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be communicated covertly. Consequently, and in order to better understand the phe-
nomenon of ‘covertly communicated’ hate speech, one would need to first investigate the
overarching thematic and discursive patterns in which hate speech is rooted. This study is

ﬁ?{:’om&. a step in this direction. Assisted by a corpus-informed pragmatic analysis of hate language
Hate language on Instagram, it focuses on hate language directed at Afghan immigrants in Iran, a rarely
Instagram explored context involving one of the world's most widespread population movements
Offence and displacement patterns. The findings of the study lay bare the fact that, in the corpus
Illocution under investigation, overt expressions of hate were few and far between, to the extent that
Context they did not have meaningful salience in the data. In this respect, the study indicates how a

number of recurring discursive patterns provide the foundation on which covert ways of

expressing hate are based.
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BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

S35 B (s Oled o s et s Yo 1L MUl s o3l Ols! DY Dl asds) sloe Do) oS sdida
RS Ga £ T

Malali, who had presumably heard, for the first time in Iran, the word ‘Afghani’ being used with contempt, was
incessantly screaming with a mouth full of blood.!

1. Introduction

Hate speech is considered to be any form of communication which serves to denigrate individuals or groups on the basis of
one or more of their characteristics, including “race, colour, ethnicity, [...] nationality, religion” (Nockleby, 2000: 1277). The
incidence of hate speech has continued to increase, to the extent that it has now reached extremely high levels (Baider, 2020;
Baider et al., 2017). Consequently, hate speech has become a topic of great interest for researchers working in various fields of
inquiry (see, e.g., Aguilera-Carnerero and Azeez, 2016; Assimakopoulos et al., 2017; Davidson et al., 2017; Baider and
Kopytowska, 2017; Schmidt and Wiegand, 2017; Castellvi et al., 2019; Qian et al., 2019; Fino, 2020; Garcia-Diaz et al,,
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2022; Ghaffari, 2022; Williams, 2021, to name but a few). As a corollary of the increasing number of studies on hate speech, it
has become even more evident that hate speech does not always have “unique, discriminative features” (Castano-Pulgarin et
al,, 2021: 1). In particular, in the field of pragmatics, researchers recognise that hate speech can be communicated covertly
(Baider, 2020), i.e. without the presence of a direct correspondence between the uttered words and their overall meaning. In
other words, there are occasions in which hateful illocutions are conveyed to the hearer in more covert ways. At the same
time, the discursive patterns in which covertly communicated hate speech is embedded are yet to be determined. In other
words, more work needs to be done on the topic of hate speech for the following two reasons: (a) covert expressions of hate
are less amenable to linguistic analysis as they require moving away from treating hate speech as ‘isolated’ instances, towards
considering the ‘conversational context’ in which they occur (Qian et al., 2019: 1); (b) the correct detection of hate speech and
further research advances in the topic will not be successful unless one recognises the fact that there is a “growing need for
research on this topic in languages other than English” (Garcia-Diaz et al., 2022: 2).

One area that could benefit from further research into hate speech is cyberspace, which has witnessed a marked increase
in the number of hate speech incidents in recent years. As Castano-Pulgarin et al. (2021: 1) note, while “[c]yberspace offers
freedom of communication”, it is undeniable that “current social media is regularly being misused to spread violent messages,
comments, and hateful speech”. In fact, “the anonymity, immediacy and global nature of the Internet” have turned it into an
“ideal tool [...] to promote hate” (Banks, 2010: 233; cf. Chetty and Alathur, 2018; Cohen-Almagor, 2018; Alkiviadou, 2019;
Parvaresh, 2019). In this respect, Sarkhoh and KhosraviNik (2020: 619) argue that in certain cyberspace contexts, “[b]ashing
the Other and hateful speech is far more evident than discourse of positive Self”. It is therefore no surprise that various
requests have been made recently by politicians, families and parents, as well as various mental-health charities, to increase
the efforts being made to combat online hate speech (see, e.g., Home Office, 2016), for Internet has in a way “facilitated the
global spread of hate” (Baider et al., 2017: 2).

In light of this, the current study is an attempt to throw light on the main thematic and discursive patterns that are relied
on in the formation of covert hate speech. This objective is in part motivated by the common-sense observation that in order
to understand a phenomenon such as hate speech, which does not always have clearly distinguishable features, one has no
choice but to first investigate the overarching thematic and discursive patterns in which such hate speech is rooted. For this
purpose, and by conducting a corpus-assisted pragmatic analysis of online hate language, the present study focuses on a
rarely explored non-English context, namely Afghan immigrants in Iran. Focusing on hate language directed at Afghans is
particularly rewarding for at least two reasons: (a) “[m]igration from Afghanistan during the past three decades is one of the
largest displacement and refugee movements in modern world history” (Abbasi-Shavazi and Sadeghi, 2015: 89) and (b) Iran is
“one of the most concentrated areas of Afghan [im]migrants and refugees” (Abbasi-Shavazi et al., 2008: 4).

The structure of this paper is as follows. In Section 2, two competing approaches to the study of hate speech will be
discussed. In Section 3, a review of literature on the issue of hate speech and immigration will be provided, together with
some background information on Afghan immigrants in Iran. In Section 4, the study's methodology and dataset will be
explained in some detail. In Section 5, the findings of the study will be presented. Finally, the paper will be concluded in
Section 6 with a discussion of the findings.

2. Approaches to hate speech

It has long been argued that understanding what is meant by an utterance is a pragmatic endeavour, which requires
interactants to consider the broader context in which a particular utterance is used (see, e.g., Culpeper and Haugh, 2014;
Cutting and Fordyce, 2020; Huang, 2017; Leech, 1983, to name but a few). However, scholars tend to disagree on how much
influence ‘context’ can exert on the overall meaning of expressions (Parvaresh and Tayebi, 2021). As far as the identification of
hate speech is concerned, the importance ascribed to context appears to be minimal, resulting in the overwhelming domi-
nance of what has been termed a lexical approach (see Baider, 2020 for a discussion).

In a lexical approach, the main assumption is that our understanding of what is meant by an utterance is a controlled and
bottom-up process, but this process might be assisted by a more context-dependent pragmatic process known as inference.
According to this view, a context-informed inference could determine meaning but only if/when triggered by the expression
itself (Recanati, 2010). In other words, in this approach the analyst's focus is “on the message content” itself, hence the term
‘lexical approach’ (Baider, 2020: 200). In this approach, analysts tend to associate hate speech with, for example, the use of
distinctly hateful words (e.g., slurring expressions like ‘darkie’, ‘nigger’) or so-called hatemojis (e.g., ‘My new manager is
Muslims?). This is an approach particularly favoured in computer technologies which seek to, for example, control the
dispersion of hate speech on the Internet.

To illustrate how a lexical approach pans out in an actual analysis, consider the following comment from the current
study's dataset [see Section 4.1 to find out more about the data used in the current study]. The comment is posted in response
to an Instagram post in which the reader is told that a recent Afghan soldier,” who had behaved badly towards ordinary
Afghan citizens, has been arrested by Afghanistan's ministry of interior affairs:

2 This example is adapted from Kirk et al. (2021).
3 In the context under investigation, soldier is a generic word which is used to refer to servicemen typically at the rank of lieutenant.
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(1]

400 e oL o o)
2ina buye goh midan.
These people smell of shit.

In inferring the hateful meaning of the above comment, the analyst would need to establish the following:

(a) The presence of negative words such as ‘shit’;

(b) Assigning a contextual value to ‘these people’ and establishing that it refers to ‘Afghans’;

(c) Activating any other contextual meaning which might be available, for example, the fact that Afghans have long been
subjected to hate speech.

For all its merits, and despite all the advances made over the years, a lexical approach is still “far from being able to [fully] grasp
context or to detect the intent or motivation of the speaker, failing to recognise specific usages of certain words” (Oliva et al.,
2021: 702). This is in part due to the fact that a lexical approach tends to take the medium of ‘language’, through which hate
speech is created and communicated, for granted, thereby ignoring the various, mostly implied, ways in which hateful messages
could be conveyed (Castano-Pulgarin et al., 2021: 1). That is why, although it might be able to detect and remove a comment such
as comment [1], it may also flag - at least as a potentially offensive expression — other non-offensive uses of the word ‘shit’, such
as that found in the comment ‘You smell of shit, you need to take a shower’ posted under a humorous video in which someone
trips over and falls into a pile of animal faeces. This is simply because most methods which rely on a lexical approach, for example,
online algorithms that track hate speech online, fall short of reaching stages (b) and (c) mentioned above.

The inherent limitations of a purely lexical approach could, however, be remedied if one investigates hate speech by
focusing on so-called illocutions of messages (Baider, 2020: 200—201). Originally broached by Austin (1975: 91, original
italics), illocutions are defined as the “performance of an act in saying something”. Illocutions are therefore distinguished
from locutions, which are defined as “an act of saying something” (Austin, 1975: 91, original italics). To illustrate how this
approach works, consider the below comment made in response to the same post as comment [1]:

(2]

SO o o8l
mage sarbaz daran?
Do they have soldiers as well?

Evidently, no markedly hateful word is present in comment [2] above. As such, what makes it an example of hate speech does
not reside in its locution, i.e., the act of saying ‘Do they have soldiers as well?’, but rather in its illocution, i.e., the act of conveying
the idea that Afghanistan lacks even the most basic agencies, which in this example is achieved covertly and in saying ‘Do they
have soldiers as well?’. In other words, in this example it is the idea that Afghanistan lacks certain basic agencies, such as armed
forces, that the comment in question communicates which renders the message as hateful. Indeed, such covertly communicated
illocutionary meaning could have certain ramifications (technically referred to as perlocutions by Austin, 1975). For example, the
above message might cause emotional and psychological distress to people of Afghan heritage. Therefore, it would be wise to
consider comment [2] as being every bit as good an example of hate speech as comment [1]. By adopting a purely lexical
approach, a comment such as [2] would, however, fall through the net as it would be unlikely to be flagged as hate speech.’

All in all, while a so-called lexical approach might be helpful in shedding light on hate speech, in view of the preceding
argument, it could be claimed that “information available in the context that is not semantically encoded by an uttered
sentence is relevant for determining [...] what is said by [...] the utterance” (Clapp, 2012: 72, original italics). This is precisely
the reason why the current study draws inspiration from both lexical and illocution-informed approaches.

3. Hate speech, anti-immigration discourses and Afghanistan

Hate speech, defined as “forms of expressions that spread, incite, promote or justify racial hatred, xenophobia [...] or other
forms of hatred” (Council of Europe, 1997, cited in Bilewicz and Soral, 2020: 4), is one of the most discussed and serious
problems of modern times. As a matter of fact, it is through the use of hate speech that, for example, “individuals who belong
to particular ethnic and religious communities” are psychologically harmed (Guiora and Park, 2017: 959). Hate speech can
therefore inflict “considerable harm on both targeted individuals and wider society” (Vidgen and Yasseri, 2020: 66). As such, it

4 Note that Modern Persian is written in Arabic script, and from right to left.

5 In transcriptions, the symbol ? is a phoneme that typically represents the Persian letters gand/or .

6 | am cognizant of the fact that as illocutions could be realised either overtly or covertly, a hate speech act could also be performed either overtly or
covertly. Therefore, a mere synonymity between illocutionary meaning and covert hate speech is not what the current study proposes (cf. Assimakopoulos,
2020).

65



V. Parvaresh Journal of Pragmatics 205 (2023) 63—77

is no surprise that “[i]nstances of incitement to violence [more] often [...] overlap with hate speech” (Buyse, 2014: 780). In this
respect, Culpeper (2021: 10, original italics) acknowledges that the term ‘hateful’ has “a particular association with hurtful”.

While hate speech could potentially be used against everyone and in every context, recent research findings indicate that
hate speech directed against immigrants is a frequently observed phenomenon. For example, in a study focusing on anti-
immigration discourse in the Scandinavian media, Hagelund and Kjeldsen (2021) note that this form of discourse per-
forms such functions as “soft oppression, trivialization and stigmatization” and displays “important rhetorical variations in
how anti-immigration actors are portrayed” (p. 10). Similarly, Arcila-Calderén et al.’s (2021) study points to the widespread
use of anti-immigration discourse, involving “hateful comments and negative sentiments” (p. 5), which targets both politi-
cians and refugees to varying degrees. In yet another study, Hrdina (2016) explores hate speech on Facebook that is directed at
immigrants, and demonstrates that this use of hate speech “was aggravated [...] by the combined forces of disparate Facebook
users, extremist groups' propaganda, news media and the design of the social network itself” (p. 38). In this respect, Lesinska
(2014) argues that while, for example, European countries have in a way “been open to migrations” and “promoted tolerance
of ethnic diversity”, such “openness and tolerance” have not really made them “immune to anti-immigration sentiments” (p.
47). In this context, Bajomi-Lazar (2019) identifies, amongst other things, the presence of a nationalist narrative in some
countries, which considers immigrants from certain countries to be a “threat to national culture and security” (p. 620).

In the case of Afghanistan, the most recent data from the UN Refugee Agency (cited in European Civil Protection and
Humanitarian Aid Operations, 2021: 1) indicates that Iran is now home to “more than 950,000 registered Afghan refu-
gees” and that at present “over 3.5 million Afghan nationals reside in Iran, including around 2 million undocumented”
Afghans.

Historically, many Afghans have travelled to Iran, their neighbouring country, but over the last four decades or so, and with
the rise in political, social and economic unrest and uncertainty, including civil wars, “population movements” in Afghanistan
have increased “on an unprecedented scale” (Adelkhah and Olszewska, 2007: 138). At the same time, it has also been argued
that an “Afghan presence in Iran [...] is a historical phenomenon which has much to do with the nature of the region, rather
than being the result of popular responses to recent events” (McAbee, 2018: 90). Generally, the motivation behind Afghan
immigration to Iran are manifold, including, but not limited to, the following reasons.

e “Many of the Afghans in Iran were fleeing oppression, the exact nature of which depends on the time in which they fled, be
it during the Soviet invasion, during the civil war following the withdrawal of Soviet forces, or in the ascendency and then
collapse of the Taliban regime.”

e “Some Afghans came to Iran for specifically economic purposes. [...] labour-inspired migration, which often takes the form
of habitual, seasonal movements, is a notable feature of the region as a whole.”

e “Given the developmental and economic disparity between Iran and Afghanistan, it is unsurprising that some Afghans,
particularly young men, would travel to Iran to earn wages to repatriate home. In some communities, [...] this has become
something of a rite of passage as it gives young men autonomy and freedom away from family life.”

e “Pilgrimage to shrines and other religiously significant sites in Iran also encourages Afghans [...] to travel to Iran,
sometimes for extended periods of time.” (McAbee, 2018: 90)

Afghans have contributed, and continue to contribute, to Iran's economy. Indeed, the Iranian economy greatly “benefited
from their labour during the Iran—Iraq war (1980—1988) and the period of reconstruction that followed it” (Adelkhah and
Olszewska, 2007: 141). However, in recent years, and due to various reasons, including “inappropriate economic condi-
tions” as well as “miscellaneous social issues”, the policy of the Iranian government towards Afghan immigrants has changed,
“making it more difficult for them to continue living in Iran” (Mansourian and Rejaei, 2018: 173). At the same time, while
many Afghan immigrants have been living and working among Iranians for several decades, studies have indicated that some
ordinary Iranians have negative attitudes towards them. For example, in a recent study, Shaterian (2020) reports that there is
a belief among some Iranians, particularly those living in smaller towns, that the presence of Afghan immigrants “has caused
economic disruption, social disruption, and expansion of insecurity” (p. 333). Historically, such negative attitudes can be
traced back to the 1980s during which time Iran “was dragged into a bloody war with Iraq” (Ashrafi and Moghissi, 2002: 95).
The war and a variety of other factors, including “[eJconomic scarcity and the political and social crisis of the period”, resulted
in Afghans being branded as “scapegoats for the problems faced by ordinary [Iranian] citizens” (Ashrafi and Moghissi, 2002:
95). As a recurring complaint levelled against others by the dominant group (Ekman, 2019), there appears to be the
assumption “that Afghans were being nicely provided for by a government that was unable to do the same for its Iranian
citizens” (Ashrafi and Moghissi, 2002: 95).

4. The present study

It goes without saying that the rate at which social relations across the world are breaking down is alarming (Williams,
2021: 6). This, coupled with, amongst other things, technological advances such as the spread of the Internet and social
media, have led to an increase in online hate speech. A suitable analysis and thorough investigation of online hate speech
would therefore be timely as it enables us, as analysts, to enhance our understanding of how hate speech is formed and/or
communicated. It is in this context that the current study seeks to make a contribution.
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4.1. Data and methodology

The data for the current study is taken from comments that were manually collected from the comments section of news
posts about Afghanistan on the official Instagram account of BBC Persian’%. The reason for focusing on an Instagram account is
motivated primarily by the fact that, in Iran, Instagram “continues to grow in popularity in unprecedented ways” (Kargar and
Rauchfleisch, 2019: 1509). Indeed, as reported in Rahbari (2019), “Iran has one of the top ten Instagram user populations in the
world” (p. 3). By the same token, focusing on this particular news page, i.e., BBC Persian, was motivated by the fact that it is by
far the most followed news page on Instagram among Persian-speaking communities. Indeed, at the time of data collection,
the page in question had more than 12 million followers, by far the most followed Persian news account amongst Iranians.
This suggests that the Instagram account of BBC Persian reaches out to, and has the potential to generate a response from, a
vast audience. On a general level, focusing on online user comments as opposed to, for example, the language of the medium
itself (i.e., the BBC), was deemed to be more fruitful as there is now an abundance of evidence which suggests that the Internet
could be a hotbed of hate speech, unlike any other platform. As Brown (2018) observes:

... there is also evidence to suggest that the Internet disinhibits speakers to say things they would not otherwise say,
face-to-face (Suler, 2004). There are different strands to this cyber-psychological phenomenon, but one is that ano-
nymity—even perceived anonymity—can embolden people to be more outrageous, obnoxious, or hateful in what they
say. (Brown, 2018: 298)

In order to collect data for the study, 58 posts on the above account were randomly selected. The posts covered a period of
24 months, from 2019 to 2021. The posts were selected purely on the basis of their news content. In other words, special care
was exercised to ensure that the collected Instagram posts featured a news item about Afghanistan or the Afghan people
while posts that featured news items about Iran or any other country were excluded from the corpus.

Having retrieved the posts, and following Parvaresh and Tayebi (2018), the comments section of each post was manually
analysed by a research assistant, with a view to retrieving those comments which, in one way or another, involved what could
be considered to be hate speech directed at Afghans in general, or Afghan immigrants in particular. In doing so, and in light of
the preceding discussion, the following working definition of hate speech was adopted (influenced by and adapted from
Chulitskaya, 2017: 66).

o Hate speech is characterised by the use of specific words or expressions, or rather the communication of meaning, which
targets human dignity and/or makes references to stereotypes and biased opinion.

While applying the above definition, the following recognition criteria were also used.

a) The comment in question should be made in response to the post, not as a response to other comments on the page.
b) The comment in question should disparage the Afghan people/immigrants, Afghan society and so on.

The final corpus on which the current study is based comprises 744 comments. Each comment was double-checked by the
author to ensure that all comments included were consistent with the above criteria.

After compiling the Persian corpus, Sketch Engine web service,” a corpus tool which includes “a large number of corpora
pre-loaded and ‘ready for use’, and tools for creating, installing and managing your own corpora” (Kilgarriff et al., 2014: 8,
emphasis in the original) was used for the initial analysis.

For the sake of comparison, and to ensure that the collected (i.e., focus) corpus was unique, OPUS_Persian was used as the
reference corpus. As a ‘ready for use’ corpus embedded in Sketch Engine, OPUS_Persian is:

a growing resource of freely accessible parallel corpora. It also provides tools for processing parallel and monolingual
data as well as several interfaces for searching the data, which makes it a unique resource for various research activities.
(Tiedemann, 2012: 2214)

Having compiled the corpora, I embarked on the analysis with a view to uncovering the pragma-linguistic strategies used
in the formation of hate speech. To achieve this aim, I opted for a mixed-methods corpus-assisted pragmatic analysis in which
I combined “elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches |[...] for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of
understanding and corroboration” (Johnson et al., 2007: 123). The quantitative investigation revolved primarily around the
following steps:

7 The account in question can be accessed at https://www.instagram.com/bbcpersian/ (Last accessed 2 June 2022).
8 It should be noted that the data used in this study was collected prior to the Taliban's takeover of Afghanistan.
9 The service can be found at: https://www.sketchengine.eu (Last accessed 1 Feb 2022).
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a) Establishing the frequency of words, also known as a frequency wordlist, i.e., how frequently specific words occur in the
focus corpus being investigated (Gries, 2009; Crawford and Csomay, 2016).

b) Comparing the frequency wordlist of the focus corpus against that of the reference corpus, with a view to confirming
that the words in the focus corpus are demonstrably salient (Baker, 2006).

The quantitative corpus-assisted analysis was then complemented by a thematic analysis which began with the thematic

organisation of emerging keywords by the author. This was then followed by a linguistic-pragmatic analysis in which the
emerging patterns were analysed in their extended discourse contexts, following Parvaresh (2022).

5. Findings

In the following section, some of the study's key findings will be presented and discussed. For ease of management, the
findings have been divided into quantitative and qualitative sections, respectively.

5.1. Quantitative findings

Table 1 summarises the linguistic make-up of the focus (comments) corpus and the reference (OPUS_Persian) corpus.

Table 1
The two corpora.
Focus Corpus Number of words
Tokens 11,398
Types 3301
Reference Corpus
Tokens 5,367,401
Types 140,818

As shown in Table 1, the focus corpus included more than 11,000 words, while the reference corpus included more than 5
million words. As far as unique word forms, also known as types, are concerned, the focus corpus included more than 3000
unique words while the reference corpus included more than 140,000 unique words.

To achieve the goals of this study, a keyword analysis was performed by comparing the frequency wordlist which was
generated from the focus corpus against that of our reference corpus, which uncovered those words that were more
demonstrably salient (Hardaker and McGlashan, 2016). That is to say, words that are significantly more frequent, also known
as keywords, in the focus corpus “allow the analysis of linguistic saliency rather than simple frequency” (Hardaker and
McGlashan, 2016: 85, as informed by Baker, 2006). The results are shown in Table 2.

Table 2
Keywords in the focus corpus.

Persian word Phonetic transcription English gloss Frequency Relative frequency Relative frequency in the
(per 1 million words) reference corpus (per 1
million words)

1 olos! Piran Iran 180 15792 6

2 Sloalg ! ?afganestan Afghanistan 148 12984 5

3 o ham Also 127 11142 4

4 sl ?afqani Afghani 75 6580 0.3
5 BTSN kefvar Country 50 4386 90

6 gl ?afgan Afghan 49 4298 0.18
7 o mardom Nation (people) 48 4211 543
8 solus! Pirani Iranian 44 3860 0.37
9 oL mage® As well 35 3070 311
10 Sl tarjak Opium 30 2632 0

Table 2 demonstrates that: (i) the words Iran and Afghanistan are among the most salient words in the focus corpus; and
(ii) other variations of these two words, e.g., Iranian, Afghan and Afghani, also appear among the most salient words in the
focus corpus. This suggests that, content-wise, the corpus being investigated involves primarily the two countries of Iran and
Afghanistan, and their corresponding nationalities. More importantly, what is particularly striking about Table 2 is that,
despite the automatic associations that one might assume to exist between hate speech and markedly hateful words, the most
salient keywords do not include markedly hateful expressions. This discovery lends support to the view expounded in Section
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2 above, according to which a purely lexical approach is not sufficient when analysing hate speech as markedly hateful
expressions do not appear to be salient. This observation is a good starting point for a more detailed qualitative analysis of the
discursive construction of hate speech, which will be provided in the next section.

5.2. Qualitative findings

As noted above, having established the keyness, or rather centrality, of the above words in the comments corpus, it became
evident that lexically-driven expressions of hate were not salient. It was therefore imperative to look for more covert ways of
expressing hate. For ease of management, I began by arranging the keywords into a number of overarching thematic domains.
The results are summarised in Table 3.

Table 3
Dominant thematic categories within the corpus.
Thematic domains Typical lexical items Phonetic transcription English gloss
Country and territory Jlos! ?iran Iran
ool <l ?afqanestan Afghanistan
O30S kefvar Country
Nation and nationality sulp ?afgani Afghani
gl ?afqgan Afghan
sl ?irani Iranian
YN mardom Nation (people)
Surprise and shock o ham Also
oZa mage” As well
Product and artefact S tarjak Opium

As can be seen in Table 3, the keywords in the corpus were thematically organised into four thematic domains: country and
territory, nation and nationality, surprise and shock, and product and artefact. The above thematic domains laid the foundation
for a detailed thematic analysis, the results of which are provided below. However, given the fact that the thematic domains of
country/territory and nation/nationality largely overlap, I have analysed both these domains under one heading.

5.2.1. Domain 1: Country/territory or nation/nationality

One of the most common thematic domains in the corpus rests on the idea that Iran is a totally separate country from
Afghanistan, and that each country or nationality is different. This tendency has given rise to the following interrelated
themes:

a. Iran belongs to Iranians and not to Afghans

The first, and arguably the most noticeable, theme in the comments being investigated is that Afghans are living in Iran, a
territory which does not belong to them. A case in point is provided in the following example'’:

3]

&) 3 gl oo s ediis dag 180 (s s e Ieilad s sl g dslo s e sl ol st s e Ge
A0S Sl e o 1 o
haq ba ?aqaje qani ast. bahaje har tfizi bajad pardaxt favad. lotfan hazineye negahdarije tfehelsaleje baradaran-e afgan dar ?iran ra naqdan pardaxt konid.
Mr Ghani is right. The price of everything must be paid. Please pay in cash the cost of 40 years of keeping Afghan brothers in Iran.

The comment in [3] has been made in response to a post in which the former Afghan President, Ashraf Ghani, suggested
that Afghanistan would no longer send its river water to Iran for free - beyond what they had traditionally agreed upon - but
instead would exchange it for Iranian oil. On the surface, the comment does not appear to have markedly hateful words or
expressions. If anything, it involves: (i) the above user even agreeing with the president of Afghanistan (Mr Ghani is right) and
(ii) the use of the endearment marker ‘brothers’ as well as the politeness marker ‘please’. However, the covert illocutionary
message it communicates, which is particularly evident in, for example, the particular use of the verb ‘keep’, is suggestive of
the general frame of mind of this user towards Afghan immigrants. ‘Keep’ downgrades Afghans to a group of people who are,
in a way, being sheltered by Iran, an activity which, as implied by this user, comes at a cost to Iranian people and which should
now be paid for by Afghanistan. Evidently, in the case of this comment, it is not so much the use of markedly hateful words
that has given this comment an overall hateful meaning, but instead its covertly communicated illocutionary force, i.e., the
notion that Afghan immigrants living in Iran should not do so for free but should be expected to pay Iran for the long period of
time (40 years) they have been residing there.

10 Note that for the sake of consistency, the Persian comments have been corrected for spelling and punctuation.
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b. Iran is being imposed upon by Afghans

Another pattern found in the data revolves around the idea that Iran is the imposed-upon and largely unappreciated
provider to the Afghan people. To further clarify this notion, let us focus on the next comment which was posted in response
to a news item in which an Afghan girl claims that, despite the fact she has lived in Iran since she was one month old, the
Iranian government failed to issue her with a birth certificate.

[4]

JE s0rst S ok Gilad s st e Ui O3l D3 e SO0 UBO=S Ge0 £o7 1UE Gl IO D330 oS lach 1)

S0 o &) st GUSE e Gp s0 GeSe o Sl 0 3 lGe 0 ds US W s0 le sub sl s el s s

Al L Iz as) as0see O DsURS 5D G,

2aqa foma ke ?in qadr narahatin tlera d sam nemikonin berin? har ruz te ?dadetun biftar mife. be lotf-e foma jek xune xali tu rustaha va hafije fahrha nist. koli
pul dar mijarid ba?d baz ham migin nane man qaribam. xejli xejli ?age narahatin tu kefvar-e xodetun bemunin unja ra besazid.

If you are that unhappy, why don’t you pack up your stuff and just go back? Every day there are more of you. Thanks to you, there is not even a
single house available in the villages and in the outskirts of the towns. You make a lot of money and then keep nagging. If you are so unhappy,
stay in your country and make it better.

In comment [4], the user invites all immigrants of Afghan origin living in Iran — regardless of who they are or what con-
tributions they have made to Iranian society — to consider ‘going back’ to their own country should they not enjoy living in Iran.
This invitation has been couched in terms of a rhetorical question which makes the message linguistically less direct. However,
the overall illocutionary meaning such a rhetorical question covertly communicates is that the Afghan people have no right of
permanent residence and are considered to be an imposition. The user then claims that there are more Afghan people arriving
and living in Iran on a daily basis. In saying this - hence the illocutionary meaning - the user implies that Afghan immigrants
are no longer welcome in the host country. The user then claims that ‘thanks’ to the presence of Afghans in Iran, a country
which apparently Afghans do not belong to, the country is witnessing a housing crisis in both the ‘villages’ and the ‘outskirts of
the towns’. This claim is free of markedly hateful expressions, but the illocutionary message it covertly conveys is hateful as it
involves the attribution of blame (cf. Malle et al., 2014) to an immigrant group. The user then proceeds to claim that Afghans
make a great deal of money in Iran, which in the given socio-political context could be interpreted as implying that this money
belongs to Iranians and/or should go only to Iranians. This statement appears to have been made on the basis of the tacit and
long-held assumption of ‘us versus them’. Afghans are clearly seen as outsiders who will never be part of the ‘us’ group and, as a
result, are blamed for creating a housing crisis. The user believes, quite condescendingly, that even though Afghans make a
great deal of money in Iran, they still ‘nag’. In saying this, the user implies that Afghans are not as thankful as they should be.

c. Afghanistan is not even a country

Another frequent theme developed in the comments sections of the posts centres around the idea that the country in
question, i.e., Afghanistan, should not really be called a country because it lacks the necessary prerequisites to be considered a
country, and thus is not deserving of ‘country status’. A case in point is provided in the following comment posted in response
to a video news item in which the speaker discusses the current problem of drug addiction among Afghan women and the
steps needed to tackle it.

[5]

830 SiseS G Iediod Oledl WO U8 ) 5 SO 31 500 ] $oU505S o Gl sl o
st S po o0l el LA e oy s e oS o) ) ds oS Gl ] eshg.
Jaxe Pafganestan ham kefvare”? [...] boro ?arzantin, faranse, engelis, kanada, ?alman ?ostoralija bebin kejfijjat-e zendegi tfetore" [...]. lotf konid ?az ?in
kefvarhaje darepiti dast bardarid, halemun be ham mixore™ .
But is Afghanistan really a country? [...] Go visit [post news items about] Argentina, France, England, Canada, Germany and Australia just to
realise how high the quality of life is in those countries. [BBC Persian] do us a favour and cover less of such lousy countries. We are sick of it.

The above user asks a rhetorical question about whether Afghanistan is actually a country, a question which, despite the
lack of lexically hateful expressions, serves to convey the idea that Afghanistan is, according to this user, not a country. In other
words, by asking the rhetorical question (i.e., locution), this user manages to covertly convey the illocutionary meaning that
Afghanistan is not a worthy country to be bothered with. The user then goes on to provide an ad hoc list (Zhang and Parvaresh,
2019) of countries which, according to this user, the news items on this page should be reporting on. The list includes pri-
marily Western European and North American countries which this user believes to be worthy of attention as news items
because they have, for example, ‘high living standards’. This implicitly communicates the idea that living conditions in
Afghanistan are so low that they do not merit the media's attention. The user then asks BBC Persian not to report on ‘lousy’
countries like Afghanistan as readers/viewers are allegedly ‘sick’ of such reports. In this comment, while a word such as
‘lousy’, particularly when it is used to describe a country or people, might be considered to be a more marked means of
expressing hate, it is the so-called ‘imagined West’ (Bui et al., 2013) which, according to this user, has a degree of superiority
over the Afghan way of life, which renders the overall meaning of the comment in question as hateful. The comment as a
whole conveys the desire for seemingly more superior social groups and countries to not only dominate, but also subordinate,
the news arena by removing allegedly unimportant countries such as Afghanistan from their remit, thereby promoting and
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further entrenching what could be termed ‘hierarchy-enhancing myths’, which, in a way, serves “to legitimize the subordi-
nation and discrimination of groups lower in the social hierarchy” (Costello and Hodson, 2011: 220).

d. Afghans are inferior

Another common discursive pattern found in the corpus centres around attempts to portray Afghans as displaying certain
undesirable behaviours and beliefs. A case in point is provided below:

(6]

[..] o sl guse OIRUsOlE Bl 0350 008 Gp Gl 0 s BOSS (0t s GG <SG sz e UEUE S 2
s

3010 U S 0,
[...] mardom-e ?afganestan ba vod3ud-e jek ganun-e qejr-e dini guni sare” zan hafun mikonan. mardom-e ?afqanestan hitf Peteqtadi be" Pazadi va demokrasi
nadarand.
Even under the current secular law the Afghan people still put sacks on their women [i.e., they force their women to wear sacks]. People of
Afghanistan have no belief in freedom and democracy.

This comment was posted under a news item covering the story of how a recent ban by Afghan government officials,
preventing Afghan girls from singing, had been questioned and severely criticised by various civil rights activists across the
country. While reports that civil rights activists had tried to resist the ban on singing could potentially be considered as an
extremely positive and forward-looking move, which points to the idea of plurality and demands for civil freedom inside
Afghanistan — something to be proud of — the above user has entertained the idea that, in Afghanistan, restricting people's
freedom is not just a top-down process pursued by officials, but rather something followed and practiced by the ‘Afghan
people’ themselves. Lumping all Afghans together, regardless of their feelings towards restricting their civil rights, ignores all
the apparently positive changes in modern day Afghanistan and creates a monolithically negative image of the Afghan people,
portraying them as individuals who, despite not having to strictly abide by ‘Islamic law’, force their women to wear a ‘sack’. In
this case, the metaphorical word ‘sack’ refers to a burqa, a loose garment worn by women in some Islamic countries to cover
their entire body. By ignoring the distinction between choosing and being forced to wear a burqa, the above user thus depicts
Afghans, most notably Afghan men, as imposing this dress code on women. This, according to this user, runs contrary to the
ideals of freedom and democracy which s/he argues are ideals that Afghans often lack. In other words, in this comment, it is
the juxtaposition of such positive words and concepts as freedom and democracy with forcing women to wear ‘sacks’ which
conveys the hateful illocution that Afghans are inferior.

e. The pain and suffering of Afghans are not a cause for concern

Another recurring theme in the comments being investigated hinges on relegating the suffering and pain experienced by
Afghans, thereby reducing their status from people deserving of sympathy to that of people devoid of (human) features/
emotions. To further clarify this point, let us consider the comment below

[7]

e GO QU a0 psa 1og Sz 5 10w s Gl Il i) !
ba ?in hame bala va dzang, tfera tamum nemifan ?afqani ha? 22! 22!
With so much tragedy and war, how come Afghans have not died out yet? 22.!22!

The above comment was posted in response to a news item on a recent avalanche in Afghanistan which had killed several
Afghans. The stark and gloomy content of the post is in sharp contrast to the rather upbeat tone of the comment, commu-
nicated through the use of so-called ‘face with tears of joy’ emojis and the exclamation marks accompanying the comment. By
asking a rhetorical question, the user covertly communicates the hateful illocution that it is not the extent of ‘tragedy and war’
(i.e., human suffering) in Afghanistan that is of concern, but rather the reason why, despite tragedy and war, the Afghans have
‘not died out yet’. In expressing indifference towards the pain, suffering and death of the Afghans, the user in question
portrays Afghans as less human and hence not worthy of one's concern.

f. Afghans take every opportunity that comes their way to leave their country

Another frequent pattern found in the data concerns the central idea that Afghan citizens are opportunistic people, in the
sense that they are ready to take every advantage to leave their country and settle in another one, causing inconvenience for
the host countries. By way of illustration, consider the following example

(8]

S 05l N od8 el 8 sl 5 s (50! e sl Gisti a5 o0 G s ORosOlp ) 31 50 a5
Ok Gp e Jls 5 Ol ol
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Pomidvaram nato ?az ?afqanestan birun nare kel badbaxtif baraje ma ?irani hast va dobare gale gale ?az bijabun mijan ?iran va vabal-e ma mifan.
I hope NATO won’t leave Afghanistan. Should they leave, it will be a disaster for us Iranians as they [Afghans] will again start flocking towards
Iran through the deserts and will burden us [i.e., our country].

The above comment was posted under a news item in which the Secretary General of NATO'' announced that if NATO
forces decided to withdraw from Afghanistan at some future date, the decision would first be discussed with all NATO
members including the United States. The above user remarks that he hopes this will not happen and that NATO will instead
remain in Afghanistan — arguably to enhance security in the country — because, according to this user, if they leave, it will
bring ‘misery’ for Iranians as Afghans will ‘again’ begin to ‘flock’ across the deserts towards their neighbouring country and
will 'burden’ Iran. It is interesting to note that this user presents his prediction as being based on something that has
happened before. This user uses the word ‘again’ to highlight the idea that Afghan immigration to, and/or presence in, Iran is
not something new, and that if NATO leaves Afghanistan it will happen once again. Such discursive construction of superior
knowledge and the adoption of an epistemic stance (Karkkainen, 2003) appear to be at the heart of the above comment and
similar comments. It is particularly interesting to note that, in this comment, the expression of hateful illocutions is achieved
indirectly, for example, through the use of strongly negative metaphors (Hampe, 2017), such as ‘flock’ and ‘burden’. The
former lumps all Afghans together and tacitly likens them to animals ‘flocking’ towards Iran, while the latter portrays them as
objects that could restrict, for example, the movement or actions of others (i.e., Iranians).

5.2.2. Domain 2: Surprise and shock

Related to the perceptions of Afghanistan and Afghans discussed above are those comments which are grounded in the
simplistic idea that one does not expect to read or hear about the presence of certain things, activities and initiatives in
Afghanistan. In this respect, two interrelated themes are apparent. These themes are as follows:

a Certain things just do not exist in Afghanistan

One of the most noticeable discursive patterns in the data rests on the pre-conceived idea that one would find it surprising
that Afghanistan has, for example, certain civil agencies. By way of illustration, let us focus on the following typical comments
from the corpus

(9]

fols i) 08 htiplg
Pafganestan mage™ vezarat dare"?
Does Afghanistan also have a ministry?

[10]

o3 oz UIE s s o Se Dhmolg
Pafqanestan mage vazir-e xaredze" dare?
Does Afghanistan also have a foreign minister?

(11]

191818 ]o_la Lusda Qoo aal ofa

These comments, which have been posted in response to various news items on Afghanistan, are grounded in the idea that
certain government agencies or civil forces (e.g., ministry, foreign minister and police) are not expected to exist in
Afghanistan, hence the alleged surprise upon reading about them in the news items in question. To be more precise, com-
ments [9] and [10] have been posted in response to news that the Afghan foreign minister is visiting India, and comment [11]
is a response to a news item which informs the reader that the Afghan police have ordered an inquiry into the alleged do-
mestic abuse of a child. These rhetorical questions, which evidently lack markedly hateful words or expressions, portray the
user as being surprised to discover that Afghanistan, like other countries, has, for example, ministries, ministers and police
officers. A hateful illocution is therefore conveyed through expressions of surprise and wonder, and presumably hidden layers
of humour, thereby enabling the speaker to debase Afghanistan and question its status as a worthwhile country.'?

b. Afghanistan cannot do better than us

1 NATO stands for ‘North Atlantic Treaty Organisation’, a military alliance of several European and North American countries.
12 such comments could arguably be regarded as ‘mock politeness’ because they appear to convey varying degrees of “im/politeness mismatch” which
lead to an “implicature of impoliteness” (Taylor, 2015: 130).
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Another common theme emerging from the data revolves, rather interestingly, around the depreciation of Iran by
comparing it to an allegedly ‘less successful’ country such as Afghanistan. While these comments might be regarded as
providing a critique of Iranian society and/or government, they are couched in “expressions and strategies by means of which
the speaker deprecates” (Zhou and Kadar, 2020: 265) various social aspects of his own life by comparing himself to his
counterparts in Afghanistan, a country which is supposed to be less successful. By way of comparison, let us consider the
following comment posted in response to a post featuring the news that Afghanistan has just started its Covid-19 vaccination
programme.

[12]

A S a1 xS £ U 50 OssuisusS)s (p)OlDoslE Bl oS Gsauus s SIEL
xak bar saremun ke Pafganestan(am) vaksinasijun ro foru? karde®. bajad berim bemirim.
It is a shame that even Afghanistan has begun to vaccinate its people. We should go and die.

Evidently, the user in [12] believes that Iran, presumably due to its perceived superiority, should have started, or was
expected to have started, its Covid-19 vaccination programme sooner than Afghanistan. This does not appear to have
happened, leading the user to voice his criticism by putting on record the idea that ‘even’ Afghanistan has started to vaccinate
its people. The use of the adverbial expression ‘even’ presupposes ' a surprising or unexpected situation, which has happened
despite all the odds against it. What makes this comment an example of hate is the illocution it covertly communicates,
namely that Afghanistan is not expected to have commenced its vaccination programme before Iran. This notion clearly
indicates a pitying attitude (Saxton and Benson, 2003) towards the status of Afghanistan as a country, its ability to control its
own civil affairs and so on, without having to resort to lexically hateful words or expressions.

The same strategy can be found in the following comment which was posted in response to a previously discussed news
item, in which the former Afghan president suggests that Afghanistan will no longer send its water to Iran for free, but will
instead exchange it for oil (see comment [3] above)

[13]

A e a2l Ui E1UE e ) e la adlisOlE il oS (s s S
xak bar saremun ke Pafqanestan ham dare™ baramun fax mi[eh. bajad berim bemirim.
We should just go and die somewhere now that even Afghanistan is out-scaring us. We should just go and die somewhere.

This user is allegedly surprised by the news that Afghanistan is demanding payment from Iran for the water coming
through it. As the comment lays bare, this user believes that the news demonstrates that ‘even’ Afghanistan is out-scaring
Iran, something which, according to him, should theoretically and practically not have happened, as this user considers
Iran to be the stronger of the two countries. The fact that it has happened, contrary to this user's expectations, leads him to
suggest that Iranians should just ‘go and die’, i.e., be extremely embarrassed. While the comment in question is certainly a
criticism of the Iranian government and/or Iranian policies, the overall hateful illocution it covertly conveys is the alleged, or
rather expected, weakness of Afghanistan compared to its neighbour Iran, a weakness, the unfulfillment of which, has led to
such comments.

5.2.3. Domain 3: Product and artefact
Another noticeable discursive pattern found in the data revolves around a particular illegal product, namely opium, that is
used and/or produced in Afghanistan. In this respect, two related themes are evident.

a. Afghans/Afghanistan cannot do anything but produce opium

While opium products contribute a significant amount, approximately 16%, to Afghanistan's GDP (Na, 2018: 1), it is
believed that the “surge in poppy cultivation and drug production” can be linked to militia groups across the country, most
notably the Taliban, who use the revenue raised from opium production “to fund their operations” (Na, 2018: 2), over which
the majority of ordinary Afghans have no control. However, as far as the comments in our corpus are concerned, the majority
of references to opium or similar drugs specifically serve to question the legitimacy and validity of the Afghan people, or
rather their country, by highlighting the production and use of illegal drugs in Afghanistan. To further clarify this point,
consider the following comment posted in response to a news item informing the reader that several Afghan civil servants
have been convicted of involvement in smuggling ‘drugs’

[14]

C1a00S o 20080 Lue e J s 8 e e s 5 Sls D Ospe GDOlgl D dga 5 asd s G pen
mohemtarin tolid va saderat-e ?afganestan tarjak va mavad-e moxader hast. 2agar mavad moxader sader nakonan tfe konand?!
The most important product and export of Afghanistan is opium. If they do not export drugs, then what else can they do?!

13 In Gricean pragmatics, an expression such as ‘even’ could be considered as an example of conventional implicature.
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Evidently, the user in comment [14] uses a rhetorical question to covertly convey the hateful illocution that Afghanistan's
main export is opium and other illegal drugs, and the country is incapable of producing anything else in the event that the
country is banned from producing and/or smuggling drugs. Similar assumptions can be found in the next comment which
was posted in response to the same news item

[15]
o1 a0 i Slza 0fa SOOI 5 a0 ) S BlE0 22 anas s
h

qatfaq-e mavad Punam tu ?Pafqanestan mage" mod3azat ham dareh? &
Smuggling drugs in Afghanistan is a criminal offence? 22 22 22

>

y
¢

The user in comment [15] portrays Afghanistan as a country in which the illegal act of ‘smuggling drugs/opium’ is not
treated as a criminal offence. This is of course in marked contrast to the content of the news item itself. This is achieved
primarily by using a rhetorical question, which turns the expressed curiosity conveyed by the question into a sarcastic
statement without the use of markedly hateful words. The hateful illocution the comment in question covertly communicates
serves to undermine the position of Afghans, painting them as willing participants in illegal activities. It is also worth noting
that the portrayal of Afghanistan in this comment as a country in which the illegal act of smuggling drugs is not a criminal
activity, which is then followed by so-called ‘face with tears of joy’ emojis, serves to disparage the country, thereby ques-
tioning its legitimacy and credibility.

b. Afghans smoke opium

The generalisation that Afghans are in fact users of the notorious drug opium is rather similar to the previous theme. By
way of illustration consider the following example

[16]

SRR o 50 el BJE 1S oS S Gp 252 RS e Sl G sz
d3zuri tarjak mikefan, dud mikonan ke" korona d3eloje tfefef ra ham nemibine®.
They smoke opium in such a way that the coronavirus can’t even see what’s in front of it.

Comment [16] is a response to a post providing a daily summary of the number of people in Afghanistan who have
contracted coronavirus and the number who have died as a result. The post indicates that over the last 24 h, 3 deaths and 29
new positive cases of the disease were recorded. Reading between the lines, this user appears to believe that the real number
of cases is higher than the number reported. He attributes such low numbers, in a seemingly humorous way, to the fact that,
according to him, Afghans smoke opium on a regular basis which blinds the coronavirus, i.e., it becomes less effective. Despite
being couched in humorous or banter-like language, the comment in question covertly communicates the idea (illocution)
that ordinary Afghans are opium users, which apparently prevents them from contracting the virus or helps them to recover
quickly from illness because of the drug's stereotypical medical impact. There is arguably a mismatch between the seemingly
polite and humorous message in the comment and the implied and tacit derogatory message it conveys.

6. Discussion and conclusion

Time and again, various studies and reports have demonstrated, particularly in recent years, that online hate speech is on
the increase. This is certainly not a trivial issue, for hate speech serves not only to distance people, but also to stigmatise both
individuals and groups with a view to, for example, marginalising, disempowering and excluding them (Grove and Zwi, 2006:
1933). Indeed, what makes any study of hate speech particularly relevant is the undeniable fact that, nowadays, a “rise in
incidents of hate speech and hate crime around the world” is clearly evident (Fino, 2020: 32).!

Although some commendable attempts have recently been made at local, government and business levels around the
world to curb this phenomenon, tackling hate speech is still a significant challenge, particularly in online contexts. Indeed, the
Internet appears to act as “an amplifier to reflect and reinforce available discourses” of hate (Chetty and Alathur, 2018: 113). As
Johnson et al. (2019: 261) note, “[s]ocial media platforms seem to be losing the battle against online hate and urgently need
new insights”. More importantly, hate speech could have some serious ramifications as noted below:

¢ “While the number of people personally targeted remains relatively low, large numbers of people are being exposed to
online hate speech, potentially causing decreased life satisfaction”;

e “The harms caused by online hate speech to victims and communities are not trivial, often matching those caused by
physical crimes”;

4 Such an increase in the use of hate speech appears to have been “exacerbated by the rise of nationalist political discourse against ‘others’, belonging to,
for instance, a different colour, religion, nationality or ethnic origin or descent” (Fino, 2020: 32).
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e “[O]nline hate speech is often a pre-cursor to, or an extension of, offline hate crime, which can multiply and intensify the
effects.” (Williams, 2019: 9—10)

Consequently, the detection of online hate speech “has remain[ed] a vibrant research focus” (Ayo et al., 2021: 2). It is
exactly against this backdrop that the current study seeks to contribute to the literature. To this end, the study has examined
instances of online hate speech directed at Afghans, a group of people who have experienced one of the world's most
widespread displacement patterns.

As far as the findings of the current study are concerned, and despite the fact that some people might expect hate speech to
be associated with markedly hateful expressions, it was revealed that, on most occasions, the language used did not
necessarily involve markedly hateful words or expressions. In other words, and without denying the fact that hate speech in
general and the hate speech found in the corpus under investigation do involve some instances of markedly hateful language,
in most cases the hate language found lacked markedly hateful language and revolved primarily around covert ways of
expressing hatred. Indeed, in the corpus under investigation, markedly hateful expressions were few and far between, to the
extent that they did not have meaningful salience in the data.

In light of the preceding finding, a notable observation that could be made pertains to the inventiveness involved in the
hate comments, such as the users’ self-depreciation of various aspects of their own lives or their country's status quo with a
view to stigmatising and undermining others. In this respect, as this study has shown, hateful messages could be conveyed
inventively and in less direct ways (cf. Tayebi, 2018). Such hate-conveying innovations could provide so-called haters with a
unique opportunity to express hate whilst evading detection (Grondahl et al., 2018). In this respect, the evidence provided in
the current study, i.e., that hate speech may not necessarily involve overtly hateful speech, could, to some extent, explain the
lack of success in tackling hateful language, particularly on social media (cf. Yar, 2018; Tayebi and Coulthard, 2022). When the
majority of hate language is communicated covertly it makes both its identification and classification much more difficult
than is the case for hate speech involving distinguishable and marked linguistic features.

Needless to say, what the present study has discussed is just one of many ways that people can be hateful. Other, seemingly
more ubiquitous ways, such as “insert[ing] typos, chang|ing] word boundaries or add[ing] innocuous words to the original
hate speech” (Grondahl et al., 2018, in the abstract) are already at work, making it more difficult for social media regulators,
for example, to track down hate speech. The successful tackling of online hate speech would therefore require a paradigm
shift, from a reliance on lexemes to illocutions. In the words of Baider (2020: 200):

While a lexical approach enables effective and quick text profiling (by age, region, gender, education, etc.), and can
identify the typical hate speech keywords for selected communities, this method has its limitations, too, of which the
inevitable complexity of assessing a speech act, the difficulty in evaluating abstract concepts such as racism outside the
interactions in which the words used are embedded, and the introduction of innovative metaphors are just a few
examples (Zhang et al., 2018). [...] Consequently, tracking down hate speech involves constant monitoring of the in-
novations thought up by the haters. (Baider, 2020: 200)

In light of the preceding argument, the discursive patterns uncovered in the current study, in which instances of hate
speech under investigation were grounded, could be treated as “benchmarks datasets” (Ayo et al., 2020: 2) that could prove
useful to the development of machine learning models for tracking hate speech across various social media platforms.

All in all, hate speech is a widespread phenomenon and the affordances of the Internet have, in some ways, assisted the
spread of hate speech. This study is an initial but important step in shedding light on the hate language that is directed at one
rarely explored immigration population. However, further research is needed, not only to explore the covert forms of hate
language that are levelled at the Afghan people, but also the covert forms of hate language that are directed at other
immigrant populations. Future researchers might therefore be interested in exploring the hate language that is used against
other nationalities and immigration groups, particularly on social media. The current study focused on Instagram, but more
innovative social networking platforms (e.g., TikTok) could also be a potential research topic. Also, although hate speech and
its key role in provoking various forms of conflict have recently received special attention, “there is still more to be done to
better understand the intersection between [...] language aggression and conflict more generally” (Culpeper et al., 2017: 7).
Finally, as the data used in the current study was gathered from a social media platform, future researchers might be
interested in exploring hate speech variations in more traditional media discourses. Such an endeavour would make more
sense if one takes into account the fact that some of the affordances of social media (e.g. the ability to remain anonymous or to
operate under a different identity) might be different from those found in traditional media discourses (cf. Tagg, 2015), which
could potentially have an impact on the ways through which hateful illocutions are communicated.
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