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Welcome Letter
Dear Delegate,
We would like to welcome you to the PragueMUN 2020’s UN HRC. We are both
very excited to have you in the committee and are looking forward to seeing you
perform. This year’s edition of the conference prepared something special for you –
pressing topics of the Uygur Muslims and Preventing offline harm incited by online
hate. Despite the fact that the committee you have been chosen for is one of the
beginners committees, we have high hopes for the debate. But worry not, as much as
we believe you are a strong and independent delegate, we will help you out and give
advice if needed.
The issues we are going to address are very salient ones and require in depth
research, not only of your country policies. A problem of a nation and an international
problem, that both pose a great challenge to global policy makers. In order to
understand it, this study guide will provide you with the key information and should
serve as your guiding points, however your analysis of the issue should not stop there.
We are very excited to meet you in Prague this year!

Kind regards,
Prajwal Malladi and Julian Schneider
Chairpersons of the UN HRC
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Introduction to the HRC
Human rights concern various aspects of liberty and security and were enshrined
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948 (UN General Assembly,
1948). The core characteristic of human rights is that “everyone is entitled to all the
rights and freedoms, without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language,
religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other
status. Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political,
jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person belongs,
whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other limitation of
sovereignty”.
In the context of international relations human rights are important as common
values unite. The International Bill of Human Rights informally refers to the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR; adopted in 1948), the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) (1966) and the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) (1966). The UDHR is non-binding, while the
covenants became binding in 1976, when a sufficient number of countries ratified them.
The UDHR was drafted in 1948 by representatives from all around the globe and is a
milestone in both human rights and UN diplomacy. Although not legally binding, it has
inspired many constitutions and is more often than not considered a part of customary
international law4, because it is not explicitly rejected by any state. The Human Rights
Council replaced the original UN forum for human rights, the Commission on Human
Rights (CHR). The CHR was founded in 1946 as a sub-body to the UN Economic and
Social Council and dissolved in 2006 in favor of the HRC, due to increasing issues of
politicization. Many states with bad human rights records would band together to
scrutinize geopolitical rivals while deflecting blame from themselves. The HRC has
several tools and mechanisms in place to further its agenda of promoting and
protecting human rights. Most notably these include the universal periodic review,
special procedures, and the complaint procedure. Further mechanisms include the
advisory committee, which acts similarly to a think tank.
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The Human Rights and Alliance of Civilizations Room (formally Room XX) is the
room in Geneva where the HRC convenes. The council members meet here to
establish Special Procedures mandates and commissions of inquiries, debate
resolutions and more. These actions affect the real world. A number of missions have
been brought underway by the HRC that have been well received by affected countries.
The results of such missions are delivered back to the council which can use the
information gathered to make informed decisions. The Universal Periodic Review is a
process designed to hold states to account to their statements and actions through
equal treatment. Each member state is reviewed by the council every 4.5 years. In the
review states must report on their interior human rights situation. Next the member
states receive recommendations, and then commit to changes based on these
recommendations. Post-review they should report annually on any progress made.6
The Special Procedures are several mechanisms the HRC can utilize to gain
information and advice on different topics or countries. The HRC assigns this task to
single experts or groups of up to five who may take various measures, including but
not limited to convening expert consultations and visiting territories.6 The Complaint
Procedure is an opportunity for states and non-state actors to bring evidence of
situations, which would require the attention of the council.6
Although the resolutions passed by the HRC do carry weight, it does not (as all
other UN bodies, but the Security Council) have the authority to undertake substantive
action. The HRC resolutions may propose use of the variety of tools, like the
abovementioned, at its disposal to investigate and comment on situations in the world.
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Topic A: Human rights violations against
Uighurs
History of the topic
Considered as an autonomous region, Xinjiang is located on the far-west of China.
Although the territory is closer to Kyrgyzstan than it is to the supposed homeland, the
Chinese government has historically rejected any means of separation and
disassociation.
Uighur
separatists
identifies the area as East
Turkestan or Uighuristan
and rejects the name
Xinjiang, which was given
by
the
Chinese.
Historically, the region has
struggled with power and
foreign conquest. When
Chinese rulers first invaded
Xinjiang, the emperor in
power, Wu Ti, sent an army
and occupied the area. In the second century, Uzbek invaders overthrew the Chinese
but in the seventh century, China defeated and took over a crucial region in the
northwest.
The Gok Turkhans drove the Chinese out at the end of the seventh century, but
their rule was short-lived. In the 700s, Uighurs took over their region from the Gok
Turkhans, and was able to sustain independence for a century. In 1911, China’s
Manchu rulers unraveled a dynasty unraveled upon the region and continued their rule
till 1949. Uighurs attempted at succession multiple times throughout 1931 to 1949, and
in that last year, the nationalists were able to establish their independence, and called
their nation Eastern Turkestan Republic.
In late 1949 and 1995, the Communist revolution stripped the Uighurs’
independence away, and defined the region as an autonomous providence. Uighurs
are recognized as one of the 55 minorities that make up the Chinese population. The
China constitution, by law, recognizes the religion and the language practiced by the
Uighurs. However, in governmental policies, numerous public spheres and in the
politics dimension, there is an evident discrimination against the Uighurs.
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In Xinjiang, government expenditure on public security surpasses any other regions.
Invested billions of dollars as part of their westward development, the government
spends on extra security and surveillance on the Uighurs and conduct specific trainings
for the imans for the Communist Party ethnic and religious policies.

Who are the Uighurs?
The Uighurs number around ten million in China, largely in Xinjiang, which became
a province in 1884. Ethnically Turkic, they speak Uighur and most practice Sufi Islam.
The Uighurs briefly achieved statehood twice after the fall of the Qing Dynasty (1644–
1911) — once from 1931 to 1934, and again from 1944 to 1949, when the communists
took power and brought the region under their complete control. In 1955, Xinjiang
became classified as an “autonomous region” of the People’s Republic of China,
although many Uighurs complain of forced assimilation.
While some Uighurs seek a separate state, others prefer to maintain a cultural
distinction and autonomous rapport with China. Some are also content with integration
into the Chinese system. Moreover, ETIM has never served as the sole representative
of Uighur separatism. Many separatist political organizations among the million-strong
Uighur émigré community are not radical, nor do they advocate violence.
“It is clear that the Chinese leadership fears that Xinjiang separatism has and will
continue to gain support from transnational Muslim extremists, with possible
ramifications both for other latent Chinese separatist movements without a Muslim
connection and for other Chinese Muslims without a separatist agenda,” Van Wie Davis
wrote. In 1996, China signed the Shanghai Treaty with Russia, Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan, using the accord to pressure Central Asian states to deter
6
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their ethnic Uighur minorities from supporting separatism in Xinjiang and to guarantee
extradition of Uighurs fleeing China.
Tensions between China’s ethnic Han majority and Uighurs have led to sporadic
hostilities. In July 2009, a fight erupted in a factory in the southern province of
Guangdong when Uighurs accused Han Chinese coworkers of racial violence. A
consequent demonstration organized by more than a thousand Uighur protestors
escalated into a riot in Xinjiang’s capital of Urumqi, leaving more than 150 casualties;
it was the country’s deadliest public violence since the 1989 crackdown on
demonstrators in Beijing’s Tiananmen Square. Ilham Tohti, a prominent Uighur
economist who had written critically about government policies toward the ethnic
group, was later detained and has since been placed intermittently under house arrest.
The event led then Guangdong Party committee secretary Wang Yang to suggest that
China needed to reform its ethnic minority policies or face further “difficulties.”

Current Situation
An ongoing predicament that began in 2007, the Uighur crisis in China rooted from
the predominant objective of annihilating and transforming terrorism. The government
has administered the criminalization and politicization of Islam in numerous public
spheres, such as banning students, civil servants and teachers from fasting and
observing the month of Ramadan. In addition, the Chinese government had enforced
police patrols and heavy surveillance in mosques, religious schools, and conducted
strict screening on educational literatures. To suppress its Uighur Muslim population
even further, China emulated the American Islamophobia that augmented after the
9/11 attack and took robust and severe measures to hamper their independence and
to seize a substantial geopolitical landscape from the Uighurs.
Criminalized merely for practicing Islam in a region where the religion is commonly
associated with terrorism and subversion, the treatment against the Uighur Muslims is
customarily referenced to the treatment of Japanese Americans during the World War
II, and the Jews in the Holocaust. Considered as an ethnic cleansing system run by
the Chinese government, the objective of the designation is to annihilate the tens of
millions of Muslims in Xinjiang.
Muslims in the west of China are facing one of the worst examples of oppression
and ethnic cleansing today. The crisis China is undergoing is a considerable violation
of human rights: the Uighur Muslims in Xinjiang are thrown into internment camps, they
are forced to eat pork and drink alcohol, which are violations of the Islamic faith, and
are coerced into intensive trainings that extract their religion and culture out of the
community. The freedom to observe a religion is significantly violated in the case of the
Uighur Muslims.
Member States of the United Nations such as Germany, Canada, Iceland and
numerous Asian countries have condemned and denounced the Republic of China for
its actions taken towards the Uighurs in Xinjiang, in particular for the mass detention
centers. In addition, the UN Member States have called Beijing to protect the religious
7
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freedom of the Uighur and Muslim minorities, to halt the harassment of human rights
advocates, activists and lawyers, to release the arrested victims, and to abolish all
forms of internment camps and detention centers. Local oppositions have included
both non-radical and radical forms such as peaceful protests, bombings and violent
attacks. In 2009, a local protest broke out in the capital of Xinjiang, which resulted to a
riot. The protest was focused on going against the treatment by the Han majority and
the government.
China has opposed the criticisms of other Member States, and instead defend their
actions by citing its domestic laws. Furthermore, China is able to justify their detention
camps as re-education system that places the Uighur Muslims in indoctrination
programs, although still maintaining the usage of waterboard and other varying forms
of torture. These education centers are considered as training and vocation centers,
according to the Beijing government, with the purpose of combating extremism.

As seen in the graphic above, Uighur Muslims are classified in the far end of the
spectrum of high religious persecution. In 2016 and 2017, the Chinese government
has further implemented repressive policies to increase surveillance and curb the
religious freedom of the people in Xinjiang. Intrusive government systems are
implemented such as public body scanners, face recognition cameras, mandatory
apps, GPS trackers, and surveillance drones are used in every inch of the territory to
keep close supervision of the Uighurs. In addition, the pressure on the local Muslims
has multiplied tenfold, with the number of people detained in internment camps
increasing, the number of babies and children take away to nurseries and orphanages
to denounce Islam as their faith, and the Muslims are detained indefinitely without
charge, put in education centers to denounce religion and to praise Communist Party.
Conclusively, the discrimination conducted upon the Uighurs and other minority
Muslims have substantial consequences such as declining levels of Muslims in the
nation, and tighter control over the Uighur culture, peaked and increase violence, and
the rise of Uighur separatist movements and strict crackdowns on any Muslim activities
in the country.
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The Xinjiang papers
The directive was among 403 pages of
internal documents that have been
shared with The New York Times in one
of the most significant leaks of
government papers from inside China’s
ruling Communist Party in decades. They
provide an unprecedented inside view of
the continuing clampdown in Xinjiang, in
which the authorities have corralled as
many as one million ethnic Uighurs,
Kazakhs and others into internment
camps and prisons over the past three
years. The leaked papers consist of 24
documents, some of which contain
duplicated material. They include nearly
200 pages of internal speeches by Mr. Xi
and other leaders, and more than 150 pages of directives and reports on the
surveillance and control of the Uighur population in Xinjiang. There are also references
to plans to extend restrictions on Islam to other parts of China.
The party has rejected international criticism of the camps and described them as
job-training centers that use mild methods to fight Islamic extremism. But the
documents confirm the coercive nature of the crackdown in the words and orders of
the very officials who conceived and orchestrated it.
Even as the government presented its efforts in Xinjiang to the public as benevolent
and unexceptional, it discussed and
organized a ruthless and extraordinary
campaign
in
these
internal
communications. Senior party leaders
were recorded of ordering drastic and
urgent action against extremist violence,
including mass detentions.

A restaurant in the old city of Yarkand in August.
Above patrons a propaganda poster is quoting Xi
Jinping : "Every ethnic group must tightly bind together
like the seeds of a pomegranate." Gilles Sabrié for
The New York Times.

Children saw their parents taken
away, students wondered who would pay
their tuition and crops could not be
planted or harvested because of lack of
manpower, the reports noted. Yet
officials were directed to tell people who
complained to be grateful for the
Communist Party’s help and stay quiet.

Though, it is unclear how the documents were gathered and selected, the leak
suggests greater discontent inside the party apparatus over the crackdown than
previously known. The papers were brought to light by a member of the Chinese
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political establishment who requested anonymity and expressed hope that their
disclosure would prevent party leaders, including Mr. Xi, from escaping culpability for
the mass detentions.
The Chinese leadership wraps policymaking in secrecy, especially when it comes
to Xinjiang, a resource-rich territory located on the sensitive frontier with Pakistan,
Afghanistan and Central Asia. Predominantly Muslim ethnic minority groups make up
more than half the region’s population of 25 million. The largest of these groups are
the Uighurs, who speak a Turkic language and have long faced discrimination and
restrictions on cultural and religious activities.
Beijing has sought for decades to suppress Uighur resistance to Chinese rule in
Xinjiang. The current crackdown began after a surge of antigovernment and antiChinese violence, including ethnic riots in 2009 in Urumqi, the regional capital, and a
May 2014 attack on an outdoor market that killed 39 people just days before Mr. Xi
convened a leadership conference in Beijing to set a new policy course for Xinjiang.
Since 2017, the authorities in Xinjiang have detained many hundreds of thousands
of Uighurs, Kazakhs and other Muslims in internment camps. Inmates undergo months
or years of indoctrination and interrogation aimed at transforming them into secular and
loyal supporters of the party.

East Turkestan Islamic Movement
The East Turkestan Islamic Movement
(ETIM) is a Muslim separatist group founded
by militant Uighurs, members of the Turkicspeaking ethnic majority in northwest China’s
Xinjiang province.
The U.S. treasury department listed ETIM
as a terrorist organisation in 2002 during a
period of increased U.S.-Chinese cooperation
on antiterrorism in the wake of the September
11, 2001, attacks. The group and its ties to Muslim fundamentalism have compounded
Chinese concerns about the rising threat of terrorism within the country as its restive
western regions faced a spate of terrorist attacks in 2014.
Experts say reliable information about ETIM is hard to come by, and they disagree
about the extent of ETIM’s terrorist activities and ties to global terrorism. Xinjiang
province, where the group is based, is a vast, sparsely populated area that shares
borders with eight countries, including Afghanistan and Pakistan. The first mention of
ETIM surfaced around 2000, when a Russian newspaper reported that Osama bin
Laden had pledged funds to the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan and ETIM during a
1999 meeting in Afghanistan.
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Some experts say ETIM is an umbrella organization for many splinter groups,
including ones that operate in Pakistan and central Asia. The Turkestan Islamic Party
(TIP), for instance, is one of the most prominent groups, formed in 2006 by Uighurs
who fled to Afghanistan and Pakistan in the 1990s. That group took credit for a series
of attacks in several Chinese cities in 2008, including deadly bus explosions in
Shanghai and Kunming. According to U.S.-based intelligence firm Stratfor, the TIP’s
“claims of responsibility appear exaggerated, but the threat TIP poses cannot be
ignored.” Stratfor also said that the TIP had expanded its presence on the Internet,
issuing videos calling for a jihad by Uighurs in Xinjiang. Ben N. Venzke, head of the
U.S.-based independent terrorism-monitoring firm IntelCenter, says it is unclear
whether the TIP is separate from ETIM, but notes that the groups’ objectives are both
Islamist and nationalist.
How does China respond to ETIM and other Uighur separatist movements?
Beijing’s policies towards separatists have involved the threat of military force; a
series of exercises spread over one month in 2001 in Kashgar, Xinjiang, was one of
the largest ever staged by the Chinese military in the region. A burgeoning security
presence, marked by a proliferation of campaigns in which suspected nationalists are
rounded up, has also sought to limit the spread of radicalism. The government
increased its public security budget for Xinjiang by almost ninety percent in 2010.
Human rights groups believe that China uses counterterrorism efforts as a pretext
to suppress Uighurs, who often resent the restriction of religious and cultural
expression. And China’s increased economic efforts in the region have stirred
resentment amongst Uighurs, who complain that the heavy influx of Han Chinese has
taken jobs from Uighur natives. After the 2013 Tiananmen attack, Uighurs blamed the
violence on cultural repression, corruption, and police abuses. The 2014 knife attack
at a Kunming train station, labeled a Xinjiang separatist “terrorist attack” by the central
government, triggered further concerns of discrimination.
The incidents have revived debate about China’s policy towards its ethnic groups
in the wake of its high-profile Third Plenum in November 2013, which set a policy
roadmap for the next decade but mentioned little of its ethnic policies. So far, Beijing
has “done little to address the real sources of its Xinjiang problem, which are economic,
political, and cultural”.

Bloc Perspectives
Allies of China such as North Korea, Syria, Cambodia, Cuba, Kenya, Namibia and
South Africa have commended the nation for their progress in protecting human rights.
Above mentioned countries have championed and gave a vocal support at the 2018
Human Rights Council convention to China’s efforts to suit its anti-human rights
agenda. European countries, the United States, Canada and other Western countries
have soundly expressed their concerns and criticized China for its extreme violation of
human rights.
11
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Historically, Moscow has been the biggest factor in supporting and fomenting the
Uighur independence movement. In its fight against the Kuomintang (the Chinese
Nationalists) control of Xinjiang, the Soviet Union, both under Vladimir Lenin and later
Josef Stalin, supported the Uighurs. In 1921, the Soviet Union officially defined Uighurs
under Chinese rule as "non-Chinese" belonging to a Turkic ethnicity.
In 1933, Stalin supported the creation of the Kashgar-based Uyghur independent
state known as the First East Turkestan Republic (FETR). After its demise as a result
of the Chinese warlord Sheng Shicai's military victory over the FETR, the Soviet Union
set up a surrogate Second East Turkestan Republic (SETR) in 1944 that was based in
Ili, Xinjiang.
In 1949, Stalin betrayed the Second East Turkestan Republic by agreeing to Mao
Zedong's demand to subjugate the SETR to the newly established, Moscow-backed
People's Republic of China and brokered peace talks between the leaders of the SETR
and Mao Zedong in 1950. But on its way to Beijing for the powwow, the entire SETR
leadership team perished in a plane crash over the Soviet Union while in transit to
Beijing, thus saving both Moscow and Beijing from being bothered by the
independence-minded Uyghur elites for the following decades.
But in the turbulent up-and-down Beijing-Moscow relationship after Stalin's death,
the Soviet leaders, from Khrushchev to Brezhnev, all used the East Turkestan
independence movement and Soviet Turcologcial studies as weapons of an
"ideological war" against the Chinese communist infidels, causing Beijing nightmares.
In the post-USSR era, Uyghur studies within Russian intelligentsia and publications of
Turcological works about the Uyghurs and their plight and independence aspirations
have witnessed a revival.
Mindful of Moscow's past penchant for using the Uighur issue as a wedge and a
bargaining chip in the increasingly existential Beijing-Moscow bilateral relationship,
China's leaders are wasting no time to eliminate the source of such a scenario, the
newly revived Uyghur independence movement, now with a religious flavor to it, known
as the East Turkestan Islamic Republic (ETIR).

Questions to be addressed by the committee
1. Is the progress reflected by China in improving and expanding the freedoms and
human rights contentious? Why do Chinese allies applaud China’s pale
endeavors in comparison to other countries that deal with relatively fewer issues
in terms of human rights?
2. How can this committee collaborate with other UN governing bodies, NGOs, and
international actors to aid the efforts in humanitarian efforts in areas where harsh
violations occur?
3. Is substantial funding necessary to combat the Uighur crisis? If so, which
governing body deals with such matter at hand?
12
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4. How can the rights of Uighur people be protected while also considering China’s
sovereignty and its role in the international community?
5. What consequences, if any, should China face for the human rights violations it
has committed?
6. What reparations, if any, should be granted to the Uighur people who’ve been
victimized by this issue?

Further reading
•
•

Eva Dou, "Chinese Surveillance Expands to Muslims Making Mecca
Pilgrimage," the Wall Street Journal, July 31, 2018
Miles Yu, "PLA Strategist Reflects Military's Mainstream," in the Washington
Times, April 11, 2013.

•

Mehdi Hasan, "One Million Muslim Uighurs Have Been Detained by China, the
U.N. Says. Where's the Global Outrage?"

•

https://www.hoover.org/research/chinas-final-solution-xinjiang

•

Uighur Muslims in Concentration Camps

•

Vox Report on the Uighur Crisis in China

•

Al Jazeera report on Xinjiang crisis

•

Financial Times on the Uighur Crisis

•

The Uighur American Association report

•

Xinjiang territory profile by BBC

•

Tension between Chinese and Uighurs

•

Council on Foreign Relations
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Topic B: Preventing offline harm incited by
online hatred
Introduction and definitions
The number of people using the internet has steeply increased during the digital
age. This has also given rise to social media and they themselves have grown in
popularity immensely.

Figure 1: Population share using the internet and total number of people using the internet since 1990.1

15

PragueMUN2020

HRC

In recent years, as the internet has become more and more widespread and social
media has become more and more popular, concerns about the connection between
inflammatory speech online and violent acts have grown. The role of corporations and
the state in policing speech online and offline has come into question. It has become
clear that the internet and social media are here to stay and will only rise in popularity.
At the same time it is becoming apparent that many occurrences of offline violence
correlate with occurrences of inflammatory speech on social media. The nature of the
internet as an international platform makes this an issue to be addressed on an
international level. This problem must be explored in depth and comprehensive
measures must be taken by the international community in collaboration with the
privately-owned platforms.
Hate speech, often synonymous with inflammatory speech, is defined by the
Cambridge Dictionary as “public speech that expresses hate or encourages violence
towards a person or group based on something such as race, religion, sex, or sexual
orientation"2. The same dictionary defines social media as “websites and computer
programs that allow people to communicate and share information on the internet using
a computer or mobile phone”.3
David Kaye, United Nations special rapporteur on the Promotion and Protection of
the Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression, warned in this year’s “Freedom of
Opinion and Expression - Annual Report” that hate speech runs the risk of being
devalued as a term. The term hate speech is being overused and, to some extent,
misused. Amplified by social media, hate speech has come to describe more generic,
less severe things in addition to the meaning it has always had. Kaye urges that hate
speech should be used with its original meaning, rather than an ambiguous and
politicized term subject to governmental abuse and company discretion. A further
deterioration of the term would lead to more ambivalence of what constitutes hate
speech and what does not. This in turn leads to inconsistent policies and inconsistent
enforcement by both companies and states. David Kaye stresses the real dangers
posed by a lack of consistent policy when it comes to monitoring and stamping out hate
speech in the digital age, challenge everyone, first and foremost the marginalized
individuals and groups, which need the most protection. 4
UN experts addressed the problem of hate speech, calling it a scourge in an open
letter from September 2019. They warn that hate speech, both online and offline has
exacerbated societal and racial tensions, inciting attacks with deadly consequences
around the world. Inflammatory views are amplified “exponentially” through digital
technology, they warn.5 The Secretary-General put forth a new plan to identify and
confront the “growing scourge of hateful and destructive views”. 6
The aforementioned report urges states to meet their obligations by rooting their
efforts in human rights treaties and international human rights law. This must happen
in accordance with the UN Human Rights Committee, and the 2013 Rabat Plan of
Action, a framework by the UN human rights office (OHCHR). The 2013 Rabat Plan of
Action aims to clarify State obligations prohibiting incitement of hatred and
discrimination.7 In the report Kaye stresses that the companies’ failure to recognize
their power and impact must end immediately. They must also stop valuing
16
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shareholders over public interest. This report is meant to give the companies the tools
to change course, which makes it well worth a read.
Trends in hate crimes around the world echo changes in the political climate. If
individuals or groups are put into a negative spotlight in public discourse, numbers of
hate motivated crimes against individuals of that group tend to become more common.
Concrete examples will be listed below. Political discourse happens in the public
sphere, which has been expanded to the internet and social media in the digital age.
This means that political discord is now ruled by the rules of social media. Popularity
can matter more than facts, controversy can be created, where there is none, and will
spread quickly, because conflict is popular. As such, algorithms will favor the cultivation
of environments full of discord and conflict. Unfortunately, this means that also hateful
content can be propagated and magnified within the public debate over these
platforms. In addition, algorithms are designed to show users content that they will like.
This creates echo chambers, so called filter bubbles, in which the user will be shown
content aligning with their political views. This leads to a gradual radicalization of views
and can distort the user’s picture of what the public opinion is like on a matter. 8
The task of deciding what to censor, and how, has largely fallen to the handful of
corporations that control the platforms. Although acting on an international scale,
companies are constrained by domestic laws. Laws can serve to defuse discrimination
and head off violence against minorities. But such laws could also be used to suppress
minorities and dissidents. A third of the world’s population is active on Facebook alone.
Because of the social media rules described above, individuals inclined toward racism,
misogyny, or homophobia have found niches that can reinforce their views and goad
them to violence. Social media platforms also offer violent actors the opportunity to
publicize their acts.7

Problems and Cases from Around the World
In Germany, a correlation was found between anti-refugee Facebook posts by the
far-right Alternative for Germany party and attacks on refugees. Upticks in attacks,
including but not limited to arson and assault, generally followed spikes in hatemongering posts.9
In the United States, most perpetrators of recent white supremacist attacks were
active members of racist online communities. Many embraced social media and used
it to publicize their acts. The Charleston church shooter 10, who killed nine black clergy
and worshippers in June 2015, engaged in a “self-learning process” online.11 This selflearning progress describes an ongoing and self-reinforcing radicalization mediated by
social media.
The 2018 Pittsburgh synagogue shooter was a participant in the social media
network Gab. Gab is known for especially lax rules and has attracted a significant
number of extremists.12 The “great replacement” trope is a conspiracy theory, which
claims that elites are trying to replace the populations of typically western nations with
immigrants. This was propagated at the white supremacist rally in Charlottesville,
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Virginia, a year prior to the Pittsburgh synagogue shooting. This trope was a major
motivation for the shooter. This case is not only an example of the effect of lax rules
on social media, but also showcases how international this issue is in nature. It is
believed that conspiracy theory originated from the French far right and has now
become a popular item in nationalist communities of (not only) western countries. 13
In Myanmar, military leaders and Buddhist nationalists used social media to slur
and demonize the Rohingya Muslim minority ahead of and during a campaign of ethnic
cleansing.14 Rohingya comprised about 2 percent of the population, ethnonationalists
claimed that Rohingya would soon supplant the Buddhist majority. According to the UN
fact-finding mission, “Facebook has been a useful instrument for those seeking to
spread hate, in a context where, for most users, Facebook is the Internet.” The UNHRC
report on this is recommended as additional reading and can be found in the additional
readings list.
In India, lynch mobs and other types of communal violence, in many cases
originating with rumors on WhatsApp groups, have been on the rise since the Hindunationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) came to power in 2014. 15
Sri Lanka has similarly seen vigilantism inspired by rumors spread online, targeting
the Tamil Muslim minority. During a spate of violence in March 2018, the government
blocked access to Facebook and WhatsApp saying that Facebook had not been
sufficiently responsive during the emergency.16

Social Media and Possibilities for Regulation
Generally, social media has the tendency to allow fringe sites, including peddlers of
conspiracies, to reach audiences far broader than their core readership. 17 The
business model of many online platforms depends on maximizing reading or viewing
times. Since Facebook and similar platforms make their money by enabling advertisers
to target audiences with extreme precision, it is in their interests to let people find the
communities where they will spend the most time. 18 To achieve this content is typically
mediated by algorithms designed to maximize their engagement, which often
inadvertently promote extreme content. 19 According to Sociologist Zeynep Tufekci,
YouTube may be one of the most powerful radicalization tools of the 21st century,
because its algorithm drives people to videos that promote conspiracy theories or are
otherwise divisive, misleading or false.20
YouTube said in June 2019 it had changed its recommendation algorithm in
January, effectively halving views of videos deemed “borderline content”. 21 At the same
time, the company announced it would remove neo-Nazi and white supremacist videos
from its website.22 Still, the platform faced criticism that its efforts to curb hate speech
do not go far enough. Rather than removing videos that provoked homophobic
harassment of a journalist, YouTube instead cut off the offending user from sharing in
advertising revenue.23
The measures taken by social media platforms are based on combination of artificial
intelligence, user reporting and staff known as content moderators to enforce their
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rules. These content moderators are often burdened by the sheer volume of content
and the trauma that comes from sifting through disturbing posts. Social media
companies do not evenly devote resources across the many markets they serve and
thus often rely on outsourcing content moderation to contractors operating in countries
with cheap labor, similar to call centers.24, 25
Facebook’s rules are opaque to users and inconsistently applied by its thousands
of contractors charged with content moderation. 26 According to Facebook there are
fifteen thousand such contractors. In many countries and disputed territories, such as
Palestinian territories, Kashmir, and Crimea, activists and journalists have found
themselves censored, as Facebook has sought to maintain access to national markets
or to insulate itself from legal liability.27 The company’s hate speech rules tend to favor
elites and governments over grassroots activists and minorities. Mark Zuckerberg
called for global regulations to establish an international baseline regarding content,
electoral integrity, privacy, and data standards. This is because of social media, which
is active across borders, varying legal systems and standards around the world pose
real challenges.28
Problems also arise when platforms’ artificial intelligence is poorly adapted to local
languages and companies have invested little in staff fluent in them. According to
Reuters, Facebook employed just two Burmese speakers in Myanmar as of early 2015.
After a series of anti-Muslim violence began in 2012, experts warned of the fertile
environment ultranationalist Buddhist monks found, as two moderators simply were not
qualified enough to cope with the sheer number of posts. 29 Facebook admitted it had
done too little after seven hundred thousand Rohingya were driven out to Bangladesh
and UN human rights panel singled out the company. August 2018, it banned military
officials from the platform and pledged to increase the number of moderators fluent in
the local language.30, 31

Central dilemma of debate
The debate about how the competing values of free expression and
nondiscrimination can be reconciled has been around for a century or longer. Now
rapidly changing communications technologies have led to a surge in communication
and introduced new mechanisms in public discourse. As such, technical challenges of
monitoring
and
responding
to
incitement
and
misinformation
have
been
become pressing
issues.

Figure 2: Public opinion on Free Speech vs Minority Protection. 8
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Examples of measures and legislation around the world8
United States. Social media platforms set their own standards for content and
methods of enforcement in accordance with the Communications Decency Act. 32 This
law exempts tech platforms from liability for actionable speech by their users.
Magazines and television networks, for example, can be sued for publishing
defamatory information they know to be false, social media platforms cannot.
European Union. The bloc’s twenty-eight members all legislate the issue of hate
speech on social media differently, but they adhere to some common principles. Not
only speech that directly incites violence is scrutinized, but also speech that incites
hatred or denies or minimizes genocide and crimes against humanity. Major tech
companies agreed to a code of conduct 33 with the European Union in which they
pledged to review posts flagged by users, to preempt bloc-wide legislation. Posts that
violate EU standards are to be taken down by the platform within twenty-four hours.
The European Commission found that social media platforms were meeting this
requirement in three-quarters of cases.
Germany. This country is especially sensitive to hate speech, because of its 20th
century-history. A 2018 law requires large social media platforms to take down posts
that are “manifestly illegal” under criteria set out in German law within twenty-four
hours. Human Rights Watch raised concerns that the threat of hefty fines would
encourage the social media platforms to be “overzealous censors.” 34 The EU is
planning similar legislation with the intent of “preventing the dissemination of terrorist
content online.” Civil libertarians have warned against the measure for its “vague and
broad” definitions of prohibited content, as well as for making private corporations,
rather than public authorities, the arbiters of censorship.
India. Under new social media rules, the government can order platforms to take
down posts within twenty-four hours based on a wide range of offenses, as well as to
obtain the identity of the user. As social media platforms have made efforts to stanch
the sort of speech that has led to vigilante violence, lawmakers from the ruling BJP
have accused them of censoring content in a politically discriminatory manner,
disproportionately suspending right-wing accounts.
Japan. Hate speech has become a subject of legislation and jurisprudence in Japan
in the past decade, as anti-racism activists have challenged ultranationalist agitation
against ethnic Koreans.35 This attention to the issue attracted a rebuke from the UN
Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination in 2014 and inspired a national
ban on hate speech in 2016, with the government adopting a model similar to
Europe’s.36

Questions to be addressed by the committee
What role should public authorities such as states and international organizations
play in the control of public discourse and the policing of speech? Can this authority be
left to private corporations? Should rules of conduct and laws concerning speech be
enforced by private platforms or by public authorities, potentially on which platforms?
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How can moderation be distinguished from censorship? What measures can be taken
to avoid moderation being abused to censor minorities? And how can political bias be
avoided? Who decides what hate and inflammatory speech is, the state, the company
or international organizations? And what does this mean for dissidents and disputed
territories?
Another point for debate is social media moderators. Should there be limitations to
how corporations can outsource moderation to contractors? What rules or standards
should exist to protect moderators from trauma? How can we ensure that competent
moderators are present, also in non-common languages? Should states or the
international community even have a say in all these questions?
Cases of genocide and crimes against humanity could be the next frontier of social
media jurisprudence, drawing on precedents set in Nuremberg and Rwanda. The
Nuremberg trials in post-Nazi Germany convicted the publisher of the newspaper “Der
Stürmer” and the 1948 Genocide Convention subsequently included “direct and public
incitement to commit genocide” as a crime. During the UN International Criminal
Tribunal for Rwanda, two media executives were convicted on those same grounds.
As prosecutors look ahead to potential genocide and war crimes tribunals for cases
such as Myanmar, social media users with mass followings could be found similarly
criminally liable. It would be worthwhile to discuss in how far this concept could be
applied to social media platforms and users inciting genocide and which role the
international community and individual states would play.

Further reading
•

Guterres’ new plan to ‘counter hate and violence’

•

2013 Rabat Plan of Action

•

Myanmar Factfinding Mission Report

•

Japan’s Hate Speech Laws
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