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This study analyses the link between language and violence in the digital environment, with a focus
on political communication. The use of language online can contribute to polarisation, the spread of
hatred and the normalisation of verbal violence, which sometimes anticipates physical violence. The
research aims to understand how language is used to exaggerate public debate, and which linguistic
strategies favour the legitimisation of aggression in digital contexts, illustrating specific cases that
highlight these dynamics. Through a qualitative content analysis and a critical literature review, we
analysed the state of the art, focusing on the role of digital platforms in spreading extremist discourses
and reinforcing social tensions. Understanding these mechanisms is essential to develop mitigation
strategies that promote a more balanced and responsible public debate.
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Introduction

In the digital age, political communication has undergone a profound transformation
with the adoption of the logic of social networks, characterized by new norms, strategies,
and mechanisms that complement the traditional principles of media logic [ Van Dijck et al.,
2018]. The latter is defined as a form of communication in which mass media play a central
role in shaping the collective agendas of a political system, transmitting information accord-
ing to coded formats and influencing social events and activities [Altheide, 2015]. The hy-
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bridization between traditional and new media has led to a redefinition of democracy in re-
lation to communication, with a new configuration of the relationship between politics and
digital platforms [ Gillespie, 2010]. In this scenario, a hybrid media ecosystem has emerged,
in which, although digital innovation has fostered disintermediation and given space to citi-
zens’ demands, mass media continue to play a significant role in shaping the political agenda
[ Parmelee, 2014]. In this perspective, key transformations include the use of marketing tech-
niques in political persuasion, the increasing volatility of the electorate, and the redefinition
of the relationship between politicians and citizens based on sharing and disintermediation
[Eldridge et al., 2019]. The impact of digitalization on political communication has raised
critical issues, such as the strengthening of polarization and partisanship on social platforms,
as well as the contradictions in the coexistence between news media and social networks
[Perloff, 2021]. In this context, new communication strategies based on digital heuristics
are emerging, relying on both the power of algorithms and the hybrid circulation between
mass media and social networks. The challenging coexistence of these two domains has
contributed to the evolution of populist communication, which employs bottom-up com-
municative forms, emphasizing disintermediation and immediacy as tools to overcome the
dichotomy between political reality and appearance [Sorensen, Warren, 2025]. It should be
noted that a central aspect of the current context, despite the great difficulty in maintaining
balance, is the coexistence and interaction between traditional media and digital platforms,
which together constitute a hybrid media ecosystem [Chadwick, 2013]. Mainstream media
are not mere spectators but often act as amplifiers of viral content originating from social
networks, contributing to the legitimization and spread of polarizing discourse. Talk shows,
television news programs, and online newspapers frequently pick up the most controversial
content published on social media, increasing the visibility of political actors who adopt
aggressive rhetoric [Van Aelst et al., 2017]. Obviously, the use of social networks has taken
on a central role in political leaders’ communication strategies, providing them with tools
to interact directly with an active electorate, thereby consolidating their political agenda
[Metz et al., 2020]. Digital presence is articulated mainly in two directions: on one hand, the
construction of a direct and personalized relationship with the electoral base through the
monitoring of online reactions and consensus; on the other hand, the management of cred-
ibility and reputation, also on digital platforms [ Heavey et al., 2020]. Public opinion control
is carried out through “agenda trending” practices, in which cognitive communities quickly
cluster around polarizing topics, exerting significant influence on public debate | Groshek et
al., 2013]. Following this trajectory, interactive political leadership emerges as a key strategy
for managing communicative dynamics on digital platforms. Social networks allow leaders
to integrate horizontally into the daily lives of users who are less involved in political polari-
zation phenomena, offering new forms of interaction that redefine the relationship between
citizens and politics, both online and offline. In this highly digitalized era, new dynamics
and challenges have emerged, driven by the evolution of new information technologies and
increasing global connectivity. Digital platforms, particularly social networks, are reshaping
the traditional paradigms of the public sphere, promoting new forms of interaction among
political actors, the media, and citizens. In this regard, the flow of political messages is faster
and more pervasive, significantly influencing public opinion formation and the creation of
dominant narratives. However, the virtual environment makes political discourse vulnerable
to phenomena such as disinformation, polarization, and manipulation, with considerable
implications for the stability of democratic debate. The absence of editorial filters and the
algorithmic logic of platforms favor the visibility of sensationalist and emotional content,
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contributing to the radicalization of positions and the normalization of hostile language.
Furthermore, the convergence between political communication and digital participation
strategies has increased the persuasive power of political leaders, allowing them to shape
public discourse through selective and sometimes manipulative communication practices.
Consequently, studying the interactions between language, politics, and technology is es-
sential to understanding contemporary transformations in public debate and the risks as-
sociated with the increasing permeability between symbolic expression and manifestations
of violence, both online and offline. Behind this democratization of access to information,
however, lies the widespread online presence of highly controversial elements, including
aggressive and violent rhetoric. Indeed, such material tends to go viral because social media
algorithms prioritize content that provokes intense emotional reactions, including those of
a violent nature | 7Tufekci, 2017]. In this case, reference is made to all forms of communi-
cation that incite hatred, discrimination, and violence against individuals or groups based
on characteristics such as race, ethnicity, religion, gender, or sexual orientation. This issue
has attracted growing interest from scholars and institutions, as it poses a significant threat
to social cohesion and the functioning of democracy [ Matsuda, 1989; Battista, Uva, 2024].
This article aims to explore the possible impact of political communication on the spread of
violent rhetoric and the tendency toward online polarization. Through a critical review of
existing literature, the study will assess how changes in political communication influence
the proliferation of dangerous messages and to what extent such phenomena contribute to a
significant deterioration of social and political conditions.

Theoretical perspectives and digital transformations

Political communication plays a crucial role in shaping social dynamics and construct-
ing the collective imagination, as it profoundly influences the public perception of political
phenomena and the formation of consensus [ Batfista, 2024b]. Through the interaction be-
tween institutional actors, the media, and citizens, it not only transmits information and
strategic messages but also actively contributes to structuring public debate and shaping
dominant narratives within a society. In the contemporary context, characterized by the
omnipresence of digital technologies and increasing media interconnection, political com-
munication has become a multidimensional process in which symbolic, rhetorical, and
emotional elements intertwine with the algorithmic logic of social media platforms [ Battis-
ta, Salzano, 2022]. This evolution has transformed how political leaders and institutions
interact with the electorate, fostering new forms of participation, mobilization, and persua-
sion. Furthermore, the role of political communication extends beyond the mere transmis-
sion of informative content, influencing the construction of collective identity and the legit-
imization of certain power structures. It acts as a meaning-making device, guiding how cit-
izens interpret political and social realities, thus shaping not only individual opinions but
also collective decision-making processes. Considering these considerations, studying po-
litical communication is essential for understanding the transformations of the public
sphere, the dynamics of influence between the media and politics, and the consequences of
digitalization on democratic governance. Analysing its strategies, tools, and effects is there-
fore a central field of research for developing interpretative models capable of deciphering
the complexity of the contemporary communication ecosystem. At this point, it is crucial to
highlight that through language, political leaders transmit messages that can potentially
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guide public opinion, influence electoral preferences, and shape perceptions of institutions
and general demands. However, the use of political rhetoric is not always aimed at neutral-
ity or constructiveness; it can also serve as a vehicle for channelling divisive and violent
impulses | Croicu, Kreutz, 2017]. This mechanism raises significant concerns regarding the
consequences that verbal violence exerts on the social fabric, democratic institutions, and
civil coexistence. When considering the degree of violence and aggression present in politi-
cal communication, these expressions can take many different forms. They are not limited
to openly vehement or offensive speech but can also include more subtle forms of linguistic
aggression, such as the delegitimization of political opponents, the use of stereotypes and
prejudices, or hate rhetoric [Bentivegna, Rega, 2022]. The objective of such stylistic ap-
proaches is often to dehumanize or criminalize a group of people, an ethnic group, a social
class, or a specific political identity, fostering a sense of threat or danger. Another central
component of verbal attacks in the political sphere is the construction and dissemination of
an “enemy.” Identifying a specific group or individual as the main culprit for social or eco-
nomic problems is a common rhetorical practice and can lead to the creation of a narrative
designed to incite contempt and hostility [ De Blasio, Sorice, 2023]. This enemy can be inter-
nal, such as an opposing political party, or external, such as an ethnic or religious minority,
often used as a scapegoat [Cohen-Almagor, 2011]. Undoubtedly, one of the main conse-
quences of resorting to violence in political communication is the polarization of society.
This phenomenon occurs when political and social opinions shift to extreme positions, lim-
iting the space for dialogue and compromise [ Wilson et al., 2020]. In this context, interven-
tions that exacerbate existing conflicts lead citizens to strongly identify with one of two fac-
tions and perceive anyone with different beliefs as an enemy. Furthermore, this radicaliza-
tion of positions is not confined to the ideological sphere but can also affect interpersonal
relationships, pushing toward greater social fragmentation [Levin et al., 2021]. A notable
example of this dynamic occurred in the United States during and after the 2016 presidential
election campaign, where aggressive and divisive language, widely disseminated by the me-
dia and social networks, led to increasing episodes of tension among different communities
[Heltzel, Laurin, 2020]. Data indicate that verbal and physical attacks against certain ethnic,
religious, and political groups rose significantly during this period [Piazza, 2023]. This
phase had already begun earlier in the United States. Susan Herbst highlighted this issue in
2010 in her book Rude Democracy, where she examined the dynamics of political confron-
tation during Barack Obama’s rise to the presidency [ Herbst, 2010]. The American scholar
observed how deliberately aggressive and incorrect practices were emerging that, despite
undermining the quality of public debate, gained legitimacy and appeal. These forms of
political interaction, based on the ostentation of incivility, attracted attention and fuelled
tensions, laying the groundwork for an increasingly polarized climate. Another key aspect to
consider is that the verbal component of communication can negatively affect trust in dem-
ocratic institutions. The delegitimization of opponents, a hallmark of this type of language,
weakens public confidence in the electoral process and the institutions involved [ Battista,
2024a]. If a political leader employs rhetoric that questions the fairness of an election or
accuses opponents of being corrupt or undemocratic without concrete evidence, this can
lead to a decline in trust in the democratic process itself, potentially paving the way for au-
thoritarianism or political instability. Moreover, social media has only intensified the prob-
Iem of linguistic violence in politics. Platforms such as Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and
Instagram facilitate the rapid and widespread dissemination of politically charged content,
promoting the spread of hate speech, fake news, and polarizing propaganda [Ruffo et al.,
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2023]. Although community guidelines and moderation algorithms are applied to limit the
visibility of such content, on platforms like 7ik7ok, many of these videos still manage to gain
popularity [Battista, 2023a; 2024c]. The dynamics of content dissemination on 7ikTok ex-
hibit distinct characteristics compared to other social networks such as Facebook, X, and
Instagram, particularly regarding political communication and the circulation of polarizing
content. Unlike traditional social media, 7ikTok operates on a particularly sophisticated rec-
ommendation algorithm that prioritizes content virality based on immediate engagement
and interaction metrics rather than personal networks | Battista, 2023b]. This content distri-
bution model allows political videos — including those with aggressive or manipulative
tones — to reach a wide audience quickly, even outside traditional ideological bubbles. An-
other relevant aspect is the brevity and audiovisual nature of the content, making TikTok
particularly effective in delivering simplified, emotionally engaging, and easily shareable
political messages. The short-video format facilitates the creation of content that emphasiz-
es the spectacle of politics, encouraging the use of populist and polarizing rhetoric [ Bastos,
Farkas, 2019]. Moreover, the ability of users to remix, duet, and respond to videos creates a
highly interactive environment where political narratives can be amplified, distorted, or
used for propaganda purposes in ways that are difficult to predict through traditional con-
tent moderation structures. Despite the platform’s efforts to implement community guide-
lines and content moderation tools, TikTok has frequently demonstrated limitations in curb-
ing the spread of fake news, hate speech, and violent content [ Marwick, Partin, 2024]. Us-
ers, in fact, manage to circumvent censorship mechanisms through creative strategies such
as using alternative linguistic codes, symbols, or overlaying text on videos to evade automat-
ic detection by moderation algorithms [Battista, 2024b]. Globally, TikTok has become a
central tool in the political communication strategies of both institutional and non-institu-
tional actors, thanks to its ability to reach a young audience that is less exposed to tradition-
al forms of political information [Jiang et al., 2023]. This characteristic makes it a key plat-
form not only for political leaders and parties but also for activists, influencers, and actors
involved in coordinated disinformation campaigns. The impact of TikTok on the public
sphere and political discourse is therefore significant, posing new challenges for the poten-
tial regulation of digital communication. The platform, with its viral distribution model, has
redefined the ways in which online political debate unfolds, contributing to a profound
transformation of digital propaganda and mobilization strategies [Zeng, Abidin, 2023]. In
general, the logic across all platforms tends to prioritize content with high emotional value,
often favouring the transmission of violent and divisive messages, which typically attract
more attention than moderate ones. In conclusion, this trend rewards content with strong
emotional impact, often at the expense of more balanced and reflective discussions. This
mechanism facilitates the spread of sensationalist messages, including polarizing and some-
times violent narratives, as they capture more attention and generate engagement. As a re-
sult, an informational environment is created in which the quality of public debate risks
deteriorating, fostering the radicalization of opinions and the dissemination of controversial
content at the expense of constructive and measured dialogue.

Where to start and the new challenges

Extremism can be defined as the propensity to radically alter the prevailing political and
social order, even using violence, to impose an ideological vision that claims to have the
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“true interpretation” of political reality. Considering events that have occurred in recent
years, the evolution of political communication and the increasing use of digital platforms
have transformed the ways in which extremism manifests and spreads. With the establish-
ment of the digital media ecosystem, we have witnessed a shift in extremism, which has
moved from being a phenomenon tied to physically violent actions to one of rhetorical and
psychological radicalization, facilitated by anonymity and the absence of direct confronta-
tion [Sunstein, 2018]. Historically, extremism was expressed through organized protests, ri-
ots, and physical clashes with public authorities, with the aim of generating destabilization.
However, the growing capacity of states to suppress such manifestations through legislative
and social control tools has led to a reduction in explicit physical violence, favouring the
emergence of new forms of symbolic and psychological violence, especially in the digital
context [Benkler et al., 2018]. A true transformation has taken place, redefining the very
concept of violence in the political sphere. Whereas in the past violence predominantly
manifested in physical ways, today it often takes the form of psychological and verbal vio-
lence, amplified by the mechanisms of digital communication. Phenomena such as hate
speech, trolling, and the spread of fake news are key tools through which violent language
spreads in the online public debate, contributing to the radicalization of opinions and the
increase in political polarization [ Phillips, 2015]. One of the key elements that has contrib-
uted to the spread of opinion extremism on the web is undoubtedly anonymity. Many digital
platforms allow users to interact without revealing their identities, with pseudonyms or ac-
counts devoid of personal references. This feature, initially designed to promote freedom of
expression without social constraints, has often had the opposite effect, allowing the un-
checked spread of hate speech and extremist rhetoric, without authors having to face the
consequences. The ability to express oneself without having to confront someone face-to-
face removes many of the inhibitions that normally regulate social interactions, making dis-
course more aggressive and polarized [ Citron, 2014]. In the communicative landscape, vio-
lent and polarizing language has found fertile ground in contemporary public discourse,
often fuelled by the same political leaders. An emblematic example of this trend is the stra-
tegic use of rhetoric by figures such as Donald Trump in the United States. During his first
term, Donald Trump frequently used Twitfer to attack political opponents, journalists, and
minorities, contributing to the normalization of aggressive and derogatory language. Fa-
mous is his use of the term “fake news” to delegitimize critical media, as well as his direct
language towards migrants, whom he sometimes referred to as “criminals” and “rapists”
[Ort, 2017]. This type of rhetoric not only increased the level of political polarization but also
contributed to a growing radicalization of opinions, culminating in the storming of the Cap-
itol on January 6, 2021, when extremist groups acted in response to a narrative of electoral
fraud spread by Trump himself. To be clear, although the U.S. cases represent an explanato-
ry paradigm for understanding the dynamics of aggressive rhetoric in digital political com-
munication, similar phenomena can be observed in other geopolitical contexts. For exam-
ple, in Brazil, former president Jair Bolsonaro used Twitter and Facebook to delegitimize the
opposition and spread polarizing messages, exploiting the algorithmic echo of these plat-
forms [ Mendong¢a, Caetano, 2021]. In Europe, leaders such as Viktor Orban in Hungary and
Matteo Salvini in Italy have adopted similar digital communication strategies, relying on
disintermediation and an emotional, identity-based rhetoric [ Gerbaudo, 2018]. The inclu-
sion of these cases demonstrates that such phenomena in digital media are not exclusive to
the United States but constitute a global trend, adapted to different political and cultural
contexts. Another element that has favoured the expansion of opinion extremism on the web
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is the phenomenon of misinformation and fake news. The spread of false or manipulated
news represents an effective tool for strengthening extremist narratives and delegitimizing
political opponents. The ability of fake news to generate outrage and polarization has been
widely documented, with studies showing that false content is more likely to go viral than
verified news [ Vosoughi et al., 2018]. An emblematic example of this phenomenon emerged
during the 2016 U.S. presidential campaign when platforms such as Facebook and Twitter
(now X) were used to spread false news with the aim of influencing public opinion. The
spread of conspiracy theories like Pizzagate — alleging that members of the Democratic
Party were involved in a child sex trafficking ring—demonstrated the potential of fake news
to generate extreme reactions, even leading to physical violence, such as the armed assault
on a pizzeria in Washington by a man convinced of the truth of the theory. Fake news there-
fore represents a powerful tool for political manipulation, often strategically constructed to
shape public opinion and influence electoral preferences. Sociologist G. Gili [Gili, Madd-
alena, 2018] defines fake news, or “facts,” as forms of media hallucinations, or narrative
constructions without factual basis that, through their spread in the media, acquire an ap-
parent truthfulness. Such narratives can trigger a self-fulfilling prophecy, a mechanism in
which the initial lack of factual foundation of the news is progressively legitimized through
wide dissemination, eventually generating tangible effects in socio-political reality, despite
their initial inconsistency. In this context, an explanatory model of digital radicalization and
extreme polarization has been developed, aimed at describing a process in several stages,
which progressively leads from initial exposure to extremist content to potential direct mo-
bilization. The model is based on enabling conditions that facilitate radicalization, such as
anonymity and disintermediation, which reduce individual responsibility in digital interac-
tions, and the algorithms of platforms, which reinforce selective exposure by creating infor-
mational echo chambers. In this framework, amplification dynamics play a key role: hate
speech, trolling, and the spread of fake news contribute to building alternative narratives that
delegitimize opponents and normalize aggressive discourse, while the support of political
elites and influencers further strengthens polarization. As the process progresses, mecha-
nisms like echo chambers and digital tribalism develop, consolidating ideological belonging
and encouraging competition in the dissemination of radical content, transforming political
conflict into an almost playful dynamic (gamification). Even a small percentage increase in
interaction with hate content compared to neutral content can have a significant impact,
given the enormous volume of daily interactions on social platforms. The amplification and
viral effects of violent and divisive content lead to a distortion of reality and the normaliza-
tion of aggressive language, with direct consequences on social cohesion and the quality of
public debate. To better understand the phenomenon, we can represent the process of digi-
tal radicalization through a theoretical model of concentric circles, where each level repre-
sents a progressive stage of involvement in extremist and polarizing discourse. The initial
exposure occurs when the user encounters extremist or polarizing content randomly, such
as through social media shares or algorithmic recommendations. Curiosity or indignation
may lead to initial, even passive, engagement. As the experience continues, platform algo-
rithms reinforce exposure to similar content, creating an echo chamber effect. At this stage,
the individual begins following pages or influencers who spread extremist or polarizing nar-
ratives, thus expanding their “information bubble.” Over time, aggressive or discriminatory
language becomes more acceptable. The individual actively participates in polarized discus-
sions, contributing to the spread of extremist content and making verbal violence more tol-
erated. Eventually, the individual starts identifying with extremist groups, considering their
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positions legitimate. Growing hostility toward those with differing opinions leads to perceiv-
ing them as threats. Finally, mobilization and direct action occur, where the individual
moves from rhetoric to action, participating in protests, coordinated attacks, or actively
spreading propaganda. In some cases, this can lead to episodes of physical violence or cy-
ber-attacks. This model highlights how the process of digital radicalization is gradual and
amplified by algorithmic mechanisms and social dynamics. Online radicalization is not an
immediate or isolated event, but rather a complex and progressive process that unfolds over
time, driven by various interconnected factors. The algorithms of digital platforms, designed
to maximize engagement, play a central role in reinforcing and amplifying exposure to ex-
tremist content, creating a “feedback loop” that can push individuals toward deeper in-
volvement with polarizing and violent ideologies. As Eli Pariser emphasizes in his book The
Filter Bubble | Pariser, 2011], the content we encounter online is filtered and selected based
on our past interests, creating an environment where opinions are reinforced but never chal-
lenged. This cognitive isolation fosters the growth of extremist and distorted worldviews.
Initial exposure to extremist content, often random, may seem harmless, but the cumulative
effect of such exposure can, over time, lead to the radicalization of opinions. Research con-
ducted by: [ Yasseri et al., 2016] shows that repeated exposure to polarizing content, through
a series of interactions starting from social media, contributes to changing individuals’ po-
litical beliefs, increasing the risk of adherence to extremist groups. Algorithms not only am-
plify the visibility of extremist content but also the social interactions between users who
share radical views, creating an “information bubble” that makes the individual feel increas-
ingly part of a homogenous group, convinced of their own superiority over others. This
phenomenon is referred to as “algorithmic polarization” and has been studied by E. Pariser
[ Pariser, 2011] and other researchers in the fields of political science and social psychology.
The transition from passive exposure to active participation in polarized discussions is an-
other crucial step in the radicalization process. According to a report by the European Com-
mission’s Joint Research Centre (2020), social platforms become spaces where extremist
discourse is legitimized, and aggressive and violent language is slowly normalized. In this
context, the use of discriminatory language not only becomes tolerated but even encour-
aged, pushing users toward increasingly radical positions. A study by Enders & Armaly
(2019) showed that participation in polarized discussions can diminish the perception of
opposing views as legitimate and acceptable, reinforcing the belief that one’s ideas are the
only correct ones and that opposing opinions are dangerous. Active radicalization is a deci-
sive stage, in which the subject not only accepts but identifies with extremist ideologies and
begins to consider violence or other illegal actions as a legitimate method of protest. As
R. Borum [Borum, 2011] points out in his study on the psychology of radicalization, the
transition from verbal violence to physical violence occurs when individuals perceive a clear
“enemy” to fight and justify the use of force as a necessary act to defend their worldview.
Finally, mobilization and direct action, which can include participation in violent protests,
terrorist attacks, or cyber-attacks, represent the final stage of the radicalization process. At
this point, the individual abandons the realm of ideas and moves to concrete action, driven
by the urgency to do something for the “good” of their cause. As A. Schmid [Schmid, 2011]
states in his study on the causes of political violence, violent mobilization often occurs when
individuals feel that institutions do not respond to their needs and that violence is the only
way to make their voice heard. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for developing pre-
vention and countermeasures against digital extremism. The challenge is not only to inter-
rupt the radicalization cycle but also to address the root causes that fuel it. As suggested by
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the Global Internet Forum to Counter Terrorism (2018)!, one of the most effective strategies is
media literacy, which helps people recognize and critically evaluate manipulative and polar-
izing content online. This is complemented by the need for more effective regulation of so-
cial platforms, which could be held accountable for the spread of extremist content. Pro-
moting a more balanced and inclusive public debate, encouraging dialogue between diverse
opinions, and reducing division between ideological groups is a complementary measure to
prevent social and political polarization.

Trajectories for a sustainable dialogue

It is evident that we should not consider everything in isolation but rather understand it
as part of a close interrelationship with normative action. The theoretical framework in
which it is situated is inevitably and simultaneously related to information disorder and the
disruption of public debate, in which the boundaries between truth and falsehood are also
eroded. Everything presented translates into a space where offensive and violent content is
mixed, which often becomes personal threats, undermining the stability and quality of dem-
ocratic debate. In this scenario, a vicious circle is created in which misinformation not only
distorts reality but also provides a platform for attacks and verbal aggression. At the same
time, there is the issue of fake news, which significantly distorts the phenomenon in terms
of uniform coverage regarding narrative frameworks [ Mangone, 2022]. Considering this, to
effectively address these issues, it is essential to develop an integrated normative framework
that recognizes the interrelationship between these dimensions while promoting a culture of
respect and constructive dialogue. The formation of an informed and critical society be-
comes crucial to defend the quality of democratic debate and ensure a healthy and inclusive
communicative environment. It is worth adding that, in the intricate current landscape, in
which the internet deeply influences every aspect of social life, social sciences find them-
selves at a significant epistemological crossroads. On one hand, there is the risk of merely
describing the disruptive effects generated by new communicative dynamics, which may
include the dissemination of harmful content and the polarization of public discourse. On
the other hand, there arises the opportunity to undertake a deeper analysis aimed at under-
standing the essence of such phenomena, avoiding reducing it to a simple exercise of ana-
logical reclassification. This approach requires critical reflection on interactions, as well as
particular attention to the ethical and social implications derived from the use of digital
technologies. To address the complex issues related to verbal violence and aggression in
online political language, it is essential to strengthen and enhance effective counter-strate-
gies. It is crucial to promote more rigorous moderation policies on digital platforms with the
goal of identifying and removing violent content or content that incites hate. Awareness
campaigns can play an important role in encouraging the use of inclusive and respectful
language, while collaboration between government agencies, non-profit organizations, and
technology companies can facilitate the implementation of tools for reporting and monitor-
ing extremist expressions. In this context, it would be important to establish a form of coun-
ter-speech, i. e., a communicative strategy aimed at combating online hate and misinforma-
tion without resorting to censorship, but rather through the presentation of alternative nar-
ratives. This tactic is based on responding to hate speech with empathy, challenging its

! https://gifct.org/ (date accessed: 01.07.2025).



174 COLMOOTrNA HAYKW W TEXHONOTWI. 2025. Tom 16. Ne 3

premises, and fostering constructive debate rather than feeding new polarizations. Coun-
ter-speech advocates believe this strategy can contribute to de-radicalization and peaceful
conflict resolution, preventing the escalation of verbal violence. Susan Benesch, expert at
the Dangerous Speech Project?, has identified eight counter-speech strategies. The first
strategy is the presentation of facts to correct false claims or perceptions, providing verified
information to contrast the hate narrative. The second is to highlight hypocrisies or contra-
dictions in offensive discourse, showing how certain arguments may be incoherent or incon-
sistent. The third strategy consists of warning about the potential consequences, both online
and offline, that a particular hate speech may generate in society. The fourth is based on
identifying with the original interlocutor or the target group to generate empathy and open
a more effective dialogue channel. The fifth strategy involves denouncing the speech as dan-
gerous or hateful, pointing out its negative implications and publicly delegitimizing it. The
sixth consists of using visual media, such as images or videos, to reinforce the counter-speech
message and make it more impactful. The seventh strategy relies on humour, which can be
an effective tool to ridicule the rhetoric of hate and diminish its power. Finally, the eighth
strategy is based on adopting an empathetic tone, seeking to establish closer and more un-
derstanding communication, instead of generating direct confrontation. The use of coun-
ter-speech is especially relevant in the digital environment, where the speed of communica-
tion and the wide dissemination of content require rapid and effective responses. In this
context, initiatives like the Online Civil Courage Initiative (OCCI), developed by the Insti-
tute for Strategic Dialogue in collaboration with Facebook, aim to combat hate speech
through active participation strategies. OCCI supports organizations and activists dedicated
to promoting counter-speech, providing tools to respond specifically to extremist narratives
on social media. A study conducted in Switzerland [ Hangartner et al., 2021] analysed three
different counter-speech strategies on Twitter — humour, warning about consequences, and
empathy — to counteract xenophobic posts. Among them, only the empathetic approach
showed a limited effect on reducing hate speech. This suggests that repeated and targeted
interventions may be more effective in the long term. Initiatives like Facebook’s Counter-
speech Hub highlight the importance of coordinated strategies to address the growing spread
of hate online. Counter-speech not only seeks to neutralize negativity but also aspires to
transform public debate, promoting more responsible and inclusive communication. There-
fore, fostering active participation and constructive dialogue among users can contribute to
creating safer online spaces, less susceptible to aggression, and promoting a climate of mu-
tual respect and openness to debate. In this sense, it is appropriate to draw attention to two
Dutch scholars, C. Perelman and L. Olbrechts-Tyteca, who in recent decades have devel-
oped a “new rhetoric” aimed at preparing a series of discursive mechanisms capable of
counteracting lexical contamination and manipulation [ Perelman, Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1958].
The proposed approach not only addresses the need to prevent argumentative distortions
but also aims to favour the creation of a reasonable discussion context characterized by re-
spect for ethical and epistemological norms. The new rhetoric, therefore, emerges as a
method to elevate the level of debate, promoting the most informed possible interactions
between interlocutors. Through this theoretical framework, it seeks to provide a solid foun-
dation for rethinking contemporary communicative dynamics, encouraging a flow that is
not only critical but also constructive and respectful. In fact, discourse would not be seen
merely to convince, but rather as a tool for exchange and mutual understanding. The pro-

2 https://www.dangerousspeech.org/ (date accessed: 01.07.2025).
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posed “Treatise on Argumentation” would, therefore, offer points of interest to best address
the current problem of violent political language, highlighting the importance of correct and
constructive communication in the current scenario we find ourselves in. After all, in a con-
text where aggressive rhetoric and discursive manipulations seem to prevail, the call for an
argument that favours consensus and mutual concession becomes an indispensable exer-
cise. The authors emphasize that any treatment must be adapted to the audience and con-
text, a principle that could help mitigate the polarizing effect of contemporary political lan-
guage. Moreover, their emphasis on persuasion as a fundamental tool for civil dialogue sug-
gests the need for communication strategies that not only avoid verbal violence but also
promote shared values and respect for others. Recognizing that political communication
has a profound impact on society and is essential for political leaders to build consensus and
influence public opinion [Campus, 2020], the approach of new rhetoric could provide a
useful theoretical framework for rethinking current discursive dynamics, encouraging the
use of words that build bridges rather than erect walls.

Conclusion

It is important to emphasize that the aim of this study is not to unambiguously attrib-
ute responsibility for polarization to specific political factions, but rather to investigate the
linguistic and technological mechanisms that, regardless of ideology, may contribute to the
normalization of symbolic violence. In this sense, progressive actors or alternative social
movements can also employ aggressive or polarizing communicative strategies, sometimes
justified by goals of social justice [Mouffe, 2013]. However, it is still clear that in general,
the application of increasingly incendiary and strongly polarizing terminology has fuelled
a sense of tension and confrontation, undermining the conditions for a positive dialectical
debate. As a result, political language no longer seems to be merely a reflection of currents
within the public sphere but has acquired an active role in shaping attitudes and social be-
haviours, fostering divisions and intolerance. In this specific realm, it becomes crucial to ask
how discourse can be rethought to stimulate a culture of respect and dialogue, rather than
mere confrontation. The outcome of this process has not been limited solely to parliamenta-
ry debates or televised debate programs, but has broadly affected public opinion, influencing
how citizens perceive politics and social relations in general. The increase in symbolic and
verbal violence in the public sphere has led to a growing radicalization of positions, reduc-
ing the space for constructive confrontation and contributing to the consolidation of the
ideological fragmentation of society, also encouraged by social platforms [Sorice, 2020].
However, in the broad debate on this issue, the importance of verbal violence and its det-
rimental consequences is often underestimated. Nonetheless, it is an undeniable fact that
messages have adopted increasingly harsh and aggressive tones. Certainly, the reasons for
the expansion of this phenomenon are multiple and complex; however, a significant part of
the responsibility must be attributed to the political class, which is increasingly immersed in
a genuine process of depoliticization [De Benoist, 2017]. In an era like ours, where the gap
between the people and the political class in power has widened even further, politicians
are often too detached from the reality and needs of citizens, leading to growing distrust
of voters toward institutions [Laclau, 1977]. Political language has become considerably
more aggressive, privileging propaganda over political communication. Programs and par-
ties have lost importance [ Mancini, 2011], while political parties have experienced a signif-
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icant loss of trust [Dalfon, Wattenberg, 2003]. Today, identification with a party has been
replaced by identification with a leader [ Battista, 2023c]. As a result of this gradual process,
debate, acceptance of the other, and the resolution of conflicts through the identification of
converging points have been abandoned. Digital platforms have played a significant role in
transforming political communication, offering an extraordinary innovation that has facil-
itated direct interaction between politicians and citizens. However, instead of fostering the
development of a shared social consciousness, the political class has opted to expand its base
of followers, turning them into loyal voters. The rigid moralism used to combat practices
perceived as wrong has been exhibited, especially by parties and movements that have based
their decisions on the dynamics of the digital world, as a symbol of modernization and pro-
gress. Given that political language exerts a predominant influence on citizens, it becomes
essential to restore a link between politics and the social dimension. This reconciliation can
only be achieved through careful linguistic mediation. Therefore, political language with ag-
gressive connotations is not just a matter of communication style but is shaped as a phenom-
enon with profound democratic implications. It influences the quality of political debate,
erodes trust in institutions, and fosters a culture of misinformation in which the boundaries
between truth and falsehood become increasingly blurred. Moreover, the growing verbal
aggression contributes to the impoverishment of public discourse, discouraging pluralistic
dialogue and the exchange of ideas, both fundamental elements for the functioning of a ma-
ture and participatory democracy. In this context, contemporary political communication
cannot be seen merely as a reflection of changing times but must be analysed as an active
element that shapes the political culture of a nation, with tangible effects on electoral behav-
iour and social cohesion. The increasing polarization of language not only reflects the crisis
of political representation but also risks accentuating it further, reducing the possibilities for
a healthy and inclusive democratic debate. Considering this, it becomes evident that the
evolution of violent language in digital political communication represents a complex chal-
Ienge, with significant implications for social cohesion and democratic stability. Anonymity
and the lack of direct interaction favour the spread of hate speech and extremist rhetoric,
while increasing political polarization is further intensified by the divisive communication
strategies adopted by political leaders. Regulating social networks and adopting measures to
combat misinformation are crucial elements in mitigating the impact of digital extremism
and promoting a more responsible and inclusive political debate.
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