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ever, about how this distinction is construed by ordinary citizens. Deploying the
concept of retrogressive mobilisation, this study examines how cases of (potential)
political hate speech - one targeting racialised minorities, the other the LGBTQ+ com-
munity - are interpreted and negotiated by ordinary citizens through their comments
on online news in Finland. Deploying a critical discursive psychological approach, we
analyse the vernacular meanings that ordinary citizens attach to the notions of polit-
ical hate speech, thereby highlighting the dynamic relationship between political and
everyday discourse. We evidence three discursive constructions of the relationship
between freedom of expression and (potential) hate speech. In these constructions,
the same rhetorical resources, especially the liberal arguments of equality and free-
dom of expression, were deployed to service the opposite discursive functions - that
is, for both ‘liberal’ and ‘illiberal’ ends - to condemn and justify discrimination against
minoritised groups. Our study contributes to the social psychological understanding of
contemporary hate speech and builds a bridge between social psychology and the more

recent field of anti-gender research.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

increases aggression, and affects mental health and well-being of

minorities’ (Bilewicz & Soral, 2020, p. 7). The lack of unambiguous and

The increased levels of hate speech in many countries in the context
of politics, (social) media and society at large have been documented
in social psychological research in recent years (e.g., Bilewicz & Soral,
2020; Cervone et al.,, 2021; Winiewsky et al., 2017). Hate speech is
a pressing societal issue; in the words of Michal Bilewicz and Wik-

tor Soral, it has become an ‘epidemic’ that ‘deteriorates living quality,

unanimous understandings of hate speech and the polarising politi-
cised debate around it, however, entails challenges for devising legal,
political or other means of combatting these problems. The polarised
character of societal debates around hate speech becomes particularly
salient when politicians are accused of hate speech against minoritised

groups, for example, on grounds of their race, religion or sexuality (e.g.,
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Pettersson, 2019). The present study critically examines such a situa-
tion in Finland, starting in 2019, when almost simultaneous cases of
(potential) political hate speech - against racialised migrants on the
one hand and LGBTQ+ people on the other - were under investiga-
tion by the Finnish prosecutor general® (Gustafsson, 2019) and were
being widely discussed in the public domain by politicians, the media
and ordinary citizens.

Whilst a significant body of research has focused on examining
the hate speech of political elites (Pettersson, 2019; Pettersson &
Augoustinos, 2021; Sakki & Petterson, 2016; Verkuyten, 2013), there
is a pressing need for critical analyses of its vernacular constructions,
namely how hate speech is perceived and interpreted by ordinary cit-
izens (Hauser, 2007). To fill this gap in existing social psychological
research, in the present study, we aim first to examine how ordi-
nary citizens attach meaning to political hate speech against different
minoritised groups (i.e. racialised migrants and LGBTQ+ people). More
specifically, our interest lies in the vernacular constructions of different
forms of hate speech and the meanings that ordinary citizens attach to
them (Boromisza-Habashi, 2013; Ferrucci, 2020; Pettersson & Sakki,
2023), rather than departing from existing definitions of hate speech
and assessing whether the selected cases meet their criteria. Conse-
quently, by deploying the concept of retrogressive mobilisation (Norocel
& Baluta, 2023; Norocel & Pettersson, 2023) to examine how hate
speechinits various iterations is discussed, interpreted and negotiated
amongst ordinary citizens of a given polity, our ambition is to make
a theoretical contribution to the social psychological understanding
of contemporary hate speech. In doing so, we bring social psychology
into a dialogue with the more recent research field examining anti-
gender campaigns (Ayoub & Stockl, 2024; Graff & Korolczuk, 2022;
Norocel & Paternotte, 2023; Paternotte, 2023; Paternotte & Kuhar,
2017), to which social psychological research on hate speech could
make significant contributions.

The second aim of this study is more methodological. We study
the vernacular constructions of hate speech from a critical discur-
sive psychology (CDP) perspective (Edley, 2001; Wetherell, 1998) that,
in considering both micro- and macro-levels of discourse, provides
the means to examine the dynamic relationship between political and
everyday discourse around contested and polarised issues (Pettersson
& Sakki, 2023). As such, we show the advantages of CDP as a method-
ological approach that enables precisely such an understanding, thus
constituting a promising avenue for research on contemporary hate
speech. Through our study, we thereby seek to shed light on the dynam-
ics of discussions in the public domain pertaining to hate speech, which

ultimately may present opportunities for dialogue.

1our analysis concentrates only on two contemporary cases. A third one, pertained the
derogatory social media entries from 2011/2012 targeting Jewish and LGTB+ people as well
as Sunni Muslims, Kurds, and Somali by an MP from the Social Democratic Party, which was
also pre-investigated by the police around the same time. Eventually, the prosecutor general
dropped all charges, and the MP continued their parliamentary work. We have decided to
exclude this case from the present study because of the complex nature of the cultural and
ideological factors at work. This notwithstanding, it could be the subject of future studies,
addressing the issue of antisemitic and homophobic hate speech in the multifaceted context
of Sunni-Shiite relations in Europe.

The study is structured in five sections. The first section discusses
the fraught relationship between freedom of expression and free-
dom from hate speech, focusing first on the legal interstices extant
between them in Europe, especially in Finland, and second, on this
thorny issue from the perspective of social psychology. The second
section describes the study’s composite theoretical framework, which
we claim provides the necessary conceptual solidity for our present
undertaking, connecting established scholarship on the multifaceted
manifestations of hate speech with the rapidly expanding field of
research on anti-gender campaigns. Furthermore, it presents the CDP
conceptual framework and discusses its usefulness for studying the
ways in which political expressions of hate and derogation are con-
structed at the vernacular level. The third section details our empirical
material and means of data collection, evidencing the careful ethical
considerations at work in the study. In addition to this, it describes
the study’s methodological and analytic approach. The fourth section
presents our analysis, which is structured along the three distinct dis-
cursive constructions that we have identified in the data. The final
section provides a concluding discussion, which situates the article’s
findings within the wider context of social psychological research on

hate speech and studies on anti-gender campaigns.

2 | LEGAL AND ACADEMIC INTERSTICES
BETWEEN FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND HATE
SPEECH

The relationship between freedom of expression - as a fundamen-
tal human right safeguarded in international documents, tracing back
to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) - and hate
speech is fraught with contradictions. Some careful contextualisa-
tion is necessary here, both to evidence the legal interstices existing
between the framework guaranteeing the freedom of expression and
the attempts to prosecute hate speech and to shed light on the Finnish
context against which we undertake our analysis. In the Western
world, freedom of speech has been treated as an essential premise for
democratic societies, providing the framework for open debate in the
public domain, enabling the voicing of various interests and perspec-
tives, and facilitating negotiation and compromise towards consensual
policy decision-making. In some political contexts, like in the USA, free-
dom of expression has been interpreted in maximalist terms, wherein
‘the prevailing forces have mostly sided with unrestricted freedom of
expression and against legal regulation of hate speech, referring to the
First Amendment of the Constitution (1791)’ (Gorenc, 2022, p. 418).

In the European context, in turn, although the freedom of expres-
sion is guaranteed under the European Convention on Human Rights
(ECHR) (1953), it is not regarded as an absolute right, and, under
several exceptional circumstances, the freedom of speech is restricted.
Somewhat surprisingly, the European Court of Human Rights has
not provided explicit definitions of hate speech, but from the court’s
casuistic approach one may infer that it pertains to political hate
speech, racist hate speech, religious hate speech as well as hate

speech based on sexual orientation (Lemmens, 2015, pp. 148-156).
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This notwithstanding, these restricting circumstances are legislated
differently from one country to another, reflecting both earlier his-
torical developments across the continent - which aimed at banning
incitement against the state authority or prohibiting blasphemous acts
towards the (Christian) deity or sacred objects - as well as the horrific
experiences of the WWII - which aimed at outlawing Holocaust denial
and references to Nazi ideology. Indeed, while most modern legislation
targeting hate speech aimed originally to ward off antisemitic and
xenophobic propaganda associated with the Holocaust, nowadays
hate speech laws are enforced across much of Europe on account that
they enable the protection of minorities from speech promoting hate,
signal disapproval to intolerance and promote inclusion and diversity
in society. However, the court’s rulings and the national legislation
have not always been successful, particularly when deployed against
individual politicians - such as Jussi Halla-aho in Finland - who have
built their political careers on antagonism and polarisation by distract-
ing public attention from pressing societal issues through pointing at
‘convenient culprits’ from minority groups (be them migrants, LGBTQ+
people, protesters, critical scholars, etc.), and by desensitising wide
sections of society and eventually corroding social cohesion and the
general sense of community (Askola, 2015; Gorenc, 2022).

Zooming in on the Finnish context, the constitution does not explic-
itly identify hate speech as a criminal misdemeanour. Sections 11
and 12 of the fundamental law contain explicit guarantees concern-
ing the freedom of thought and conscience, and safeguards for the
freedom of expression, anchoring these into Finland’s respect of the
international treaties (in particular ECHR). This notwithstanding, Fin-
land is one of the few countries in Europe in which incitement to
racial hatred leading to the ‘breach of the sanctity of religion’ is
both criminalised and actively prosecuted, resulting in either pecu-
niary sanctions or prison sentences (up to 2 years and 6 months)
(Finnish Criminal Code Chapter 11, Sections 10-11) (Askola, 2015;
Aystd, 2017; Pettersson, 2020). One of the high-profile cases is that of
Jussi Halla-aho, former leader of the radical-right populist Finns Party
(Perussuomalaiset/Sannfinldndarna, henceforth PS). Halla-aho built his
political career on virulently anti-Islam and anti-immigration stances.
Halla-aho was tried and eventually sentenced in 2012 for connecting
Islam and the Prophet Muhammad to paedophilia in a criminal manner.
This seemingly successful deployment of existing hate speech legis-
lation in Finland proved to be somewhat of a Pyrrhic victory for the
judicial system; Halla-aho managed to use the trial as a political tram-
poline into national and European politics and allowed him to attract
a growing number of supporters and voters. In 2017, Halla-aho even
succeeded in claiming the leadership position in the PS, inscribing the
party on a clearly anti-immigration and openly xenophobic trajectory
(Norocel & Pettersson, 2022; Saresma, et al., 2021).

Reflective on the legal conundrum around the delimitation between
freedom of expression and hate speech, there is no academic consensus
regarding how hate speech should be defined (Bilewicz & Soral, 2020;
Maussen & Grillo, 2014). Within academia, some scholars have argued
in favour of a perspective attuned to the targeted groups (Jacobs &
Potter, 1998), while others have chosen to focus on the individual tar-

gets (Sedler, 1992). For example, Cervone and colleagues define hate

speech as ‘an extreme form of derogatory language, which [...] involves
the expression of hate and/or the encouragement of violence against
others based on their real or assumed membership in a given category’
(Cervone et al.,, 2021, p. 81). As the authors conclude, social psychol-
ogy has traditionally focused on more subtle forms of discriminatory
language, whereas blatantly derogatory and hateful expressions have
received less attention. There is, however, a demand for social psy-
chologists to shift their focus to the latter phenomena, as there are
signs in many countries of the mainstreaming of, for instance, far-right
and xenophobic talk in the political domain (Pettersson & Augousti-
nos, 2021), and as hate speech has also increased in everyday talk,
especially in the online context (Cervone et al., 2021). In their recent
overview of the forms, antecedents and consequences of derogatory
language, researchers have, accordingly, called for cross-disciplinary
and integrative research initiatives for studying (online) hate speech
(Cervoneetal., 2021).

As for the delicate issue of where to draw the line between freedom
of expression and hate speech, social psychological research indicates
that also this has become a fiercely polarising issue, fomenting bound-
aries between in- and out-groups in everyday discursive exchanges
(Pettersson & Sakki, 2023). This phenomenon has been documented,
for instance, in Pettersson and Sakki'’s (2023) study of how hateful com-
ments directed at politicians are discussed among ordinary citizens.
Conversely, radical-right populist politicians who have been prose-
cuted for hate speech may use these sentences to position themselves
as martyrs, defending absolutist understandings of freedom of expres-
sion and the rights of their in-group, the typically narrowly defined as
the ‘[the nation’s] peopl€’, against various out-groups, such as racialised
minorities (Pettersson, 2019), thus nurturing inter-group animosity
and polarisation ‘from above’. These findings suggest that increasing
our understanding of how political and everyday dialogical construc-
tions of hate speech versus freedom of expression mutually influence
each other is a crucial starting point for tackling hate speech and its
negative societal consequences.

However, while the hateful language of political elites, including
the PS party leaders and its members, has been examined at length
by scholars (Askola, 2015; Horsti, 2015; Norocel & Pettersson, 2022;
Pettersson, 2019; 2020; Pettersson & Augoustinos, 2021; Sakki &
Pettersson, 2016), the deployment of hate speech targeting mem-
bers of the LGBTQ+ community by conservative Christian politicians,
and their reception among the wider public has been only tentatively
explored albeit not from the perspective of social psychology (Saari-
nen & Koskinen, 2022; however, several postgraduate theses had been
examining the issue, see, Jarvensivu, 2020; Setala, 2021; Strandén,
2022). Furthermore, the ways in which elite expressions of hate speech
are received and interpreted among ordinary citizens is an issue
that remains under-researched, but that is important for our social
psychological understanding of why and how political hate speech con-
tinues to rise and escalate intergroup animosity and polarisation in
societies (Bilewicz & Soral, 2020; Cervone et al., 2021). Corroborat-
ing the information about the legal interstices between freedom of
expression and hate speech with the advancements in the field of

social psychological theory and research on anti-gender politics, the
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present study endeavours to examine how ordinary citizens construct
and give meaning to hate speech deployed by politicians against dif-
ferent minoritised groups (racialised migrants, respectively LGBTQ+
people), originated by Finnish MPs representing distinct ideological
leanings, thus increasing our understanding of the dynamic relation-
ship between political and everyday discourse. In the following section,
we outline our theoretical and methodological approach in more detail.

3 | THEORETICAL JUXTAPOSITIONS

To respond to the call for interdisciplinarity in research on contem-
porary forms of (online) hate speech (Cervone et al., 2021), we have
designed a syncretic theoretical framework, which provides the con-
ceptual soundness for such an undertaking. To begin with, we anchor
our study into the social psychological research tradition examining the
language of prejudice around issues of race, ethnicity and religious dif-
ference (Augoustinos & Every, 2007; Bilewicz & Soral, 2020; Cervone
et al,, 2021; Jacobs & Potter, 1998; Pettersson & Augoustinos, 2021;
Wetherell & Potter, 1992). Furthermore, we expand our awareness to
incorporate other minoritised groups that are negatively impacted by
this derogatory and dehumanising language, in particular the LGBTQ+
community (Carnaghi & Maass, 2007; Coyle & Wilkinson, 2002; Ellis,
2022; Fasoli et al., 2016; Kitzinger & Coyle, 2002). We connect these
to the expanding field of research linking the rapidly changing socio-
political landscape - marked by increased visibility of prejudiced and
speech promoting hate in the public domain - to the growing impact of
anti-gender campaigns (Ayoub & Stockl, 2024; Norocel & Paternotte,
2023; Paternotte, 2023; Paternotte & Kuhar, 2017), which collect a
complex assemblage of political parties, conservative religious entities
and far-right groups, entangled into opportunistic synergies of ret-
rogressive mobilisation (Graff & Korolczuk, 2022; Norocel & Baluta,
2023; Norocel & Pettersson, 2023).

In this paper, we embrace the discursive research tradition around
the language of race and prejudice (Augoustinos & Every, 2007;
Wetherell & Potter, 1992) to address the challenge of demarcating
between legitimate criticism and hate speech. Specifically, we consider
the rhetorical concealment - deployed to meet the expectations of
socio-political acceptability - of political statements, which target vul-
nerable minorities, and analyse how such statements are received and
interpreted by ordinary citizens. Furthermore, we anchor our under-
standing of the contemporary tensions between freedom of expression
and hate speech in the findings of previous research (Augoustinos
& Every, 2007; Wetherell & Potter, 1992), which have demonstrated
compellingly that contemporary racist language, including political dis-
course, relies on the appropriation of liberal democratic principles,
such as equality, justice, fairness and civil and human rights defence,
for what may be deemed ‘illiberal ends’, namely to justify discrim-
ination against minoritised groups. Couched into such terminology,
then, hate speech has the potential to go unchallenged, and even-
tually become accepted, and even deployed in vernacular forms by
ordinary citizens in the public debate (Hauser, 2007; Martinsson &
Ericson, 2023).

We expand this theoretical anchoring to encompass other minori-
tised groups, namely the LGBTQ+ community, which is also impacted
negatively by hate speech. Previous research has persuasively argued
that homophobic language and descriptions of aggression towards the
LGBTQ+ community are deployed in both mundane and institutional
settings as means to reify heterosexuality as the norm and perpetuate
prejudice, which negates the humanity of members of said community
(Carnaghi & Maass, 2007, p. 152; Clarke & Peel, 2007, p. 2; Coyle &
Wilkinson, 2002, pp. 147-148; Ellis, 2022, p. 102; Fasoli et al.,, 2016,
pp. 238-239, Kitzinger & Coyle, 2002, p. 1-29). Echoing the obser-
vation about the use of contemporary racist language for ‘illiberal
ends’ (Augoustinos & Every, 2007; Wetherell & Potter, 1992), several
researchers have noted how hateful language against the LGBTQ+
community in Europe and beyond is deployed for similar ends (Clarke
& Peel, 2007). In the USA context, for example, this was ‘deemed nec-
essary by some conservatives to regain the political and moral ground
allegedly lost by conservatives since the late 1960s’ (Ellis, 2022, p. 103).

These contemporary uses of hate speech against minoritised groups
(racialised migrants and LGBTQ+ people) reflect the growing promi-
nence of radical-right populist parties in the mainstream politics in
many polities across the globe including Finland (Askola, 2015; Noro-
cel & Pettersson, 2022; Pettersson, 2019, 2020; Pettersson & Sakki,
2020; Sakki & Pettersson, 2016) as well as the mounting impact of
anti-gender campaigns manifest in different regions of the world mobil-
ising against the rights of women and LGBTQ+ community (Norocel
& Paternotte, 2023; Paternotte, 2023; Paternotte & Kuhar, 2017). In
this context, we pay particular attention to the latter, by bringing into
our social psychological approach to hate speech the concept of ‘retro-
gressive mobilisation’ (Norocel & Baluta, 2023; Norocel & Pettersson,
2023). The concept synthesises the observations of a growing num-
ber of studies, which indicate that anti-gender campaigns engage in
opportunistic synergies a complex assemblage of political parties (both
conservative as well as radical-right populist parties); religious entities
(various churches with either national jurisdiction like the Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church of Finland or international jurisdiction like the
Catholic Church); conservative civil society organisations (militating
against equal marriage rights, or women’s reproductive rights); and far-
right entities (guided by the imperative to preserve the polity’s racial
purity and enforce heterosexuality as the only acceptable norm) (cf.
Graff & Korolczuk, 2022, p. 24; Norocel & Paternotte, 2023, p. 124;
Paternotte, 2023, pp. 92-93; Paternotte & Kuhar, 2017, pp. 259-262).
In the Finnish context, previous research has identified the contours
of such retrogressive mobilisation taking shape in the Finnish Parlia-
ment (Eduskunta) - engaging both the radical-right populist PS, the
conservative Christian-Democrats (Suomen Kristillisdemokraatit/ Krist-
demokraterna, KD) and the main conservative-liberal party - in the
context of parliamentary deliberations on extending marriage rights
to LGBTQ+ people (Norocel & Pettersson, 2023); however, to the
best of our knowledge, its reception at the ‘grassroots level’ remains
scientifically unexplored.

With these theoretical considerations in mind, then, it is of crucial
importance to consider the socio-political context, particularly becom-

ing aware of the existing power relations and socially shared views and
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norms around hate speech. In this context, we approach hate speech
as a cultural practice (Boromisza-Habashi, 2012; Pettersson & Sakki,
2023); rather than departing from pre-existing definitions, we explore
hate speech as a form of talk, which is deeply intertwined with its his-
torical, economic and socio-political context. This entails that also the
vernacular ways in which derogatory and dehumanising talk targeting
various minoritised groups is conceptualised, interpreted, defended
or dismissed in everyday talk are inseparable from existing - poten-
tially conflicting - political, cultural and moral systems and beliefs.
As we demonstrate in our analysis below, a CDP approach is optimal
for examining these vernacular receptions of political hate speech, as
it allows the researcher to ‘move beyond’ the analysed material and
to examine it as part and parcel of its surrounding social and politi-
cal context (Edley, 2001; Sakki & Pettersson, 2016). Adopting such an
approach to hate speech, the ambition of the present study is to add
further nuance to our understanding of the discursive and interactional
dynamics at play, whereby ordinary citizens negotiate and give mean-
ing to this complex phenomenon. Focusing on two discreetly different,
yet oftentimes entangled forms of (potential) hate speech against
minoritised groups (racialised migrants and LGBTQ+ people), which
are articulated from distinct ideological positions, we argue, allows us
to develop and expand theoretical and methodological insights from
both social psychological research and anti-gender studies and to bring
these fields closer together. Examining these dynamics in a socio-
political climate characterised by an increase in hateful speech and
retrogressive mobilisation in the political and public arenas (see, ECRI,
2019) underscores the contemporary societal and applied relevance of
our study.

4 | EMPIRICAL MATERIAL AND METHOD

4.1 | Material

The empirical material for this study consists of readers’ comments on
news articles about two cases of (potential) political hate speech in Fin-
land, which have been published in the largest Finnish daily newspaper
Helsingin Sanomat (HS). The first case concerns Juha Maenpaa, a mem-
ber of parliament (MP) representing the radical-right populist PS. In a
session of the Eduskunta on 12 June 2019, Madenpaa discussed the situ-
ation of asylum-seekers who had arrived in Finland in the context of the
2015 Europeanrefugee (reception) crisis. Drawing a parallel to the gov-
ernment’s ambition to protect the native environmental biodiversity
from ‘invasive alien species’, he concluded that the phrase was ‘placed
in the wrong section’. Maenpaa’s speech was condemned widely both
in the political arena and the public domain and was framed as both
dehumanising asylum-seekers and inciting racial hatred (Pettersson
& Augoustinos, 2021). This notwithstanding, the Finnish constitution
safeguards the freedom of expression of acting MPs; consequently, for
the prosecutor general to raise charges against Maenpaa for this, it
would have required a majority of the MPs (5/6) to vote in favour of
it. Given the PS’s significant presence in the Eduskunta (39 MPs out of

200), the party determined the outcome of the vote on the matter on
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26 June 2020; with only 121 MPs in favour of initiating a legal process,?

no charges were raised against Maenpéaa (Kervinen, 2020a).

The second case pertains to Pdivi Rdsanen, former party leader and
acting MP from the conservative KD. Rdsdnen, who is part of a conser-
vative branch of Finnish Lutheranism, takes a stance against women’s
ordination as priests and against abortion laws in Finland and has
aligned strategically with the PS on matters of sexual ethics and reli-
gion (Saarinen & Koskinen, 2022). In her case, the prosecutor general
investigated three items (Gustafsson, 2022). First, a pamphlet® pub-
lished online in 2004, wherein she alleged that equal marriage rights
advance the deterioration of societal values, and that ‘homosexuality is
ascientifically proven psychosexual developmental disorder’. Second, a
tweet from 2019, in which Rasanen criticised the Evangelical Lutheran
Church of Finland for its official partnership with the LGBTQ+ com-
munity’s annual pride event, which she described as a ‘shame and a
sin’. The third item constituted her comments in 2019 on the radio
channel Yle Puhe, hosted by the Finnish Broadcasting Company Yle,
wherein R3sidnen argued that homosexuality is a ‘genetic degenera-
tion’. Charged in April 2021 by the prosecutor general with incitement
to ‘prejudice, contempt and hate towards homosexuals’* Rasinen was
eventually freed of all charges in March 2022. In her legal defence and
media appearances, Rdséanen adamantly referred to her right to free-
dom of expression and freedom of religion to cite from the Bible as an
article of faith. Notably, Rdsdnen became the focus of both national and
international interest, receiving legal support from anti-gender conser-
vative religious entities such as the USA-based network Alliance for
Defending Freedom (Méki, 2020).

Our data collection and selection entailed the following steps. In
the first step, we deployed the following criteria to identify suitable
articles: (a) they had been published during the most intense media
discussion and/or legal proceedings of the two cases, namely between
12 June 2019 - when Maenpéaa delivered his speech in the Eduskunta -
and 30 March 2022 - when the case concerning Rasdnen was officially
closed; and (b) that they contained the names of either of the two
politicians. In the second step, we have identified the articles that
received the most readers’ comments from ordinary citizens (see the
Appendix for a detailed list and links to the articles in original Finnish).
To put things in perspective, the article with the most comments
concerning Maenpaa yielded 63 comments; in comparison, the most
commented upon article about Rasdnen received more than three
times as many, namely 205 comments. To collect a comparable number
of comments in each case, we have, therefore, expanded the collection
of readers’ comments to the four most commented articles discussing

Maenpéas, to a total of 244 comments. In the third and final step, we

2 Among those MPs present (176), the PS MPs (39), the KD MPs (4), and Movement now (1),
and the non-affiliated MP Ano Turtiainen (1) voted unanimously against raising charges. The
Coalition Party and the Centre Party were divided: among the Coalition Party, four out of 25
MPs voted against a legal process, whereas for the Centre Party, the corresponding figures
were six out of 27 MPs (Kervinen, 2020b).

3 https://www.lhpk.fi/julkaisut/aamuntahdet/29_mieheksijanaiseksi.pdf (accessed 4 January
2024).

4 https://syyttajalaitos.fi/sv/-/paivi-rasanen-samt-lutherstiftelsens-juhana- pohjola-atalas-
for-hets-mot-folkgrupp (accessed 4 January 2024).

85U8017 SUOWILIOD BAIIE8.D 8|qed! (dde auy Aq peusenob ae seoile YO ‘8Sn JO S9N 10} A%eug18U1|UO 8|1 UO (SUOIPUOD-PUE-SWLSI W0 A8 | 1M AR1q Ul UO//SANy) SUONIPUOD pue SWB 1 84} 89S *[7202/70/90] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8|im ‘Bulupeieg suetels A Gy0g dsB/zZ00T 0T/10p/w0o A8 | Afeiqijeujuo//Sdiy Wiy papeojumod ‘€ ‘202 ‘2660660T


https://www.lhpk.fi/julkaisut/aamuntahdet/29_mieheksijanaiseksi.pdf
https://syyttajalaitos.fi/sv/-/paivi-rasanen-samt-lutherstiftelsens-juhana-pohjola-atalas-for-hets-mot-folkgrupp
https://syyttajalaitos.fi/sv/-/paivi-rasanen-samt-lutherstiftelsens-juhana-pohjola-atalas-for-hets-mot-folkgrupp

PETTERSSON and NOROCEL

* | WILEY E\SP

TABLE 1

Discursive resources and

Discourse rhetorical strategies and tools

Liberal arguments
Parallel to totalitarianism
Factual language
Metaphor

Contrasting structures

Hate speech as a criminal offence,
delimitation from freedom of
expression (N = 148)

Liberal arguments

Language of rationality and reason
Ideological dilemma

Factual language

Discursive minimisation
Hyperbole

Category entitlement

Hate speech as an ambivalent
manifestation of freedom of
expression (N = 116)

Liberal arguments

Language of rationality and reason
Categorical generalisation
Relativisation and mitigation
Consensus warranting

Parallel to totalitarianism
Metaphor

Dismissal of hate speech,
maximalist construction of
freedom of expression (N = 124)

Total N =388

excluded unrelated comments to the cases (N = 61), resulting in a
corpus totalling 388 readers’ comments (see Table 1).

The collection and analysis of online data in social scientific research
warrants specific ethical considerations (Ditchfield, 2021). Since 2019,
HS requires all those interested in commenting on their articles (politi-
cians, other journalists, and ordinary citizens alike) to create an account
with the Sanoma publishing house; in addition, comments may only be
made under one’s real name - no pseudonyms are allowed. Under these
circumstances, we assume that all registered users have a Finnish iden-
tification number to access this function and have knowledge of the
Finnish language to comment; consequently, we describe them as ordi-
nary citizens. In so doing we want to underline their democratic interest
in discussing these matters and ability to pursue arguments (Martins-
son & Ericson, 2023, p. 2014), which ‘are not necessarily isomorphic
with published opinion but nonetheless are capable of exerting the
gentle violence that resides in their power to legitimate state action’
(Hauser, 2007, p. 336).

In addition to this, we consider that they are aware that their
comments are posted under their own names, which are publicly vis-
ible and available without login. This notwithstanding, as it is less
likely that they could have anticipated that their comments would
become the subject of research interest, questions concerning issues
of informed consent, personal integrity and anonymity arise (Petters-
son & Sakki, 2023). After careful ethical consideration, we have chosen
to actively not document or reproduce the names of the users and to
remove the exact timestamps for their comments in the quotations
presented in the Analysis section below. In addition to this, we deem
that by providing the English translations of the original comments

in Finnish, we further reduce the likelihood of connecting a certain

Discursive constructions of the relationship between freedom of expression and hate speech, their content and rhetorical form.

Case of Juha Maenpaa Case of Paivi Rasanen

N=80 N =68
N=59 N=57
N=51 N=73
N=190 N=198

comment to a specific individual. In so doing, we have minimised any
potential harm that could be done to the ordinary citizens comment-
ing (who for the purpose of this study may be regarded as research
participants). We deem that we have thus complied fully with the deon-
tological guidelines of ethical research as stipulated by the national
ethical bodies in the countries where we work (see detailed Ethics
statement below) as well as the Association of Internet Researchers
(Franzke et al., 2020).

4.2 | Analytic procedure

Regarding our methodological approach, in our analysis of the col-
lected comments, we have primarily relied on the methodological
insights from CDP (Edley, 2001; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter, 1996;
Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell, 1998), which we have supple-
mented with those from rhetorical psychology (Billig, 1987). Such an
approach brings together conversation analytical and poststructural-
ist perspectives (Wetherell, 1998), allowing us to examine critically
the discourse of interest at two discreetly intertwined levels: both at
the fine-grained ‘micro’ level of rhetorical content and form and as
situated within a ‘macro’ socio-political context (Edley, 2001; Sakki &
Pettersson, 2016). As discussed above, such an approach is particularly
well-suited to explore the discursive constructions of hate speech, and
how such constructions are both the production of, as well as producers
of broader societal discursive patterns (Edley, 2001).

The analysis entailed a series of steps, as proposed by Sakki and
Pettersson (2016). We began our work with an inductive reading and

re-reading of the entire corpus. This allowed us to identify categories
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FREEDOM OF SPEECH AND (POTENTIAL) HATE SPEECH

of comments, structured according to their contents, namely those that
either (a) condemned, (b) dismissed, or (c) took a neutral or ambivalent
stance towards the case as well as (d) were unrelated to the selected
cases. Following this initial categorisation, we further explored the pat-
terns of consistency and variability in the corpus (Potter & Wetherell,
1987). More clearly, we examined the different ways in which the two
cases of (potential) political hate speech were discursively construed.
At the following stage of our analysis, we paid particular attention to
the rhetorical form of the discourse (Sakki & Pettersson, 2016). As such,
we identified the rhetorical resources (such as liberal arguments, rea-
son and rationality) and tools (such as metaphors, hyperboles and so
on) on which the discourse relies. Finally, we analysed the discourse in
terms of its rhetorical functions; in other words, how the comments con-
tribute to the broader societal debate around hate speech, and how
they serve to (re)produce, affirm or contest broader, socially shared
conceptions of hate speech. We conducted the analysis on the cor-
pus in Finnish and translated the comments presented in the extracts
below into English, striving to retain, as much as possible, the linguistic

nuances and idiomatic expressions of the original.

5 | ANALYSIS

Through our critical discursive reading of the empirical material, we
identified three distinct (albeit, at times, intertwined) discursive con-
structions of the dialogic relationship between freedom of expression
and hate speech. The first delimits freedom of expression from hate
speech, which is deemed a criminal offence. The second places hate
speech as an ambivalent, morally troublesome manifestation of freedom
of expression. The third approaches freedom of expression in max-
imalist terms (Gorenc, 2022) and thereby dismisses the conceptual
validity of hate speech. As presented in the analysis below (and sum-
marised in Table 1), these constructions were deployed in various ways
in the two cases (Maenpai; Rasanen) and relied on both shared as well
as specific rhetorical resources and tools. Furthermore, within these
discourses, the two MPs could be positioned in either a positive or
negative light and be held accountable for their comments to varying

degrees.

5.1 | Hate speech as a criminal offence

The first discursive pattern depicts the two cases as criminal hate
speech. Through the deployment of liberal arguments (Wetherell &
Potter, 1992), these constructions emphasised the need to enforce the
existing legal sanctions against the two MPs and to combat the escala-
tion of derogatory talk in the political arena and the public debate more
widely. Such an approach underlines the importance of legal guardrails
for the freedom of expression, which provide the necessary tools to
successfully counter hate speech. These guardrails are often depicted
as essential for both safeguarding the liberal democratic society and

protecting minoritised groups. This is articulated, for example, in the
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following comment in reaction to an article discussing Maenpéaéd'’s case:
‘In my opinion, freedom of speech is such an important freedom that
it is absolutely necessary to get a neutral interpretation by the judi-
ciary as to where the right of other groups of people, for example, gays
and asylum seekers, not to be subjected to unjustified defamation (hate
speech) begins’ (24 July 2020). This comment is also indicative of the
retrogressive mobilisation engaging the PS and KD - as evidenced ear-
lier by their common efforts to stop equal marriage legislation (Norocel
& Pettersson, 2023) - and its articulation as potential hate speech
against two minoritised groups (namely ‘gays’ and ‘asylum seekers’) was
decoded by ordinary citizens to be targeting social cohesion in Finnish
society (cf. Askola, 2015; Ellis, 2022). By the same measure, another
common rhetorical tool identified in the construction of the two cases
as criminal hate speech as an imperative for defending democracy,
by contrasting contemporary Finnish society to historical or fictive
totalitarian regimes, such as in Extract 1 below, which also addresses
Méaenpéd’s case:
Extract 1 (24 June 2020), M3enpaa:

1 It’s strange that in this case it is thought that dictatorships and
2 communism close the mouths of parliamentarians. It’s actually the
3 other way around. Those in power in such countries give themselves
4 rights that the citizens do not have. In a dictatorship, the judiciary and
5 the press are restrained to act according to the will of the rulers. Why
6 can’t the legal system be allowed to judge if a crime has been
7 committed or not?
8 I myself have understood that the social order is based on three
9 aspects: legislative, executive and judicial power. Each of these must
10 work independently. So it’s about democracy. If parliament had
11 different freedoms, we would live in Orwell’s world, where some have
more rights because they are pigs (in Orwell’s novel) or, as in this case:
MPs.

This comment was written in response to a previous entry that had
drawn parallels to communism and totalitarianism to warn against the
consequences of encroaching on the MPs’ freedom of expression. By
contrast, in this entry, the same rhetorical strategy is deployed to argue
the opposite: a democratic society rests on judiciary independence
(and the freedom of the press) (lines 4-5). The argumentative power of
this assertion is strengthened further by using factual language (Potter,
1996) in the preceding sentence: ‘It's actually the other way around’
(lines 2-3) and by rhetorical questions in its aftermath (lines 5-7).
Referencing George Orwell’s classical novel 1984, the commentator
aligns the book’s privileged pigs to Maenpaa’s position in Finnish soci-
ety as an elected representative (lines 10-11). The metaphor serves
as a hyperbole to manifest the commentator’s point about the danger
of bestowing elected MPs rights and freedoms that ordinary citizens
do not enjoy (lines 11-13). As such, this extract relies upon draw-
ing contrasting structures (Gill, 2000) between a democracy, wherein
all citizens (even MPs) are equal before the law, and a dictatorship,
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wherein a selected few are allowed to engage in hate speech without
fear of punishment.

Extract 2 (24 January 2022), Rasdnen:

1 Another question is whether invoking an article of faith protects in a
2 situation of aspersion compared to not invoking it. In other words, is it
3 possible to act in such a way that it is not a crime, even if it otherwise
4 would be, by referring to faith/articles of faith. Does a Muslim brother
5 get an acquittal if, according to sharia, he takes his sister’s life when he
6 thinks she has dishonoured the family? Is a member of the KKK [Ku
7 Klux Klan] free to insult non-whites as long as he appeals to his own
8 opuses?

9 If articles of faith become a matter above the law in courtrooms, it
10 doesn’t end well. In the halls of religion sure, but not outside of them,
11 since that will lead to war.

12 That’s why it’s quite curious if there will be no verdict in the end, the
13 can of worms would be completely open after that.

When concentrating on the comments about the case of Rasanen,
we discernsimilar parallels and metaphors as in the ones around Maen-
paa albeit in somewhat different forms, as in Extract 2 above. Here, the
commentator warns against treating discriminatory talk too leniently
simply because it leans on ‘an article of faith’. The seriousness of Rasa-
nen’s case is construed through parallels to shartah law (lines 4-6) and
the Ku Klux Klan (lines 6-8). These forceful comparisons are put for-
ward as rhetorical questions, which leave the reader with the task of
drawing their own (right) conclusions (cf. Pettersson & Sakki, 2017,
2020). In the second part of the comment, then, the commentator max-
imises the warning by employing hyperboles, namely ‘it doesn’t end
well’, ‘that will lead to war’, and ‘the can of worms would be completely
open’) juxtaposed to metaphor (the ‘can of worms’). In this manner,
the comment constructs Rasanen’s statements as a case of criminal
hate speech, which should not be excused on grounds of her appeals

to freedom of religion.

5.2 | Hate speech as an ambivalent, morally
troublesome manifestation

The following quotes illustrate in turn a discursive pattern wherein
the two cases were construed through the language of argumentation,
ambivalence and dilemmas (Billig et al., 1988). In it, typically, the state-
ments of the two MPs were condemned as moral breaches of respectful
(political) talk, albeit still within the remit of freedom of expression. In
contrast to the discursive constructions of hate speech as a criminal
offence described above, however, here the need for legal repercus-
sions s either explicitly or implicitly dismissed. For example, acomment
addressing Mdenpaé's case:
Extract 3 (24 June 2020), M3enpaa:

1 (...) What is crazy about all of this is that, even at that level, you have
2 to tell a person through this kind of banter how to talk about other
3 people and to other people.

4 Sheikki Laakso [another PS MP] took the floor and was surprised that
5 time is spent on such a matter in parliament. I would hope that he (like
6 everyone else sitting there) would look in the mirror and think about
7 how to perform in the [parliamentary] hall. If everyone would
8 understand that, then there really is no need to have this discussion.

9 Shame on Mienpdd and PerusS [the PS], but no permission to
10 prosecute or any other sanctions should follow.

The extract above illustrates the commentator’s condemnation of
Méaenpad’s statement and their bewilderment that a person in his
position as an elected representative does not seem to be aware of
the respectful manner to talk about other human beings (lines 2-
3). The commentator deploys the language of rationality and reason
(Augoustinos & Every, 2007) to contrast what should be ‘common
sense’ and respectful conduct with Médenpaé’s statement explained
as ‘banter’ and resources that had been invested in the entire situa-
tion, labelling this as ‘crazy’ (lines 1-3). This argument is strengthened
further through a category entitlement (Potter, 1996) by referring to
another MP who agreed with the commentator (lines 4-5). The conclu-
sion presented in this case is that Maenpaa and the PS have disgraced
themselves, though counterweighting this with the firm argument that
‘no permission to prosecute or any other sanctions should follow’ (lines
9-10). As such, the commentator integrates potential hate speech into
the notion of freedom of expression through negotiation: although con-
demning Maenpaa for his statement, the commentator argues that the
threshold to criminal hate speech has not been crossed in this case.
Reminiscent dilemmatic discursive negotiations were present in the
comments regarding Rasanen, as in Extract 4 below:

Extract 4 (24 January 2022), Rasdnen:

1 It is hard to imagine that this trial will end well in any way: if Résidnen
2 is found not guilty, then it will be thought that religions and -isms
3 enjoy special protection, which is problematic from the point of view
4 of equality. Then believers and ‘unbelievers’ are in a different position
5 in terms of freedom of speech. Unless the decision changes the attitude
6 towards hate speech in general. The question also arises if all religions
7 and -isms enjoy the same rights or does Christianity still have a special
8 status?

9 If Risénen is found guilty, it is really quite dangerous from the point of
10 view of freedom of speech. As you said, a person has the right to do
11 stupid things (although it’s wiser to keep them to yourself without
12 having to declare them) and unfortunately that’s how it must be.
13 Legislation will not eradicate bad behaviour from the world. The
14 judiciary must be quite careful not to start guarding people’s speech
15 more generally. It’s a really bad road.
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In this extract, the commentator debates the risks and problems
associated with a potential trial, regardless of its outcome. Indeed,
the commentator construes an ideological dilemma (Billig et al., 1988)
around the issue of such a potential prosecution. On the one hand, if
were Rasdnen to be found innocent, her case could entail a further
escalation of discriminatory speech in the name of religion (lines 1-6).
On the other hand, however, the commentator concludes that Rasa-
nen’s prosecution could have at least as severe consequences, in this
case for the freedom of expression (lines 9-10). On line 13, then, R4sa-
nen’s statements are indirectly catalogued as ‘bad behaviour’, which
serves to mitigate the potential harm caused by her statements (cf.
Edwards & Potter, 1992). The commentator used factual language
(lines 10-12) and rhetorical questions (lines 6-8) to construe their
argument. The entire comment was concluded with a hyperbole ‘It’s a
really bad road’ (line 15), which allowed the latter part of the dilemma
- the harmful consequences of prosecuting Rasanen - to draw the
longest argumentative straw. As such, through factual language, the
use of liberal arguments (appeals to equal treatment and freedom
of expression), discursive minimisation and hyperbolic formulations,
the commentator presented Rasdnen’s statements as condemnable,
although simultaneously packaging them as ‘necessary ills’ in a demo-
cratic society like Finland. In this context, the commentators catalogu-
ing both M3enpad’s and Risinen’s statements as shameful (Extract
3) and ‘stupid’ (Extract 4), thus in equal part as morally troublesome
manifestations of the freedom of expression, emphasise the polaris-
ing purpose of these statements and decode them as part of acommon
retrogressive mobilisation endeavour (Norocel & Pettersson, 2023).

5.3 | Dismissal of hate speech

The final discursive pattern proclaims the absolute value of freedom of
expression and dismisses the idea that the cases of Mdenpaa and Rasa-
nen would represent hate speech. Typically, these comments mobilised
such rhetorical strategies as generalisation and relativisation (Potter,
1996), and the language of reason, rationality and ‘common sense’
(Augoustinos & Every, 2007; Billig, 1987) in comments such as ‘this
talk represents the opinion of normal people’ (24 January 2022). Some
comments went even further in the depiction of laws prosecuting hate
speech as outright harmful; they deployed hyperboles as a rhetorical
strategy to foresee the Finnish society’s collapse into totalitarianism
- were it that such statements as those of the two MPs would be
legally sanctioned. Indeed, yet another reference to the Orwellian uni-
verse was mobilised to serve the opposite function than what we have
noted in Extract 1 above, namely, to construe both Maenpaa and Rasa-
nen as innocent victims of a witch-hunt (cf. Pettersson, 2019), like
for example in ‘The witch hunt against Rasanen is like straight out of
Orwell's 1984 world: the prosecutor is the thought police and Risa-
nen is being turned into a thought criminal’ (24 January 2022). The
comment echoes the remark of the former PS leader Halla-aho that
the freedom of expression in Western Europe was under attack from

the dogmatic interpretation of inclusive policies (promoting the non-
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discrimination of women, immigrants or the LGBTQ+ community) by
the ‘left-liberal establishment’ (Norocel & Pettersson, 2022). We have
identified similar discursive manoeuvres in Extract 5 below, which
discusses the case of Mdenpaa:

Extract 5 (24 June 2020), Maenpaa:

1 Parliament speeches follow the extended protection of freedom of
2 speech in ALL civilized Western countries. And the language is much
3 harsher in other European countries.

4 Freedom of speech is absolute; it can’t be just talking about nice
5 things. Because the prevailing political climate always defines what is
6 nice talk and what is not. This is why it is most important to allow
7 unpleasant-sounding talk. As long as it doesn’t incite crime or
8 something similar.

9 Only in dictatorships and communist states are MPs’ speech restricted.
10 Even though they officially have freedom of speech, for wrong speech
11 you can end up in a prison camp. This is what is wanted again in

Finland as well.

Through a categorical generalisation (Potter, 1996), the commen-
tator in Extract 5 above depicts the extended right to freedom of
expression of the MPs as an inherent part of ‘ALL civilised Western
countries’ (line 2) and contrasts this with less propitious circumstances
in ‘dictatorships and communist states’ (line 9). The claim that in other
European countries the ‘parliamentary language’ is ‘much harsher’
(line 2-3) along with the expression ‘unpleasant sounding talk’ (line 7)
serve to relativise and implicitly mitigate the severity of Maenpaa’s
statement (cf. Pettersson, 2019). Mentioning ‘prison camps’ in ‘dicta-
torships and communist states’ for people who dare to speak their
minds (lines 9-10), the commentator construes a threatening image of
what could happen in Finland if the freedom of expression of its MPs
were restricted (lines 10-12). Although no particular actor responsible
for such curtailment of rights is explicitly mentioned, we interpret the
formulation ‘prevailing political climate’ that purportedly determines
the limits of acceptable and ‘nice talk’ (lines 5-6) and the conclusion
that ‘this is what is wanted again in Finland as well’ (line 11) to refer
to Méenpaéd'’s political opponents, particularly those of the progres-
sive coalition then in government - consisting of social-democratic, left
alliance, green, and centre-liberal parties - that typically are positioned
as the absolute ‘other’ in the discourses of PS and its supporters (Noro-
cel & Pettersson, 2022; Pettersson et al., 2023; Sakki & Pettersson,
2016).

The last two examples we discuss here concern the case of Rasidnen
and illustrate the central features of the discourse negating that her
statements were a case of hate speech. The comments defending her
and mitigating the harmfulness of her statements about the LGBTQ+
community often resorted to the rhetorical strategy of consensus war-
ranting (Potter, 1996), maintaining that LGBTQ+ people themselves
see no reason for legal sanctions, such as ‘And quite a lot of gays think
it's silly and even harmful to gays that Rasédnen is accused of this, even
though they disagree with Rasdnen on the issues’ (24 January 2022). In
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addition to this, the right to freedom of religion as a liberal argument
was also frequently mobilised as a rhetorical resource in this discourse,
such as in the extract below:

Extract 6 (24 January 2022), Rasdnen:

1 I haven’t been a member of the church for decades, but Risinen, like
2 others, must have the right to quote their articles of faith, be they
3 Bibles, Korans, etc.

4 Or what would be the alternative — to use only state-defined ‘facts” and
5 phrases?

6 It has been sad to notice that when Finns have finally started talking
7 about many things by their real names and directly, the limiters of
8 freedom of speech have started to pop up like mushrooms in the rain.

9 Everyone should have the right to say what they want, even sharply —
10 only completely unrestricted freedom of speech is the essence of
11 democracy.

The commentary is introduced with a concession, namely ‘I haven't
been a member of the church [the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Fin-
land] for decades, but’ (line 1), which then paves the way for arguing
that Rasénen, like anyone else, should have the right to cite an arti-
cle of faith, be it the Christian ‘Bibles’ or the Islamic ‘Korans’ (line 3).
The importance of such a right is emphasised further in the following
sentence, which through a rhetorical question presents an apocalyptic
alternative scenario of complete state control (lines 4-5). The com-
ment continues with a vague claim about Finns ‘finally’ have begun to
speak more openly about ‘many things’, which is presented as factual
(lines 6-7). The comment reflects the PS political line developed by
Halla-aho of talking about what previously was ‘unspeakable’ (Noro-
cel et al., 2020; Norocel & Pettersson, 2022), even with the risk of
being taken to court for it (Askola, 2015). Indeed, warned the com-
mentator, this has been accompanied by an increase in the numbers
of those who wish to limit this freedom, a claim that is given rhetorical
weight through the metaphor ‘mushrooms in the rain’ (lines 7-8). The
comment was concluded with a forceful deployment of liberal argu-
ments (Wetherell & Potter, 1992) concerning freedom of expression
and democratic rule, with the claim that ‘only completely unrestricted
freedom of speech is the essence of democracy’ (lines 10-11). Over-
all, this comment illustrates the purposeful focus only on mitigating the
gravity of Rasdnen’s statements and on defending her right to exercise
her freedom of expression and freedom of religion, without addressing
the substantive content of her statement and those affected by these
(the LGBTQ+ community). As such, Rasinen’s case is presented not as
an example of hate speech, but rather as an essential expression of a

functioning democracy.

6 | CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

This article has explored the vernacular constructions of hate speech,
more precisely how ordinary citizens construe, negotiate and resist

hate speech in their comments to media articles reporting on cases of

(potential) political hate speech. In our critical discursive psychological
analysis of the comments - involving a corpus of 388 comments related
to five articles published in the largest daily newspaper in Finland -
we have discerned three distinct although at times overlapping discur-
sive constructions of the relationship between freedom of expression
and hate speech: hate speech as a criminal offence, falling outside the
remit of freedom of expression; hate speech as an ambivalent, morally
troublesome manifestation of the freedom of speech and the maxi-
malist understanding of freedom of expression, which dismisses the
conceptual validity of hate speech.

These findings shed new light on the rhetorical articulation of ver-
nacular discursive constructions of (potential) hate speech. We have
unveiled the way these discourses were imbued with rhetorical negoti-
ations and balancing between ideological dilemmas (Billig et al., 1988)
around moral, religious, as well as legal considerations. Although some-
what different in terms of their discursive content and functions, these
constructions primarily mobilised similar discursive resources, such as
warranting consensus (Potter, 1996), deploying the language of rea-
son and rationality (Augoustinos & Every, 2007), as well as resorting to
metaphors, and drawing historical and fictive parallels to totalitarian
political systems (Sakki & Pettersson, 2016). Most notably, all discur-
sive constructions relied on the use of liberal arguments (Augoustinos
& Every, 2007; Wetherell & Potter, 1992), such as the democratic prin-
ciples of freedom of expression and religion, equality before the law,
and fair treatment of both ordinary citizens and elected represen-
tatives (MPs). These notions were used in the analysed material to
both mitigate and emphasise the harm (potential) hate speech may
cause to minoritised groups (racialised migrants and LGBTQ+ peo-
ple); to put it differently, these were deployed to promote both liberal
and illiberal ends (cf. Augoustinos & Every, 2007; Wetherell & Pot-
ter, 1992). Such a finding illuminates the flexibility and malleability
of how liberal arguments may be put to work in everyday reason-
ing and argumentation around contested and polarising issues (cf.
Billig, 1987).

Furthermore, our analysis shows that the discourses around the
two cases were remarkably similar in terms of their discursive con-
tents, form and focus. More clearly, we did not find evidence that the
commentators were harsher in their condemnation (or mitigation) of
either form of derogatory speech (targeting racialised migrants, or the
LGBTQ+ community), regardless of the ideological leaning of the two
MPs - from the radical-right populist PS or the conservative KD. The
rhetorical construction of the comments that defended, contested or
took an ambivalent stance towards the statement of either Maenpaa or
Rasanen have drawn on the same discursive ‘pool’ of liberal arguments.
They have also mobilised and construed similar dystopic scenarios of
the potential dangers, from the perspective of democracy, related both
to allowing (Extracts 1 and 2) and constraining or sanctioning (Extracts
4-6) derogatory speech against minoritised groups. It is worth noting,
however, that the comments about the case of Rdsanen were more nar-
rowly focused on addressing the issue of freedom of religion and often
discussed the case as a witch-hunt. These differences may, nonethe-
less, reflect the different legal nature of the two cases rather than their

sources and the people involved.
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In the present article, we have aimed to emphasise the importance
of examining vernacular constructions of hate speech, by resorting
to an interdisciplinary lens. Indeed, by adhering to a CDP perspec-
tive according to which discourse is action-orientated and constitutive
(e.g., Potter & Wetherell, 1987), we argue that such constructions are
more than ‘mere talk’ about what does or does not constitute hate
speech. We regard these discursive constructions as manifestations of
the ‘gentle violence’ (Hauser, 2007, p. 336) that ordinary citizens exert
whenever conveying through their comments what kind of a demo-
cratic society they are striving for, and by the same measure, what kind
of society they are fearful of. In other words, through their participa-
tion in the public discourse around contested issues, such as political
hate speech, ordinary citizens are exercising their democratic freedom
to articulate how these matters should be understood and dealt with
at the societal level. In our study of vernacular constructions of hate
speech, we have shown that in such constructions, the individual, polit-
ical and societal dimensions are intimately intertwined, and no single
dimension can be fully understood without considering its dynamic
interactions with the others.

This article is limited in terms of its scope and design: the com-
mentators of news media articles around highly publicised (potential)
hate speech cases are likely to represent only a limited segment of the
ordinary citizens who engage actively in politics and societal debates
(Hauser, 2007). In fact, it is rather difficult to assess the extent to which
the discourses identified in the analysis represent the multitude of
socio-political perspectives of the Finnish citizens at large. It is worth
noting that a vast number of comments were focused more on con-
struing the notion of freedom of expression (rather than exclusively
focusing on the meaning of hate speech), which we deem indicative of a
complex interrelation between the two in everyday speech. A potential
future avenue of research could then be to examine different types of
data, such asinteractions in social media, and deploy alternative analyt-
ical approaches to provide a richer understanding of the intricate ways
in which ordinary citizens negotiate the boundaries between freedom
of expression and hate speech in everyday interactions.

This notwithstanding, our study makes two key contributions to
research on hate speech in the field of social psychology more broadly.
First, incorporating in the study’s social and discursive psychological
theoretical framework concepts and insights that have been developed
in the adjacent research field examining anti-gender campaigns (Ayoub
& Stockl, 2024; Graff & Korolczuk, 2022; Norocel & Paternotte, 2023;
Paternotte, 2023; Paternotte & Kuhar, 2017), we have provided novel
insights into the vernacular constructions of hate speech, which is a
topic that to date has remained under-explored in social psychologi-
cal research. In so doing, we have evidenced that ordinary citizens have
decoded the retrogressive mobilisation engaging the PS and KD (Noro-
cel & Pettersson, 2023), and its purpose to polarise and undermine the
social cohesion in Finnish society. Based on our interdisciplinary theo-
retical perspective, we were able to discern the remarkable similarity
of the discursive accusations and defences among ordinary citizens
of both politicians, who represented different ideological leanings and
whose words targeted different minoritised groups. This finding sug-

gests that ordinary citizens are mindful of the opportunistic synergies

(Graff & Korolczuk, 2022) developed between these two parties, and as
such the commentators have blended in their deployment of rhetorical
strategies and tools that serve to justify the (il)liberal ends of both the
MPs under scrutiny. In this light, by showing the interconnectedness of
political and vernacular constructions of hate speech against racialised
minorities and the LGBTQ+ community, we hope that our theoreti-
cal lens and the findings it has yielded make a substantial contribution
to the social psychological research tradition on hate speech. Further-
more, we hope that our study has bridged the gap between the field of
social psychology and research on the rising anti-gender movements,
thus encouraging such cross-disciplinary research initiatives in future
studies on hate speech in other country contexts. Second, our study has
sought to contribute to CDP research on hate speech more specifically.
As such, we have shown that its methodological principles and ana-
lytic tools (Edley, 2001; Wetherell, 1998) equip the researcher with the
means to study how articulations of derogatory and hateful speech by
political leaders are negotiated by ordinary citizens. To this end, the key
assets of this methodology are that it considers individual and societal
dimensions of discourse and meaning-making as inseparable and that
it focuses precisely on how these dimensions mutually influence and
co-construct one another (Edley, 2001). Whereas hate speech, given
its complex and multifaceted nature, should continue to be examined
from multiple perspectives and through different methodologies, we
encourage especially critical discursive psychologists to take on this
task.
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