
Student Worksheet

Facebook and Twitter Crack Down on Hate Speech 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/2013/06/facebook-and-twitter-crack-down-on-hate-speech/

After a string of consumer complaints and court cases, social media giants Facebook and Twitter 

are cracking down on hate speech broadcast through their platforms.

The companies are trying to strike a difficult balance between protecting freedom of expression 

for users while also creating an open and welcoming community.

With the increasing international use of social media, these companies are also learning how to 

deal with foreign free-speech laws that are often harsher than America’s.

Facebook accused of allowing anti-women content

Facebook came under fire in May for allowing groups to promote violent and hateful rhetoric 

against women.
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Groups with names like “Violently Raping Your Friends Just For Laughs” posted content that 

included pictures of women beaten, bruised, tied up, drugged and bleeding, with captions such 

as... ‘Next time don’t get pregnant.’

In response, concerned users convinced advertisers like Dove to pull their advertisements from 

the site until the content was removed. Dove, whose advertising campaigns promote female 

empowerment and self-esteem, released a statement saying, “we are working with Facebook to 

prevent our ads from appearing on these pages.”

“Women, Action, and The Media,” a women’s rights group that wrote an open letter that started 

the movement, objected to Facebook policies that blocked images of women after a mastectomy 

or breast-feeding a baby, but allowed “Violently Raping Your Friends Just For Laughs” to continue.

Facebook's initial response was that these accounts did not violate the terms of service.

After a large social media push in which users tweeted using the hashtag #FBrape, 15 companies 

removed their advertising from the site. Facebook responded, saying that they would reevaluate 

their policies.

“In recent days, it has become clear that our systems to identify and remove hate speech have 

failed to work as effectively as we would like, particularly around issues of gender-based hate,” 

said Marne Levine, Facebook’s Vice-President of Global Public Policy, “we need to do better – and 

we will.”

Twitter clashes with free speech laws internationally

This month, Twitter lost an appeal in a French High Court that will require them to release of the 

identities of users who have posted anti-Semitic comments on its site. Twitter has been much 

more protective of its users’ private information than other social media networks. Twitter 

refused participate in U.S. government requests for user data.

Twitter originally agreed to block tweets using the hashtag #unbonjuif (which translates to 

#agoodjew), but refused to hand over identities.
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However, the court claimed Twitter had violated French laws against hate speech and Holocaust 

denial, and ordered the company to turn over the users’ identities and pay $50 million to 

organizations that fight racism.

Twitter has dealt with this issue before. In Germany, where Nazi propaganda of any kind is 

outlawed, Twitter cooperated with police to ban tweets from a neo-Nazi group (although the 

group is still visible to users outside of Germany).

Hate-speech can be a grey zone

These cases reveal a grey zone for free speech in the internet age. Legal and social factors are at 

play, but also a lot of money. Facebook will have to hire more content managers and train them 

to identify and remove inappropriate material. In addition, Facebook and Twitter are working 

with lawyers to draft policies that deal with hate speech and fit within the varying legal 

frameworks of different countries.

Still, social media companies have been reluctant to change unless compelled by law, lost ad 

dollars or public awareness campaigns.

-- Compiled by James Hercher for NewsHour Extra
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 READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

1. What kind of hate speech is Facebook cracking down on?

2. Which specific advertiser did users petition to pull their advertisements from Facebook?

3. What is the name of the women's rights group that wrote an open letter that started the petition 
against Facebook?

4. How many companies removed their advertising from Facebook?

5. In which country is Twitter being forced to hand over information on users who tweeted hate 
speech?

6. What type of hate speech did the case involve?

7. How much money will Twitter now have to pay for losing the case?

8. Which country did Twitter work with to ban tweets from a neo-Nazi group?
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (more research might be needed)

1. Do you think that any speech should be allowed on social media? Why or why not?

2. Where is the balance between free speech and community standards?

3. In 1927, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis advised, in his famous Whitney v. California 

opinion, "If there be time to expose through discussion the falsehood and fallacies, to avert the 

evil by the processes of education, the remedy to be applied is more speech, not enforced 

silence." What does that mean? How does it apply to this article?

4. In Twitter's court case, do you agree with Twitter or the French High Court? Explain.

5. Many people were surprised that Facebook took so long to respond to the anti-women 

content, given that their Chief Operating Officer is a woman, Sheryl Sandberg. Is this fair? What 

difference does it make if women are in top leadership positions of companies?

Extension Activity 
Have students write a 300-500 word essay on this topic providing clear examples. Send 
your completed editorial to NewsHour Extra (extra@newshour.org). Exceptional essays 
might be published on our Web site. 
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Using NewsHour Extra Feature Stories
Facebook and Twitter Crack Down on Hate Speech 
June 21, 2013
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/extra/2013/06/facebook-and-twitter-crack-down-on-hate-speech/

Estimated Time: One 45-minute class period with possible extension

PROCEDURE

1. WARM UP
Use initiating questions to introduce the topic and find out how much your students know.

2. MAIN ACTIVITY
Have students read NewsHour Extra's feature story and answer the reading comprehension and 
discussion questions on the student handout.

3. DISCUSSION
Use discussion questions to encourage students to think about how the issues outlined in the 
story affect their lives and express and debate different opinions.

INITIATING QUESTIONS

1. What is hate speech?

2. What kind of speech does the First Amendment protect? What kind of speech does it not 
protect?

3. Have you encountered hate speech on the internet? Explain.

READING COMPREHENSION QUESTIONS

1. What kind of hate speech is Facebook cracking down on?
Hateful rhetoric directed at women

2. Which specific advertiser did users petition to pull their advertisements from Facebook?
Dove

3. What is the name of the women's rights group that wrote an open letter that started the 
petition against Facebook?
Women, Action, and The Media

4. How many companies removed their advertising from Facebook?
15

5. In which country is Twitter being forced to hand over information on users who tweeted 
hate speech?
France

6. What type of hate speech did the case involve?
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Anti-semitism

7. How much money will Twitter now have to pay for losing the case?
$50 million

8. Which country did Twitter work with to ban tweets from a neo-Nazi group?
Germany

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (more research might be needed)
1. Do you think that any speech should be allowed on social media? Why or why not?

2. Where is the balance between free speech and community standards?

3. In 1927, Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis advised, in his famous Whitney v. California 
opinion, "If there be time to expose through discussion the falsehood and fallacies, to avert the 
evil by the processes of education, the remedy to be applied is more speech, not enforced 
silence." What does that mean? How does it apply to this article?

4. In Twitter's court case, do you agree with Twitter or the French High Court? Explain. 

5. Many people were surprised that Facebook took so long to respond to the anti-women content, 
given that their Chief Operating Officer is a woman, Sheryl Sandberg.  Is this fair?  What 
difference does it make if women are in top leadership positions of companies?

Extension Activity 
Have students write a 300-500 word essay on this topic providing clear examples. Send your 
completed editorial to NewsHour Extra (extra@newshour.org). Exceptional essays might be 
published on our Web site. 
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