuckerberg as “re-setting relations with Europe, ignoring Digital Services Act of EU and the need to debunk ´institutionalization of censorship claims.”
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1 Introduction

In a Facebook video shared on 7 January 2025, Meta CEO Mark Zuckerberg has recently announced that there will be major changes to his company’s content moderation policies (Zuckerberg, 2025). After years of having our content moderation work focused primarily on removing content, he said, there will be an effort to “get back to our roots and focus on reducing mistakes, simplifying our policies and restoring free expression to give people voice” (Zuckerberg, 2025). As part of this move, Meta is eliminating its third-party fact-checking program, and replacing it with a community based program called Community Notes. Similar to Elon Musk’s social platform X, Meta’s Community Notes will rely on users to submit notes or corrections to posts that are potentially misleading or lack context in Instagram, Facebook and Threads. Moreover, there are changes to the “Hateful Conduct” policy document of Meta (Zuckerberg, 2025). Similar to the so-called “free speech absolutist” Elon Musk, according to Zuckerberg, the main impetus for change is “blocking censorship,” “the desire to bolster free expression” and retreating from efforts to diminish the spread of what he calls hate speech (Zuckerberg, 2025).

Moreover, according to Zuckerberg, Europe has an ever increasing number of laws, institutionalizing censorship and making it difficult to build anything innovative there (Zuckerberg, 2025). Zuckerberg’s statement was timed with the release of a post by Meta Chief Global Affairs Officer Joel Kaplan, where he said “We are getting rid of a number of restrictions on topics like immigration, gender identity and gender that are the subject of frequent political discourse and debate” (Hendrix, 2025). Moreover, Kaplan said on FOX and Friends, “We got a lot of pressure around COVID in particular to take down more content, even things like humour and satire about the pandemic and vaccines…but there is a real opportunity here with President Trump coming into office with his commitment to free expression for us to get back to those values and really provide the space for people to have the kind of discourse and debate they want to have” (Hendrix, 2025). These announcements were timed with Mark Zuckerberg’s interview with the conservative Trump supporter podcaster Joe Rogan where Zuckerberg stated “companies now require more masculine energy and less diversity policy” (Piquard, 2025).

However, under conditions of rising anti-gender backlash (see. US and Turkey, for example; Abaday, 2024) and the emergence of post-truth societies transnationally with distorted notions of truth (Asardag and Donders, 2021), these changes are deeply concerning for social media researchers, media studies researchers, gender studies researchers and policy scholars as well. Not only CEOs like Mark Zuckerberg but also, politicians like vice-president JD Vance, can be seen as launching a brutal ideological assault on Europe, accusing its leaders of suppressing free speech, failing to halt illegal migration and running in fear from voters’ true beliefs (Wintour, 2025). As the concept of truth is being weaponized by the right wing politicians and CEOs, it is hypothesized that these implied policy moves of Meta are significanly geared towards right-wing pundits like president-elect Trump and other conservatives, as they are now allowed spreading more lies, hate speech, and conspiracy theories as facts, camouflaged as “free expression.”

Social media researchers, gender studies scholars, and relevant NGOs and advocacy networks (GLAAD, 2025) are deeply worried that with the change of the policies, Meta is directly endorsing women, LGBTIQ+ communities, immigrants and other marginalised groups to be the direct targets of hateful rhetoric, harassment and vitriol. Also to be noted, major technology company CEOs of Google, Microsoft, Amazon, Meta and Open AI have all donated 1 million dollars to Trump’s inaugural fund (Yang, 2025). As argued by Magalhães (2025), the sequence of events is well-documented. Initially, Zuckerberg’s efforts to implement stronger speech governance measures—aimed at appeasing policymakers in the so-called “post-truth” era following Donald Trump’s first election in 2016—backfired. Republican accusations of censorship galvanised public opposition to Meta and other tech giants, leading to a backlash against platform regulation. In the wake of these reactions, many countries, following Europe’s example, significantly increased state control over digital platforms. Then, Trump won again (Magalhães, 2025). It is to President-elect Trump, his supporters, followers, and allies that Zuckerberg is saying sorry and pledging allegiance. And it’s not just Trump. Authoritarian leaders around the world, including Turkey and Russia are undoubtedly eager to harness an incredibly advanced global communication system for their own agendas (Magalhães, 2025).

While the European Union gets isolated in the international arena by the US and Russia in matters, for instance, related to the support for Ukraine, democratic values of EU overall are under attack under the current government of US. JD Vance was recently pointing out that the true threat to Europe stemmed not from external actors such as Russia and China, but Europe’s own internal retreat from some of its “most fundamental values,” he repeatedly questioned whether the US and Europe any longer had a shared agenda (Yang, 2025). While the existing self-regulation prospects of digital platforms has clearly been open for scrutiny and criticism by some scholars who argue that rather than being allowed to self-regulate (Pukallus and Arthur, 2024, p. 471), these companies are needed to be legally forced to systematically uphold their own community standards, it is hypothesized that the current changes proposed by Mark Zuckerberg points towards a direction that renders the current situation even worse. Although the notion of hate speech has been approached from legal and regulatory frameworks as well as hate speech studied as mundane everyday practice in media studies (Nikunen, 2023; Nikunen et al., 2025), this article, by using the notion of hateful speech that will be explained later in the article, will attempt to extend the analysis beyond the legal category of hate speech as well as hate speech as mundane every day practice in order to comprehend the potential discursive and material ramifications of hateful speech for women and LGBTIQ+.

In this article, therefore, considering these political dynamics as well, it will be attempted to be exploratively understood, (i) how are the proposed policy changes of Meta discursively constructed in major European online news outlets; (ii) what are the actual policy changes, taking into account women and LGBTIQ+ identities? (iii) taking into account these situations, it is also important to ask, what should/ could be the European level response to this situation considering policy and civil society level discussions? Having an exploratory approach (Casula et al., 2021; Swedberg, 2020), I carried out a reflexive thematic-discursive analysis of articles from major European news sources published online between 7 January to 7 March 2025 related to the announcements of Mark Zuckerberg as well as responses to these announcements and Meta’s official “Hateful Conduct” policy document and the official statement of GLAAD’s (2025). The mentioned articles, the Hateful Conduct policy document and GLAAD’s official statement were found through the search function of Google and from major European news sources such as TechPolicyPress, EuroNews, Reuters, Wired, BBC, Guardian, DW, Politico, PoliticoEU, LeMonde and the official website of Meta. After doing a thorough reading of the news pieces and Hateful Conduct policy document of Meta as well as GLAAD’s official statement, certain preliminary themes and first reflections emerged and reflected through intersectional feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity (Harding, 1986; Hartsock, 1983) and group oppression theory (Young, 1990). The emerging themes of this research are: (i) retreat on human rights, LGBTIQ+ rights and freedom of expression, (ii) frightening developments for the rise of misinformation/ disinformation, (iii) Zuckerberg as “re-setting relations with Europe, ignoring Digital Services Act of EU and the need to debunk “institutionalization of censorship claims.” This article is structured as follows: the materials and methods section that also include the relevant research literature and theoretical framework, results and emerging themes of the analysis and concluding remarks.



2 Materials and methods


2.1 Definition of hate speech and academic research on hate speech

There seems to be a no widely agreed-upon and universal definition of hate speech under international human rights law as well as current academic scholarship. For example, Carlson (2021, p. 2) adopts a broad definition of hate speech and stipulates that it “includes broad categories of speech, including racism, anti-semitism, homophobia, bigotry against the disabled, political hatred, rumour-mongering, misogyny, promotion of terrorism, cyberbullying, harassment, stalking, and the sale and promotion of online products.” Moreover, illegal hate speech is defined in EU law as the public incitement to violence or hatred on the basis of certain characteristics, including race, colour, religion, descent and national or ethnic origin. While the Framework Decision on combatting racism and xenophobia covers only racist and xenophobic speech, the majority of Member States have extended their national laws to other grounds such as sexual orientation, gender identity and disability (European Commission, 2016). To provide a unified framework for the United Nations to address the issue globally, the UN Strategy and Plan of Action on Hate Speech defines hate speech as…“any kind of communication in speech, writing or behaviour, that attacks or uses pejorative or discriminatory language with reference to a person or a group on the basis of who they are, in other words, based on their religion, ethnicity, nationality, race, colour, descent, gender or other identity factor” (United Nations, 2019). Moreover, hate speech has been defined as a conscious and willful public statement intended to denigrate a group of people (Delgado and Stefancic, 1995).

The European Commission’s Recommendation against Racism and Intolerance, No 15 (on combatting hate speech) of 8 December 2015, also cites hatred toward, humiliation of, or contempt for, a “person” who belongs to a group (Paz et al., 2020). Other definitions of hate speech include identifying characteristics, such as race, color, religion, ethnicity or nationality (Tsesis, 2002, p. 211) as well as, gender, sexual identity, or sexual orientation (Lillian, 2007). The greatest challenge for the legal literature, which has addressed this subject most extensively, is to establish a clear differentiation between hate speech and hate crime in order to support the application of criminal sanctions. Prioritizing research on hate speech is affiliated with the increasing media coverage of this phenomenon and its growing presence on social media and the internet in general (Paz et al., 2020). As argued, scientific output on hate speech is not limited to a given field, but it can be found in journals of law, sociology, communication, and psychology, among others (ibid.).

It is comprehended that internet and social media provide the focus of hate speech studies in the communication and media studies area, where the emergent research on digital hate speech and its affective dynamics, reveal the relevance of the digital media environment for the growth and circulation of hate speech (Nikunen, 2023). So, beyond the legal discussions, the topic of hate speech has also been explored as a mundane everyday practice in media studies (Nikunen et al., 2025) where, hate speech is approached from a situational approach (Pohjonen and Udupa, 2017; Udupa et al., 2021) and with “the need to locate discrimination, incitement and hate speech historically within specific socio-political, economic and cultural contexts” (Banaji and Bhat, 2022). In a recent study on a meta-level, how various understandings of hate speech circulate within interactive everyday cultures of digital media, shaped by the digitalized media environment was examined (Nikunen et al., 2025). This mentioned research, theoretically brings together Titley’s (2019, p. 3) framework of “debatability” that refers to the constant contestation of “what constitutes racism, as to whose ‘definition’ and voice counts, and to the consequences that should stem from these fractious forms of public recognition and denial” with the post-truth condition. Post-truth condition, in this case understood as the circulation of lies and false beliefs where a part of the circulation of false statements or ambiguous claims is unpurposeful, “a great deal of it is deliberate, strategically aimed at disinforming as a way to manage opponents and/or govern by capturing attention” (Nikunen et al., 2025; Harsin, 2018). Empirical research has investigated hate speech networks in a transnational, interactive, and convergent media environment (Nikunen et al., 2025; Banaji and Bhat, 2022; Govil and Baishya, 2018; Nikunen et al., 2021; Pöyhtäri et al., 2021; Siapera, 2019; Sponholz and Christofoletti, 2018; Udupa and Pohjonen, 2019), while theoretically oriented research has focused on the definitions and understandings of hate speech (Brown, 2017a, 2017b; Udupa et al., 2021; Udupa and Pohjonen, 2019). The concept of hate speech in these latter studies, has become problematized as either too narrow, regulatory or an all-encompassing universal term (Brown, 2017a).

Among other studies on the topic of hate speech approached from different perspectives, Twitter (Burnap and Williams, 2015; Ott, 2017) and Facebook (Farkas et al., 2018; Kus, 2016) are the platforms that received most attention, followed by YouTube (Murthy and Sharma, 2019). Among these studies, in addition to the refugee crisis, and the rise of extreme right-wing parties in Europe (Pradel, 2024; Blanco-Herrero et al., 2025), special focus is given to racist (Klein, 2012; Matamoros-Fernández and Farkas, 2021) and xenophobic discourse (Yamaguchi, 2013). Studies can also be observed to address Islamophobia (Awan, 2016), homophobia and transphobia (Mršević, 2013; Sánchez-Sánchez et al., 2024; Paz et al., 2020). There are also studies looking into how social media users perceive different forms of online hate speech (Schmid et al., 2022), algorithmic approaches for detecting hate speech (Laaksonen et al., 2020) as well as research on how to combat hate speech (Pukallus and Arthur, 2024). As mentioned before, anti-feminism, homophobia, transphobia, misogyny and transmisogyny are not always regarded under the term hate speech.

In media and communication studies, the research focus has been on the discursive and affective dimensions of hate speech, various definitions of hate speech, how hate speech gets constructed and spreads through social media as well as how it is perceived by different groups, how it can be detected through algorithmic and automated means as well as how it can be combatted (Pukallus and Arthur, 2024). However, there is a lack of research from media and communication studies perspective about the news coverage and discourses about the existing/ newly emerging policies as well as, to what extent existing hate speech policies and the actual changes to existing policies can have a potential impact on women and LGBTIQ+ identities. Although there is an emerging research literature on anti-feminism, homophobia, transphobia, misogyny and transmisogyny coming primarily from feminist media studies, gender and queer studies and communication studies scholarship, this research, most of the time, is not regarded under hate speech research while research on racism, xenophobia, anti-immigration rhetoric usually are (Matamoros-Fernández and Farkas, 2021). Also, despite the connection between the mechanisms of post-truth and hate speech in the context of vernacular online debates about hate speech is drawn in recent research (Nikunen et al., 2025), how post-truth condition and disinformation becomes an integrative part of hate speech is not conceptualized and researched to the full extent.

Therefore, this article, by extending the legal category of hate speech and hate speech understood as an everyday practice, would introduce and adopt the lens of hateful speech to analyze the potential discursive and material ramifications of such speech for women and LGBTIQ+ identities from an intersectional lens. Understood as discourse that, without explicitly inciting hatred, reproduces symbolic and material exclusion through the normalization of degrading or pathologizing language as well as disinformation—hateful speech offers a conceptually pertinent lens for examining discursive practices such as the depiction of LGBTIQ+ identities as mentally ill or unworthy of access to public services.



2.2 Hate speech vs. freedom of speech debate

From a legal perspective, Catherine O’Regan and Stefan Theil of the Bonavero Institute of Human Rights argue that (O’Reagan and Theil, 2020), the business model of most social media companies is established on gaining attention and as offensive speech often attracts attention, it can become more widely generated on social media than it might on traditional social media. Through social media platforms (such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Instagram and Snapchat), 3.19 billion users communicate and interact with each other by generating and sharing content. As argued, the urge to exclude or oppress “the enemy” emerges significantly in polarised spaces on social media in the form of coarsened public language, the circulation of extremist views, conspiracy theories and disinformation as well as the rejection of truth and facts. This is facilitated by social media’s affordances which are designed to help tech companies achieve their monetary goals by attracting ever-increasing audiences and gathering ever-more data (Pukallus and Arthur, 2024). As pointed out, it is precisedly on these digital communicative spaces that hate speech for the first time got artificially and mechanically amplified and disseminated with unprecedented speed, reach and force supported by algorithmic megaphones (Reich et al., 2023). As there exist rising amount of hate speech and offensive speech online, many countries have been considering whether they should be regulating this form of speech and if so how (O’Reagan and Theil, 2020). However, it is important to point out that, the regulation of harmful speech in online spaces, requires drawing a fine line between “legitimate freedom of speech” and “hate speech.” Freedom of speech can be perceived to be protected in the constitutions of most countries around the world, as well as in the major international human rights treaties. However, despite this widespread protection, many countries do not provide effective protection for freedom of speech. One of the dangers of regulating hate speech online (O’Reagan and Theil, 2020; O’Reagan, 2018), but also what I would argue de-regulating, is that it can act as an excuse for repressive regimes to further limit the rights of their citizens. Accordingly, it can be observed and hypothesized that, for example, this is happenning currently in US, where under changes to Hateful Conduct policy document, in the name of endorsing freedom of speech, Meta is hypothesized to allow for the spread of further hate speech against, especially women and LGBTIQ communities aligned with the views of the conservative republican right-wing government in US.

When it comes to freedom of speech, the United States is regarded as being different from other jurisdictions being assessed in some important respects. Accordingy, as also Mark Zuckerberg mentioned in the Facebook video (Zuckerberg, 2025), “The First Amendment of the US Constitution” prohibits the restriction of free speech by government and public authorities. There are narrow exceptions for hate speech, understood as speech that is likely to incite imminent violence. The First Amendment, however, does not prevent private actors, like social media platforms, from imposing their own restrictions on speech. Social media platforms are further protected from private litigation because they are not considered publishers of the content posted to their sites in terms of section 230 of the Communications Decency Act 1996 (O’Reagan and Theil, 2020). Hence, as can be observed from the discourses of CEOs who align with right-wing politicians, like Mark Zuckerberg, it can be hypothesized that the notion of truth, for example, the notion of “freedom of speech” and “freedom of expression” can be discursively weaponized to allow the ground for the permittance and spread of more hate speech through the change of respective Meta policies and this might potentially have a detrimental impact especially on women, LGBTIQ+ identities and immigrant groups.



2.3 Freedom of speech vs. current gender equality debates

Globally, it is viable to argue that debates on free speech have become particularly acrimonious around the issue of gender identity and feminism, with a clash between transgender rights and women’s rights at its centre (Patel et al., 2022). On one side of the debate, there are ‘gender critical’ feminist voices (regarded as “trans-exclusionary radical feminists,” TERFs) of those who believe that biological sex is significant in categorising a woman; it is a biological reality that is different from a person’s gender identity. According to them, patriarchal oppression is grounded partly in biological sex, which is why sex-based rights and protections need to be permitted in law (Patel et al., 2022, p. 14). They argue that the logic of what they call, “the trans gender identity ideology” where sex is regarded as a social construct and assigned at birth-is to erase the legal and political category of sex altogether. According to them, this creates important ramifications for women’s rights in all areas of life such as health, sports, education, women only services, prisons and in the collection of government data in the census that informs policy and laws (ibid, p. 14).

While there is acceptance of a spectrum in biological sexual development, whether or not biological sex is an immutable category remains a subject of debate. Judith Butler, in her groundbreaking work in gender studies scholarship, in the book Gender Trouble (Butler, 1990), argues that sex is socially constructed as well as gender—this book significantly advances our perception about “the subject” of feminism and the category of “woman.” So, on the other side of the debate, are the progressive transgender rights campaigners, transfeminists and intersectional feminists, who believe that the group of women is already diverse and adding one more group—trans women (that constiute a small percentage of women who have been largely marginalized)—would simply add to this diversity (Patel et al., 2022). Moreover, if a person feels very strongly that the body they were born with is not right for them, it is their right to be able to identify with the one that feels right for them. Speech that disparages trans people potentially damages and erodes their dignity. According to trans activists, a dominant form of disparaging and vilifying trans people include the statement that what counts as a woman is shaped primarily through their biological sex (Patel et al., 2022). The issue between ‘gender critical’ feminists and trans/transfeminist/intersectional feminist activists is thus primarily about what constitutes being a woman. Although there are variations, the viewpoint adopted by gender-critical feminist voices (TERFs) is generally similar to the one adopted by right-wing actors and religious-conservative groups regarding gender equality debates, including in the US. This situation creates a controversey between gender-critical feminist voices and trans/transfeminist/intersectional feminist activists on what constitues freedom of speech in the public arena surrounding women’s rights and gender equality debates where the right-wing actors are hypothesized to get advantage from the controversy by endorsing their own conservative agendas regarding especially the rights of transgender people. We can observe this more closely from the change of hateful conduct policies below.



2.4 Feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity, and group oppression theory

Taking into account the aforementioned hate speech vs. freedom of speech and freedom of speech vs. current gender equality debates, and by adopting the notion of hateful speech, the Meta “hateful conduct” policy document and the European news coverage related to the policy changes will be interpreted through feminist standpoint theory (Hartsock, 1983), strong objectivity (Harding, 1986) and group oppression theory (Young, 1990). Similar to all standpoint theories, feminist standpoint theory starts with the assumption that society is structured by power relations that generate unequal social locations; one location occupied by members of the dominant group, and other locations are inhabited by members of subordinate groups (Wood, 2009). To develop a feminist standpoint, individuals must engage in an intellectual struggle to recognize, analyze, and contest broad power relations, that account for the subordinate status of girls, and women and the activities they are expected to pursue (Wood, 2009). Connected to feminist standpoint theory, the notion of strong objectivity was first articulated by feminist philosopher Sandra Harding (1986). Strong objectivity builds on the insights of feminist standpoint theory that argues for the importance of starting from the experiences of those who have been traditionally left out of the production of knowledge (Harding, 1986; Naples, 2015). By beginning from the lived experiences of women and others who have been traditionally left outside of the institutions in which knowledge about social life is generated and classified, more objective and more relevant knowledge can be produced (Naples, 2015). Harding (1986) and Hartsock (1983) argue that knowledge produced from the point of view of subordinated groups may offer stronger objectivity because of the greater motivation of these groups to comprehend the views and perspectives of those in positions of power.

Therefore, a scholar who approaches the research process from the point of view of strong objectivity, is interested in producing knowledge for use as well as in revealing the relations of power, that are hidden in traditional knowledge production processes. Hence, strong objectivity acknowledges that the production of power is a political process and that greater attention paid to the context and social location of knowledge producers, will contribute to a more ethical and transparent result. In fact, Harding (1991) argues that, an approach to research and knowledge production that does not comprehend the role that power and social location play in the knowledge production process must be understood as offering only a weak form of objectivity. Reflexivity is another practice that contributes to strong objectivity. Harding argues for a self-reflexive approach to theorizing in order to foreground how relations of power may be shaping the production of knowledge in different contexts (Naples, 2015). In this way, the knowledge production should involve a collective process rather than individualistic, top-down and distanced approach that typifies the traditional scientific method.

For Harding (1986), strong objectivity involves, analysis of the relationship between the subject and object of inquiry. So, in contrast to traditional models of value-free objectivity, strong objectivity insists that researchers critically examine the role of social situation in the formation of knowledge, exposing background assumptions and cultural agendas. It offers the methodological advice that researchers “start thought from marginalized lives” (Grasswick, 2016). The field of policy analysis in media studies has historically been dominated by top-down approaches to research, so in this study, I am adopting a feminist standpoint theory and strong objectivity to counteract this phenomenon. This would mean, investigating and uncovering, how the power holders, such as CEOs and right-wing politicians can have tremendous power over discourse, policy, governance and action and how this can have an impact on material reality of women and LGBTIQ+ identities.

Feminist standpoint theory is more valuable, when it embraces intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991). From an intersectional perspective (Crenshaw, 1991), it is important to acknowledge that women+ who live with multiple intersecting social identities—differences based on sexual orientation, ethnic identity, age, gender, class, disability, race, tend to experience multiple systems of oppression. Furthermore, it is argued, and I agree that hate speech can be defined as mechanically enabled and amplified language with the intention to harm (Pukallus and Arthur, 2024). I also agree that most prominent group harm that can be brought about by hate speech is that of group oppression as conceived of by Young (1990). For Young (1990), oppression needs to be understood as structural and systematic, with its causes “embedded in unquestioned norms, habits and symbols, in the assumptions underlying institutional rules, and the collective consequences following those rules” (Young, 1990, p. 41).

For Young, the group element is fundamentally important, because group “meanings partially constitute people’s identities, in terms of the cultural forms, social situation, and history that group members know as theirs, because these meanings have been either forced upon them or forged by them or both” (Young, 1990, p. 44). Hate speech is comprehended as fostering oppression because, it supports “a conceptualization of group difference in terms of unalterable essential natures that determine what group members deserve or are capable of, and that exclude groups so entirely from one another that they have no similarities or overlapping attributes” (Young, 1990, p. 47). Hence, Young (1990) identifies five faces of oppression: exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural imperialism, and violence (where dominant groups and meanings render certain groups’ perspectives invisible and negatively stereotype them) while seeking to ensure that all aspects of social life are subordinated to a dominant ideological view (Pukallus and Arthur, 2024). Adopting these feminist theoretical views, this study has an exploratory approach with a working hypothesis that the implied “hateful conduct” policy changes have potential detrimental consequences for women and LGBTIQ+.



2.5 Exploratory approach and thematic-discursive analysis

Exploratory research in social sciences can be defined in different ways, but at its core, it consists of an attempt to discover something new and interesting, by working your way through a research topic (Swedberg, 2020). As argued, exploratory studies have taken a number of different forms in sociology, depending on their goals and means. The two forms that have been the most common are the following: (1) a topic that has not been researched before, is given a first tentative analysis; and (2) an already existing topic is explored in order to produce new ideas and hypotheses, but without being able to properly verify these (Swedberg, 2020). This research adopts the exploratory study approach because it unconventionally attemps to bring together discourse and policy, an analysis of discourses in relation to policy changes as well as the actual policy changes, in this case, regarding the Meta Hateful Conduct Policy change document, which as an approach is novel and understudied. As argued, in order to highlight that certain kinds of applied research lend themselves more easily to deductive approaches, to address the downsides of exploratory qualitative research, and to ensure qualitative rigor in exploratory research, a significant body of work on deductive qualitative approaches has emerged (Casula et al., 2021) (see for example, Gilgun, 2005, 2015; Hyde, 2000). According to Gilgun (2015, p. 3) the use of conceptual frameworks derived from comprehensive reviews of literature and a priori theorizing were common practices in qualitative research prior to the publication of Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) The Discovery of Grounded Theory. Gilgun (2015) coined the terms Deductive Qualitative Analysis (DQA) to arrive at some sort of “middle-ground” such that the benefits of a priori theorizing (structure) and allowing room for new theory to emerge (flexibility) can co-exist simultaneously. According to Gilgun (2015, p. 14) “in DQA, the initial conceptual framework and hypotheses are preliminary. The purpose of DQA is to come up with a better theory than researchers had constructed at the outset (Gilgun, 2005, 2009). Indeed, the production of new, more useful hypotheses is the goal of DQA.” It is pointed out that (Gilgun, 2015, p. 4) “conceptual frameworks are the sources of hypotheses and sensitizing concepts.” As indicated, sensitizing concepts frame the exploratory research process and guide the researcher’s data collection and reporting efforts. According to the authors (Casula et al., 2021, p. 1704), working hypothesis can act as a useful framing tool, where the applicability of the working hypothesis as a tool provides more structure during the design and implementation phases of exploratory research. The working hypothesis is first and foremost a hypothesis or a statement of expectation that is tested in action (Casula et al., 2021, p. 1709). The term “working” suggest that these hypotheses are subject to change, are provisional and the possibility of finding contradictory evidence is real. In addition, a “working” hypothesis is active, it is a tool in an ongoing process of inquiry (ibid, p. 1709). Hence, I think that an exploratory approach with a working hypothesis is well-suited to discourse and policy research in tandem.

Based on this approach, I carried out a reflexive discursive-thematic analysis of articles from major European news sources published online betweeen 7 January to 7 March 2025 related to the announcements of Mark Zuckerberg as well as responses to these announcements and Meta’s official Hateful Conduct policy document and the official statement of GLAAD’s (2025). Many of the news articles emerged during January 2025, however the timeline is kept between 7 January and 7 March to allow a fuller corpus of data. The mentioned articles and the policy document were found through the search function of Google from major well-known European English language news sources such as TechPolicyPress, EuroNews, Reuters, Wired, BBC, Guardian, DW, PoliticoEU, Politico and LeMonde and the official website of Meta and GLAAD. The corpus was selected through the Google search function by using keywords such as “Meta,” “hateful conduct,” “policy change,” “human rights,” “LGBTIQ+,” “women,” “fact-checking,” “disinformation” and “7 January.” Majorly, the search was made by using English language. Initially the articles were saved to the “reading list” tab of researcher’s MAC computer. The researcher did two or three initial readings of the documents and when it was realized that same/similar patterns kept repeating, it was understood that the data was representative and reached a saturation point at 14 articles—so in total, 14 articles were analyzed. The reflexive, in-depth thematic-discursive analysis was made through the lens of hateful speech.

Comprehended as discourse that, without explicitly inciting hatred, reproduces symbolic and material exclusion through the normalization of degrading or pathologizing language and disinformation, hateful speech offers a conceptually pertinent lens for examining discursive practices such as the depiction of LGBTIQ+ identities as mentally ill or unworthy of access to public services. Moreover, it attempts to understand how certain forms of misinformation/disinformation can have specific and more severe impact on women and LGBTIQ+ identities. After doing a thorough reading of the news pieces and the policy document, I carried out, what I call a discursive-thematic analysis (Herzog et al., 2019) where the data was categorized according to emerging themes. Thematic analysis is regarded as one of the most straightforward ways of deducing patterns of meaning—referred to as themes—from qualitative data. In its essence, thematic analysis consists of the analytical construction of: (a) codes, (b) themes in qualitative verbal expressions, and (c) patterns of recurrence, evaluation or associations within these themes (Herzog et al., 2019). In the analytical procedure, in addition to the thematic focus, the discursive orientation of the articles was distinguished where a systematic table (in Appendix) featuring key variables such as outlet, type of text, publication date, thematic focus, and discursive orientation were listed and presented. After the analytical procedure, certain preliminary themes emerged as a result of this exploratory interpretive approach that was reflective, reflexive and immersive.




3 Results


3.1 News coverage and policy change analysis in tandem

While the hateful conduct policy document changes are comprehended to be “blocking of censorship and restoration of freedom of expression” by the CEOs like Zuckerberg (2025) and Meta Chief Officer, Joel Kaplan, emerging themes demonstrate that, in the major news outlets coverage, changes are discursively articulated as a (i) retreat on human rights, lgbtiq+ rights and freedom of expression (ii) frightening development for fuel of disinformation/ misinformation, (iii) ignorance of the Digital Services Act of EU, Zuckerberg as “re-setting relations with Europe,” and the need to debunk “institutionalization of censorship” claims. Although the discursive articulations in the news coverage touch upon some characteristics of these changes and the ramifications for women and LGBTIQ+ identities, they need to be considered in tandem with actual policy changes to reflect and elaborate more in-depth on these potential dynamics and material and structural ramifications for women and LGBTIQ+ identities.



3.2 Retreat on human rights, LGBTIQ+ rights and freedom of expression

On one level, these policy moves of Meta are considered to be in breach of human rights. The justification provided by Mark Zuckerberg about “protecting free speech,” although referring to the fundamental right of freedom of expression, is not considered to be staying valid under human rights standards as it becomes a weaponization of the concept of truth, in this case, “freedom of expression” and “freedom of speech.” In the news coverage of TechPolicy, Rosenblat (2025), a policy advisor on technology and law states that Zuckerberg’s decision to prioritize free speech at the expense of countering hate speech and incitement to discrimination is out of step with human rights standards and a breach of his public-facing commitments. She says (Rosenblat, 2025), “While freedom of expression is a widely recognized human right, it is subject to certain limitations that protect other rights or societal interests, such as protecting against imminent violence.” International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, a legally binding treaty, acknowledges that the exercise of freedom of expression may be limited, if it is necessary, “to protect the rights and reputations of others,” while limitations on expression are actually needed, when the speech constitutes “advocacy of national, racial, or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to discrimination, hostility or violence” (Rosenblat, 2025). As pointed out, human rights law makes a distinction between hate speech and merely offensive speech, while Meta omits this distinction, especially when relating to topics such as transgender rights. Hence, statements like “democracy is a worthless system” or “all religion is garbage” are arguably allowed under human rights doctrine, while threats against people based on their sexual orientation (e.g., if you are gay, you do not deserve to live) or dehumanizing slurs meant to incite hatred against racial group (e.g., let us deport all Jews to concentration camps”) are not.

Meta can be regarded as eliding the distinction, as it is stated in a Guardian coverage by Booth (2025) of the change of policies on hateful content: “Meta’s global policies on hateful content now include allowing users to call transgender people “it,” with the guidelines stating: We do allow allegations of mental illness or abnormality when based on gender or sexual orientation.” Wired piece by Knibbs (2025), also mentions this point: “Some of the most striking changes were made to Meta’s “Hateful Conduct Policy,” which covers discussions on immigration and gender. In a notable shift, the company now allows, “Allegations of mental illness or abnormality when based on gender or sexual orientation, given political and religious discourse about “transgenderism” and homosexuality and common non-serious usage of words like “weird.”” It is further claimed in a DW (2025) that, Meta platforms would “simplify” their content policies “and get rid of a bunch of restrictions on topics like immigration and gender because they are just out of touch with mainstream discourse.” Furthermore, it is pointed out in a TechPolicy Press piece by senior director of the GLAAD social media safety program Jenni Olson that (Olson, 2025), “These new policy and product changes presage (and very obviously mirror) the relentless deluge of anti-trans and anti-DEI efforts now emanating from the White House. And they send a clear message that Meta and its leadership may hold (and espouse) bigoted, homophobic, and transphobic beliefs about LGBTQ people.” What’s more, Olson’s further comments in the same piece are striking: “The purpose of maintaining hate speech policies is to keep all users safe, not to put a target on the backs of one historically marginalized group. Meta enshrining a statement that LGBTQ people are “abnormal” and “mentally ill,” and intentionally employing overtly bigoted anti-LGBTQ dog whistle language, deliberately expressing animus towards one group of people based on their protected characteristics in a hate speech policy—is unprecedented” (Olson, 2025).

While the news coverage touches on some aspects of the impact of policy changes on women and LGBTIQ+ identities, it does not actually explain in full detail the changes of these hate speech policies, and there is the necessity of examining especially the actual policy document of Meta (self-regulative community guidelines), such as the “Hateful Conduct Policy” document to perceive the actual changes as well as assessing their potential impact on women and LGBTIQ+ identites. Not only the allowance of LGBTIQ+ people to be called mentally ill or abnormal, but also a range of other changes were made to the Hateful Conduct Policy document starting with Meta’s definition of hate speech and slurs as well as a wide range of changes—permittances and allowances of problematic content to circulate online that are detrimental to human rights and LGBTIQ rights from an intersectional feminist standpoint, strong objectivity and group oppression theory. According to GLAAD (the largest lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) media advocacy organization and network) (GLAAD, 2025), Meta first started its efforts to combat hate speech in the 2010s, adding improvements over the last decade. Meta is considered to formalize its hate speech policy in 2018, clarifying definitions of hate speech including attacks based on race, ethnicity, national origin, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, caste, sex, gender identity, and disability. Meta was observed to make changes to its hate speech policy on 7th January 2025 following the announcements of its CEO Mark Zuckerberg. So, when the tab 7th January 2025 on the official website is exploratively observed and analyzed as well as the official statement of GLAAD (2025) published on 7 January, the new “Hateful Conduct Policies,” “Community Guidelines” of Meta can be found. In the official tab published on 7th January 2025, the removed/ changed policy statements are crossed over with red and new additions are observed to be made. According to this mentioned online document with crossed-over changes and the official statement of GLAAD, following are the observed changes:


	a. Adjustment for Meta’s definition of hate speech.




	- Hatespeech was altered to Hateful Conduct: “We do not allow Hateful Conduct on Facebook, Instagram and Threads.”

	- The clause “it creates an environment of intimidation and exclusion, and in some cases, may promote offline violence” is deleted.

	- The clause “we also remove statements of inferiority, expressions or of contempt or disgust; cursing; and calls for exclusion or segregation” is deleted.

	- The clause “we define a hate speech attack as dehumanizing speech” is changed to “we remove dehumanizing speech.”




	b. Adjustment for Meta’s definition of slurs.




	- The clause, “we also prohibit the use of slurs that are used to attack people on the basis of their protected characteristics” is deleted.




	c. Eliminating the prohibiton against the dehumanization of women and non-binary people.




	- The clause “Do Not Post,” certain objects (women as household objects or property or objects in general; black people as farm equipment; transgender or non-binary people as “it”) is deleted.”




	d. Eliminating the prohibition against statements denying existence.




	- The clause, “protected characteristics or quasi protected characteristics do not exist,” “no such thing as protected characteristics or quasi protected characteristics or protected characterisics or quasi protected characteristics should not exist.”




	e. Permittance of attacks on LGBTIQ+ people, women and immigrants:



2025 Hateful Conduct Policy states “People sometimes use sex-or gender exclusive language when discussing access to spaces often limited by sex or gender, such as access to bathrooms, specific schools, specific military, law enforcement, or teaching roles, and health or support groups. Other times, they call for exclusion, or use insulting language in the context of discussing political or religious topics, such as when discussing transgender rights, immigration or homosexuality. Finally sometimes, people curse at a gender in the context of a break-up. Our policies are designed to allow room for these types of speech.”


	f. Permittance for economic discrimination of women and transgender people:



2025 Hateful Conduct Policy states: “Economic exclusion which means denying access to economic entitlements and limiting participation in the labor market. We do allow content arguing for gender-based limitations of military, law enforcement, and teaching jobs. We also allow the same content based on sexual orientation, when the content is based on religious beliefs.”


	g. Permittance for social exclusion of women and LGBTIQ+ people:



2025 Hateful Conduct Policy states: “It now allows content about support for denying access to spaces (physical and online), and social services, except for sex or gender-based exclusion from spaces commonly limited by sex or gender, such as restrooms, sports and sports leagues, health and support groups and specific schools.”


	h. Permittance for statements that LGBTIQ+ people to be called “mentally ill” that is also widely covered by the news articles:



2025 Hateful Conduct Policy states: “We do allow allegations of mental illness or abnormality when based on gender or sexual orientation, given political and religious discourse about transgenderism [sic] and homosexuality and common non-serious usage of words like ‘weird.’” (The current usage of “transgenderism” arises from anti-trans extremists who seek to delegitimize and dehumanize trans people by implying that being trans is an ideology rather than an identity, GLAAD, 2025).


	i. The clause “we have additional restrictions for paid content” is deleted.



Going beyond just regarding these changes as any other attack on LGBTIQ+ rights and human rights, I argue that these policy changes need to be perceived as part of the broader anti-gender backlash. Judith Butler asks, “can we say how many contemporary fears gather at the site of gender?” (Butler, 2024, p. 6). When the word “gender” absorbs an array of fears and becomes a catch-all phantasm for the contemporary Right, the various conditions that actually give rise to those fears lose their names. It is pointed out that gender both collects and incites those fears, keeping us away from what there is actually to fear, and how the current grim state of the world came about in the first place. Circulating and disseminating the phantasm of gender is also one way for existing powers—states, churches and political movements—to frighten people to come back to their ranks, and to externalize their fear and hatred onto vulnerable communities. As argued, the weaponization of the fearsome phantasm of “gender” is authoritarian at its core as rolling back progressive legislation is surely fuelled by backlash. However, more than this, the project of restoring the world to a time before “gender” promises a return to a patriachal dream order that may never have existed but that occupies the place of “history” or “nature”—an order that only a strong state can restore. The targeting of sexual and gender minorities as dangers to society, as pointing towards the most destructive forces in the world, in order to strip them off their fundamental rights, protections and freedoms, refers to the anti-gender ideology in fascism (Butler, 2024, p. 6–8).

The existing research reveals the existence of several discursive axes of hate and conspiracy thinking, with interconnected patterns of communication on social media platforms (Santos Fernández, 2024). Among the narratives identified, the pathologisation of affective-sexual diversity, biological reductionism, heterosexism and Catholic morality stand out, with ideas associating LGBTQI+ people with paedophilia, indoctrination and genital mutilation of minors, the erasure of cisgender women and the destruction of social order and cultural models (Santos Fernández, 2024).

Needless to say, in general, it is arguable that the complex balancing between the need to guarantee people the right to freely express themselves and to advocate their ideas on one side, and the defence of other people’s right to be free from verbal abuse and to be protected as equal members of a society on the other, is not easy (Gorenc, 2022). However, from an intersectional feminist standpoint, strong objectivity and group oppression theory, it can be articulated that these new changes has right-wing authoritarian tendencies and can potentially pose novel and heightened risks for women and LGBTIQ+ people as it increases their chances of encounter with elevated levels of misogyny, homophobia, and transphobia in online and beyond the online spaces. Existing research points out that dangerous anti-LGBTIQ+ discourses emanating from manipulated news feeds and subsequently intertwined together across social networking sites may progressively lead to the construction of an LGBTIQ+ conspiracy theory and wreak damage upon a minority community (Balirano and Hughes, 2023). Understood in this way, it is not viable to talk about these policy changes as leading towards online content and discourses that can be considered as legitimate forms of “free speech.” Furthermore, in the context of trans rights, TERFs, for example, oppose transgender people’s basic claims of self-determination, freedom and autonomy, rights to be protected from violence, and rights of access to public space, and to health care without discrimination, all of which are they, as feminists, fight for and depend on otherwise (Butler, 2024, p. 149). As the policy clause i. “we have additional restrictions for paid content” is deleted as well, so with these changes, Meta will be continuing to potentially normalise anti-women and anti-LGBTIQ hatred for profit—at the expense of its users and true freedom of speech and expression.

Helle Thorning-Schmidt, co-chair of Meta’s oversight board and former Prime Minister of Denmark, told the BBC she welcomed aspects of the shake-up, which will see users decide about the accuracy of posts via X-style “community notes” (Fraser, 2025). However, speaking on BBC Radio 4’s today programme, she said, there were “huge problems” with what had been announced, including the potential impact on the LGBTQ+ community, as well as gender and trans rights. She said “We are seeing many instances where hate speech can lead to real-life harm, so we will be watching that space very carefully.” In an open letter shared with the Tech Brief ahead of its publication Thursday, the Global Coalition for Tech Justice says “Meta has abandoned any pretense of oversight.” The coalition, which says it represents more than 250 organizations and experts from 55 countries, criticizes the board for not publicly pushing back on changes that it says will foster lies, degrade discourse and fuel attacks on women and LGBTQ+ people. From an intersectional feminist standpoint theory and strong objectivity (Harding, 1986; Hartsock, 1983), although the discursive statements and comprehensions in news coverage are understood to touch on the importance of the ramifications of the changes of policies on women and LGBTIQ+ identites, they still remain to be cursory, vague and discursive and they do not really go in-depth to understand and explain the specifics of these changes and how they can have an impact on these identities structurally while not commenting on the existence of the anti-gender backlash.



3.3 Frightening developments for the rise of misinformation/disinformation

Moreover, in the news coverage, these moves by Meta are comprehended to be “frightening”and the breeding ground for disinformation/misinformation. In a EuroNews article (2025), Carlos Hernández-Echevarría, associate director of the independent Spanish fact-checking platform, Maldita.es says “You have to see the celebration on the channels of well-known disinformation actors to know this is bad news for Meta users, while he added “fact-checkers did not censor anyone, and never ever asked Meta to remove anything legal” (Chadwick, 2025). In an article on Politico (Körömi et al., 2025), the changes are considered as Mark Zuckerberg aligning with Elon Musk: “Zuck goes full Musk, dumps Facebook fact-checking program.” Moreover, the Nobel prize winning American-Filipino journalist Maria Ressa predicts in a Guardian article (Milmo, 2025), “extremely dangerous times” as she said “Meta is going to “allow lies, anger, fear and hate to infect every single person on the platform.” While it is important to acknowledge that disinformation can influence different segments of society and “all” the people, from the approach of intersectional feminist standpoint theory and strong objectivity, disinformation, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia can have especially adverse effects on women and LGBTIQ+ people and hence, should be taken into account accordingly.

Especially some changes related to policy clauses have adverse effects on LGBTIQ+ rights and human rights as articulated before in the article, while having the potential to create misinformation/ disinformation which are not covered in the news coverage accordingly—disinformation and misinformaton tend to affect just “everyone” in the news coverage and not especially specific groups of people like women and LGBTIQ+. Based on the policy changes; potentially, the changes mentioned above; c. eliminating the prohibiton against the dehumanization of women and non-binary people, d. eliminating the prohibition against statements denying existence, e. permittance of attacks on LGBTIQ+ people, women and immigrants, g. permittance for social exclusion of women and LGBTIQ+ people, h. permittance for statements that LGBTIQ+ people to be called “mentally ill” would potentially allow for the further production, circulation and dissemination of misinformation/ disinformation in the online spaces with regards to women and LGBTIQ+ people. Existing research already demonsrates that disinformation/misinformation, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia is flourishing in online platforms.

It is important to also take into account this anti-gender backlash in the production and further circulation of disinformation/ misinformation, misogyny, homophobia and transphobia. As pointed out before, there is a clash between TERFs (trans-exclusionary radical feminists) who comply with right-wing actors on many levels (in our case US president Donald Trump, his government actors, supporters, related conservative civil society and religious actors and technology CEOs like Mark Zuckerberg) and trans-inclusive intersectional feminists considering the rights and existence of transgender people. There is existing research that point towards the claim that especially gender-critical discourse can constitute a coordinated disinformation campaign that is part of a broader political strategy to oppose transgender rights (Billard, 2023). Various anti-trans actors—including TERF organizations LGB Alliance and Fair Play for Women in the United Kingdom and conservative political advocacy organizations like the Alliance Defending Freedom and Concerned Women for America in the United States—paid money to Meta to ensure the wider spread of disinformation on their platforms with a clear intention of justifying anti-transgender policies (Billard, 2022). From a feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity and group oppression theory, I agree that these disinformation campaigns have material political effects that go beyond rhetorical claims of harm; they have succeeded in shaping policy in ways that curtail the rights and damage the life chances of trans people at various levels of governance (Billard, 2022; Hughes et al., 2021; Johnson, 2022; Lepore et al., 2022; Park et al., 2021). The disinformation Billard describes involves othering narratives that alienate trans people, essentializing narratives that craft negative generalizing tropes about trans populations, and authenticating narratives that undermine (in particular) trans women’s claims to womanhood (see also Bassi and LaFleur, 2022; Bettcher, 2017; Koyama, 2020; Pape, 2022). From a feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity and group oppression theory, I also agree that disinformation not only relies on epistemologically suspect claims but also entails “strategic attempts to undermine and weaponize people’s social identities and group membership for political gains … in accord with racial and other structures that underlie social differentiation” (Reddi et al., 2021, p. 13). As gender-critical trans-exclusionary feminists align with right wing actors and technology CEOs on their views regarding LGBTIQ+ people, this has the potential to be detrimental to the material well-being of women and LGBTIQ+ considering the changes to the hateful conduct policy document of Meta. This is the case because, the allowance and permittance of more derogatory speech on social media platforms are not only on discursive and rhetorical levels, but they can potentially have other real and material consequences on the lives of women and LGBTIQ+ people including real life violence and harm but also potential change of policies in other areas that can significantly impact their well-being.

In response to the anti-gender articulations where the analysed hateful conduct policy changes can be considered to be part of, Judith Butler, the voice of trans-inclusive feminism reminds us that, feminism, has always been a struggle for justice, or is, at its best, precisely such a struggle, formed in alliance and affirming difference. Trans-exclusionary feminism is not feminism, or rather, it should not be (Butler, 2024, p.168). There is no sense of replicating the transphobia of the Right in the name of feminism, to further the phantasm, since what is required is an alliance that knows and strengthens the interdependencies without which we cannot live. Can feminism join in an alliance against the forces of destruction rather than become a destructive force allied with other such forces Butler asks (Butler, 2024, p. 169). This is an affirmative question given how central to new fascism are the vicious attacks on women, trans people, gay and lesbian people, Black and brown people, who belong to all these categories, and in whom all these categories also live. The categories need to open for so many to live, to find life livable, even as the categories are important to seize for those who have not yet been recognized within their terms (Butler, 2024, p. 169). The category of “woman” does not say in advance, how many people can participate in the reality it describes, nor does it limit in advance, the forms that reality can take. In fact, feminism has always insisted that what a woman is, is an open-ended question, a premise that has allowed women to pursue possibilities that were traditionally denied to their sex (Butler, 2024, p. 145).



3.4 Zuckerberg as “re-setting relations with Europe, ignoring digital services act of EU and the need to debunk ‘institutionalization of censorship’ claims”

Furthermore, it is comprehended that the European digital regulation comes under attack from Trump, Musk and Zuckerberg and the recent actions potentially go against EU’s Digital Services Act. In a LeMonde piece (Malingre, 2025), “The European Union seems powerless to counter the assault waged by the US president-elect and Big Tech, against laws designed to regulate the EU’s digital space.” Moreover, Zuckerberg is understood to be re-negotiating and re-calibrating the relations of Europe and US where Zuckerberg is also going against what he calls “the institutionalization of censhorship.” In a Reuters article by George Hay and Kwok (2025), they say “Mark Zuckerberg is, among other things, re-setting his relations with Europe…while Zuckerberg criticized European technology regulations and pledged to work with President-elect Trump to “push back on governments going after American companies and pushing to censor more.” Oliver Marsh, a former Downing Street adviser and head of technology research at the Berlin and Zurich non-profit Algortihmwatch, moreover, said in Guardian article. “If these policy changes mean that you can spread lies, that end with attacks on groups then there is a case Meta would be going against the EU’s digital services act.” Moreover, it is mentioned in a PoliticoEurope coverage that (Gkritsi and Griera, 2025), “Freedom of speech is a hot-button issue for Trump and his followers, who see EU efforts to curb online disinformation as excessive.” These remarks in the news media, although important, remain to be too vague, taking into account the ramifications of the changes for women and LGBTIQ+ especially from the perspective of EU’s revised Code of Conduct on countering illegal hate speech.

In response to Mark Zuckerberg saying that “EU is institutionalizing censorship (Zuckerberg, 2025), European Commission Vice-President Henna Virkkunen told Politico (Vax and Haeck, 2025) that “We know that it’s not true. In Europe, freedom of speech is one of our fundamental values and it’s also respected and protected in our Digital Services Act. So it’s very misleading also to say that.” From an intersectional feminist standpoint and strong objectivity, as European Union does not censor any speech that is legal, on 20 January 2025, the revised Code of Conduct on countering illegal hate speech online was integrated into the regulatory framework of the Digital Services Act seeking to prevent and address the spread of illegal hate speech online (European Commission, 2025). The Code of Conduct+ which builds on the code of conduct in 2016, strengthens the way online platforms deal with content deemed illegal hate speech according to EU law and Member States’ laws (ibid.). However, it is observable that the definition of hate speech in mentioned code of conduct is very vague and ambiguous, not specifying the different characteristics of disinformation, misogyny, homophobia, transphobia especially experienced by women and LGBTIQ+ identities that can be detrimental to their existence and well-being.

Moreover, although Mark Zuckerberg’s claims about the EU as institutionalizing censorship are too far-fetched, it could be beneficial to think that curating and moderating online content require well-thought principles and steps from the concrete and nuanced definition of what hate speech constitutes, taking into account context specific sensitivities to the involvement of various stakeholders while preparing and drafting such a policy document to protect the freedom of speech for the most marginalized groups of women and LGBTIQ+. However, this approach might be too idealizing as many positive conceptions of freedom, or notions of positive communication rights, can also be criticized for trying to develop a pre-determined lists of abstract, universal preconditions, or specific ends that “authentic” communicative freedom would involve. In line with Berlin’s (1969) famous discussion, positive freedom can be criticized for paternalism or essentialism, trying to define the communicative needs and rights of citizens from above (Karppinen, 2019).

It goes without saying that, while the endorsement and allowance of right-wing authoritarian hateful rhetoric should be unacceptable, some scholars like Strossen (2018, p. 164) points out, “it is essential for the well-being of both individuals and society that we encourage and facilitate (…) counterspeech rather than adopting the disempowering, anti-democratic censorial approach.” Benesch et al. (2016, p.17) identify eight counter-speech strategies to combat hate speech that have proven effective in reducing hate speech online and on social media in particular, these are: (1) presentation of facts to correct mis-statements or misperceptions, (2) pointing out hypocrisy or contradictions, (3) warning of possible offline and online consequences of speech, (4) identification with original speaker or target group, (5) denouncing speech as hateful or dangerous, (6) use of visual media, (7) use of humor, and (8) use of a particular tone. As it is pointed out, evidence points out that counter-speech therefore stands as an effective alternative to silence, censorship or counterproductive “cancelling.” In the spirit of this form of counterspeech, intersectional feminist scholars such as bell Hooks, argue that feminists need to “speak up,” “talk back” at right-wing discourses and authoritarianism. For hooks (1989), talking back refers to the practice of adjusting with your speaking partner, rising to their speaking position, and “speaking as an equal to an authority figure.” According to her, it is through this act of speaking that voices become liberated (Sorce and Thomas, 2025). When performed in a public setting, like online spaces, speaking up holds performative power as it encourages co-witnessing, and sharing in dissent through solidarity. Hooks (1989, p. 9) comprehends this experience as empowering: “Moving from silence into speech is for the oppressed, the colonized, the exploited, and those who stand and struggle side by side a gesture of defiance that heals, that makes new life and new growth possible.”

When we look at non-ideal approaches to freedom of speech, the central claim of the more radical or agonistic theories of democracy, for instance, proposed by Mouffe (2000, 2005) is that, not only the liberal model of the marketplace of ideas, but also, ideal conceptions of a rational and deliberative public sphere fail to sufficiently address the inevitable nature of power and existing forms of exclusion (Karppinen, 2019). Due to focusing on the ineradicable nature of hegemonic power relations, the purpose of promoting freedom of communication from the radical democratic perspective is not the complete elimination of power relations but their continuing contestation. According to Brown (1995, p. 6), freedom is neither a philosophical absolute nor a tangible entity, but a relational and contextual practice, that takes shape in opposition to whatever is locally and ideologically conceived as unfreedom.” It is pointed out that such radical anti-foundationalism may not at first sight seem like a very sustainable basis for defending or promoting communicative freedom.

Postmodern or poststructuralist approaches can be easy to criticize for extreme relativism and subjectivism that abandons all principles, allowing the notion of freedom to be used for any purpose by anyone. On the other hand, it is pointed out that (Karppinen, 2019), in contrast to the absolute or universalizing rhetoric, a position that recognizes the contextual and limited nature of freedom can also be seen as a more tenable and empowering basis for expanding and reimagining communicative freedom as a normative value under present conditions. However, in response to these approaches, I would argue that a position of feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity and group oppression theory (Harding, 1986; Hartsock, 1983; Young, 1990), would be better suited and attuned to the real and material conditions of women, LGBTIQ+ identities and minorities and would be able to better comprehend, elaborate and articulate the characteristics of the communicative freedom these groups necessitate beyond the online and offline division. This can circumvent the more top-down approaches adopted by the EU in hate speech policymaking procedure and open the space for grassroots, bottom-up, collaborative and multi-group approaches. Therefore, while it is important to be able to “speak up” and “talk back” (1989) at hate speech as a feminist approach, it is equally important to be able to develop bottom-up approaches/ ways of regulating and moderating hate speech starting from the experiences of the most marginalized, and this procedure can inform EU policy making in this area as well.




4 Concluding remarks

Following the announcements of Meta CEO Zuckerberg (2025), this article examined (i) how are the proposed policy changes of Meta discursively constructed in major European online news outlets; (ii) what are the actual policy changes, taking into account women and LGBTIQ+ identities? (iii) what should/ could be the European level response to this situation considering policy and civil society level discussions? Based on these research questions and by adopting an exploratory approach, I reflexively analysed articles from major European news sources published online betweeen 7 January and 31 January 2025 related to the announcements of Mark Zuckerberg as well as responses to these announcements and Meta’s official “Hateful Conduct” policy document. Adopting an intersectional feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity and group oppression theory, the emerging themes of this research are (i) retreat on human rights, LGBTIQ+ rights and freedom of expression, (ii) frightening developments for the rise of misinformation/disinformation, (iii) Zuckerberg as “re-setting relations with Europe, ignoring Digital Services Act of EU and the need to debunk ´institutionalization of censorship claims.” As there is a lack of research from media and communication studies perspective about the news coverage and discourses about the existing/emerging policies as well as, to what extent existing hate speech policies and changes to existing policies can have an impact on women and LGBTIQ+ identities, this article attempted to make a novel contribution to academic scholarship by studying the actual policy changes in tandem and intertwined with the discourses about the policy changes in online news media with a feminist exploratory approach and from a feminist standpoint. This also allowed extending the legal category of hate speech and hate speech as mundane everyday practice, where the article proposed the lens of hateful speech: comprehended as discourse that without openly inciting to hatred, this form of speech articulates symbolic and material exclusion through the normalization of degrading or pathologizing language and disinformation, and therefore offers a conceptually pertinent lens for examining discursive practices such as the depiction of women and LGBTIQ+ identities as mentally ill or unworthy of access to public services.

In this way, as well as revealing the actual implications of policy changes to material realities of women and LGBTIQ+, this study could also uncover the rising anti-gender backlash and the existing authoritarian power dynamics camouflaged and implied in these policy moves by Meta actors and the right-wing conservatives and how gender-critical feminist voices align with right-wing actors in their endeavors. Going beyond the postmodern or poststructuralist approaches, I also argued that a position of feminist standpoint theory, strong objectivity and group oppression theory (Harding, 1986; Hartsock, 1983; Young, 1990), in addition to being suited and attuned to the real and material conditions of women, LGBTIQ+ identities and minorities, would also be able to better comprehend, elaborate and articulate the characteristics of the communicative freedom these groups necessitate beyond the online and offline division. This can circumvent the more top-down approaches adopted by the EU in hate speech policymaking procedure and open the space for grassroots, bottom-up, collaborative and multi-group approaches in the face of this rising authoritarianism. Furthermore, this research revealed the necessity of making more nuanced definitions of hate speech that would take into account speech and discourses that violate the rights of women and LGBTIQ+, misogynist, homophobic and transphobic discourses that can transform into coordinated disinformation campaigns and have other real and material consequences on the lives of women and LGBTIQ+ people including real life violence and harm but also this form of speech leading up to a change of policies in other areas that can significantly impact their well-being. Therefore, while it is comprehended to be prominent to be able to “speak up” and “talk back” (1989) at hate speech as a feminist approach in the manner of bell Hooks, it is equally important to be able to develop bottom-up approaches/ways of regulating and moderating hate speech starting from the experiences of the most marginalized, and I would argue that this procedure can inform EU policy making in this area for the future as well.
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