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Subtitle

In Central European countries a steep increase in antisemitic incidents can be observed in recent years, which predominantly occur on the Internet, especially on social networks (such as Facebook). Antisemitic hate speech is most often encountered in this regard. Antisemitism has a deep impact on our societies and may undermine democratic values and moral principles. However, online antisemitism is not sufficiently addressed by the authorities, which contributes to lowering the threshold for tolerance of prejudice, discrimination and, ultimately, violence against minorities. 

Moreover, antisemitism is not adequately treated by the regional media, which often contribute to the spread of it. This policy brief draws on the results of our in-depth contemporary analysis of antisemitism in Central Europe and presents the main policy implications and recommendations for academics, professional and media to better understand overt and covert antisemitism in the region, to localize it and effectively contribute to efforts to combat its manifestations.

INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]
A number of recent studies and opinion polls indicate that antisemitic incidents are on the rise across Europe[footnoteRef:1], and concurrently concern among members of Jewish communities for their own safety is growing.[footnoteRef:2] Although Visegrad societies have traditionally considered the issue of antisemitism to be marginal, we are seeing an unprecedented rise in antisemitism in this region as well. [1:  European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2020. Antisemitism. Overview of Antisemitic Incidents Recorded in the European Union. 2009–2019. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union. For the recent trends related to online antisemitism see also Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (European Commission). 2021. The Rise of Antisemitism Online during the Pandemic. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.]  [2:  European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2018. Experiences and perceptions of antisemitism Second survey on discrimination and hate crime against Jews in the EU. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union; European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2019. Young Jewish Europeans: perceptions and experiences of antisemitism. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.] 


According to a special 2018 Eurobarometer on perceptions of antisemitism[footnoteRef:3], 70% of Slovak respondents believe that antisemitism is not a problem in Slovakia. 65% of respondents from Czechia are of the same opinion. The share of respondents with this opinion is somewhat lower in Hungary (50%) and Poland (46%). On the contrary, 45% of respondents from Hungary, 41% from Poland, 28% from the Czech Republic and 20% from Slovakia think that antisemitism is a problem in respective countries. Additionally, 13% of Czech, 15% of Slovak, 18% of Polish, and 26% of Hungarian respondents think that antisemitism has increased in their country over the past five years. Contrarily, only 17% of Czech, 9%, 18% of Polish, 22% of Hungarian respondents believe that antisemitism has decreased in their country over the past five years. [3:  Directorate-General for Justice and Consumers (European Commission). 2018. Special Eurobarometer 484 – December 2018. Perceptions of antisemitism. Brussels: European Commission, DG Communication, p. 8, 12. ] 


However, the evidence from all four countries clearly shows that the number of recorded antisemitic incidents is on the rise.[footnoteRef:4] The fundamental problem is that underreporting persists. The incompleteness and unreliability of official statistics make it difficult to take adequate action by state authorities. Collection of data is partly addressed by the work of NGOs and Jewish organisations[footnoteRef:5], which are dedicated to monitoring antisemitism, either on purpose or at least marginally. These sources show that the vast majority of manifestations of antisemitism take place on the internet and social media, such as Facebook. [4:  European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2020. Antisemitism. Overview of Antisemitic Incidents Recorded in the European Union. 2009–2019.]  [5:  For example the Federation of Jewish Communities in the Czech Republic publishing its Annual Reports on Manifestations of Antisemitism in the Czech Republic. Available at: www.fzo.cz.] 

Our questionnaire survey among Facebook users in the Visegrad countries also showed persistent antisemitic attitudes and opinions in a part of the society of these countries.[footnoteRef:6]  Although majority of respondents showed reluctance to accept in general various types of prejudices about Jews or those who are considered to be Jewish, in many cases they were not showing this rejection as far as internet and social media are concerned. Research clearly shows that those respondents who show some objection to system of minority protection display also higher levels of antisemitic prejudices. The research also revealed an unpleasant truth about attitudes of those who are active on internet. Antisemitic views grow with declared competencies on internet.  [6:  Vašečka, M. et al. 2020. Antisemitism 2.0: Opinions, attitudes and perception on antisemitism in Visegrád countries on the online sphere. Bratislava: Bratislava Policy Institute. Available at: https://www.bpi.sk/index.php/projects/combat-anti-semitism-in-central-europe.] 


Thus, although people in Central Europe largely believe that antisemitism is not a problem in their countries, the reality is somewhat different. Attitudes toward Jews deteriorated markedly in past few years especially in Poland and Hungary. In those countries, Antisemitic discourse is shifting from the margins of society to the mainstream. There are more specific features of current antisemitism in Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia that need be taken into account in an effort to identify, localise and encounter it.
Based on results of the above-mentioned analysis of online antisemitism in Central Europe we present the main policy implications and recommendations for academics, professionals and media, which we believe will contribute to better understanding of the issue and encountering it in our societies. 



METHODOLOGY

The basis for our recommendations in the policy brief was a research project Combat Antisemitism in Central Europe[footnoteRef:7]  that was supported by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme of the European Union. [7:  For more details see: https://www.bpi.sk/project/combat-anti-semitism-in-central-europe. ] 

In first phase of our research, we conducted a research in attitudes and opinions of respondents from Visegrad countries on issues related antisemitism. The aim of the study was to investigate the scope and significance of antisemitic attitudes in Central Europe, and to enhance standards of the research of antisemitism, and broadly disseminate comprehensive results.
In the second phase we focused on the media and social media (especially Facebook) and analyzed antisemitic statements in the online environment. We identified topics and themes that that might trigger antisemitic statements of the consumers of the online content. 
Subsequently, we developed a categorization of online manifestations of antisemitism and created a database of antisemitic statements on social networks (see below). A related content analysis of social media (Facebook) posts and comments allows us to understand the dynamics that influence whether, how and with whom antisemitic cyber hate speech resonates and can materialize in the real world.  

Implications and recommendations for academia
Understanding the uniqueness of antisemitism in Central Europe

Antisemitism in Visegrad countries has been playing a key role in the political battle over open society and liberal democratic regimes since dawn of modernity. Although not perceived as a pressing problem, antisemitism serves as a function of exclusion and disqualification of liberal elites fostering liberal pluralism and multicultural society. 
Various actors, including nationalist, anti-transformation activist, populist politician, fake news and conspiracy webs, have managed to amplify antisemitism and Judeophobia in its various forms. For instance, anti-Soros campaign in all these counties, most visible in Hungary and Slovakia, has dramatically intensified hatred towards NGOs (notably human rights, anti-corruption, environmental).
Antisemitism also serves as a powerful tool for radicalizing society, but usually not against Jews directly, but against the defenders of liberal values and liberal culture. Various political actors at the national level openly engage in these social discourses and feed intolerance and hatred in society. The situation in each country logically differs with regard to historical development, political events, representation of the Jewish population, etc. For further nuances, see our research reports. 

Identifying antisemitism 
As antisemitism has many faces it is necessary to minimise doubts and uncertainty of what antisemitism actually is. To determine whether an act is a manifestation of antisemitism, we recommend to refer to recognised definitions. No definition is perfect and no document on antisemitism can be exhaustive. Yet, there are a number of clues on how to clearly label individual incidents (e.g., attacks), whether in the real world or in the virtual environment of the Internet, as manifestations of antisemitism.[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  See for example the initiative of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA, https://www.holocaustremembrance.com) or the Jerusalem Declaration on Antisemitism (https://jerusalemdeclaration.org). For examples and implications refer also to European Commission. 2021. Handbook for the practical use of the IHRA Working Definition of Antisemitism. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.] 

As is known, there are disputes over anti-Zionism, i.e., the relationship to the state of Israel, particularly in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The debate over the conditions under which criticism of Israel can be considered an expression of antisemitism is far from settled. However, it must be stressed that very often the anti-Israel movement descends into the crudest forms of antisemitism. In our opinion, it is appropriate to carefully assess the context of the statements and, where appropriate, the motivations of the authors. 

For a better understanding of what antisemitism is and what form it takes in virtual sphere, we have developed a unique categorisation of antisemitic statements.[footnoteRef:9] We attempt to identify hate (hatred) not as an emotion towards an object, but to determine if an offender seeks to "annihilate" (attempt to annul the existence of) his target or object. We argue that the key signs of hate (hatred) are the "annihilation" (attempt to annul the existence of) of very being of the target or the object.  [9:  Žúborová, V. et al. 2020. Antisemitism online, Facebook as a space for Antisemitic hate speech. Bratislava: Bratislava Policy Institute, p. 9–11.] 

Following our categorisation, we have created a remarkable database of antisemitic statements[footnoteRef:10] from Visegrad area. The CASED database might help organisations, scholars, professionals, policy forces and other relevant stakeholders to identify, monitor and analyse antisemitic hate speech and other forms of antisemitism. The database consists of words, acronyms, sentences and comments that were detected in our research within the environment of Facebook and coded according their content, meaning, and impact towards those who were offended.  [10:  Available at https://www.cased.eu. ] 


Localising antisemitism in online media
We have found out in our research that in all Visegrad countries antisemitic statements are spreading via serious (public or private) mainstream media, as well as (private) tabloid media, fake news media, and social networks media (mainly Facebook). Antisemitic statements are spread primarily online, due to insufficient regulation of these media. In this case, we see that the media play a significant role because they might publish various antisemitic conspiracy "theories" openly, which contribute to the spread of hatred against Jews. 
In the majority of incidents, the haters are ordinary people without a systematic ideological point of view. In Polish case hate speech towards Jews can be found predominantly on right-wing media, which adhere to pro-family, Catholic and patriotic values. In the case of Slovakia, after the entry of neofascists political party – Kotleba LSNS (People's Party of Our Slovakia) into mainstream political area (2016) conspiracy theories, hate speech based on stereotypes towards otherness had become part of the official political discourse. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll]
In all Visegrad countries, we see that the term "Jewish" has been negatively used in public life. Its function is to divide the population and to separate "the Czechs, the Hungarians, the Poles, the Slovaks" and people representing "national interests" from "liberals" that in practice applies to all political enemies of the governing power. 
Our analysis of the current occurrence of antisemitic statements in the online environment shows that a significant proportion of attacks occur as a response to various types of communication, most often information articles, which to varying degrees are related to the Jew or the State of Israel, or they evoke traditional antisemitic prejudices against people of real or alleged Jewish descent. 
Another important area is related to various conspiracy theories, which e.g. claim that in the background of a number of world events or phenomena on the domestic scene there is a mysterious Jewish lobby, or “evil” Jews with ulterior motives, such as George Soros. It seems that George Soros is a superhuman demon who stands behind everything. He had become a primary target of extremists but also of a large part of the society as soon as Soros appears, all antisemitic stereotypes emerge. However, by interpreting the anti-Soros statements, one should carefully consider the context and also reflect a significantly represented phenomenon of irony and prank.



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MEDIA

Since the media plays a key role in the spread of antisemitism, it is necessary to pay increased attention to these actors. As the problem is multi-layered, measures should be tailored to specific actors, but there are some general recommendations and rules of thumb. The situation is different when it comes to the traditional mainstream media, and different when it comes to tabloids and alternative online media. But in either case, media content regulators, self-regulatory bodies and publishers themselves should be with full respect for freedom of speech sensitive to the publication of violent antisemitic content and minimize such content through available means and channels. 

Training for better understanding of antisemitism
Media should organize training and information and education events for their staff in order to strengthen their competences in recognizing the specific features of antisemitism by working on case studies, specific cases and scenarios. For this purpose, we recommend using our data, including a database of manifestations of online antisemitism and training.

Raising awareness of antisemitism
Serious media should inform and mobilise the general public on the prevalence of antisemitism and its implications not only in regional or national context. Media could inform about good examples of community coexistence, historical contexts (e.g., Holocaust), strengthen trust, tolerance and understanding.
Media also are advised to join or establish their own digital literacy campaigns in order to minimalize impacts of disinformation campaigns on society. Media and information literacy skills are likely to foster citizens’ resilience to prejudice, manipulation, stereotypes or conspiracy theories.  

Avoiding the dissemination of antisemitic content
Media workers, and journalists especially, should follow the precepts of journalistic ethics and good practice to avoid even inadvertently spreading an antisemitic narrative, repeating traditional stereotypes or feeding various conspiracy theories linked to real or perceived Jewish individuals or organisations and their perceived nefarious interests. Since not every antisemitic incident is obvious at first glance, it is advisable to become more familiar with the definitions of antisemitism and its manifestations, as mentioned above. 

Avoiding manipulation and misunderstanding
Attention should be paid to how topics related to Jews, the Holocaust, the Middle East conflict, etc. are presented - whether they are set in a broader context or only certain facts are emphasized - and framed (what is the interpretation, the narrative pattern). The headlines themselves, the quotations chosen, the accompanying photographs and their descriptions are an important part in this matter. To avoid manipulating and misunderstanding appropriate materials should be used. In this regard we recommend to develop own guidelines for reporting on antisemitism and related phenomena (including hate speech) and appoint a person responsible for compliance and further training of staff. 

Limiting and regulating the space for the spread of antisemitism
Our research shows that the most frequent manifestations of antisemitism can be found in reader discussion on news portals, blogs, messaging apps, and especially in comments on the Facebook media/news pages. In this case increased effort is required from administrators and service providers to filter, report, and block harmful content both on webpages and on social media. Nevertheless, it is necessary to balance adopted measures so that they interfere as little as possible with the essence of the right to freedom of expression. 

Reporting and investigating of antisemitic incidents
We encourage media to focus deeply on antisemitic incidents, including online cases, and place them in a social, political and legal context. Additionally, it is vital adequately inform about antisemitic hate speech and its victims. Journalist should protect the rights and interests of the victims, do not downplay the criminal activity of the attacker, do not speculate on motivations etc. It is also recommended to verify information with law enforcement agencies and to consult specialized NGOs in selected cases.


CONCLUSION

Antisemitism is a pressing problem of our time and also affects the Central European region. It manifests itself mainly through hate speech on the Internet, especially social media, and the increase in incidents is unprecedented. Antisemitism has a negative impact on society as a whole, it is thus necessary to define, track and prevent antisemitism in its various forms by the joint effort of all actors on local, nation and European level. 

Our project identified the main categories of antisemitism and contributed to its better definition. We focused in particular on the online space, as it represents the biggest challenge for our societies in this respect. We therefore recommend a series of steps that will lead to a better understanding of contemporary antisemitism and to effectively combat it.
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