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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.1fob9te]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] Visegrad societies have traditionally considered the issue of antisemitism to be marginal. According to a special 2018 Eurobarometer on perceptions of antisemitism[footnoteRef:3], vast majority of respondents from Czechia and Slovakia believe that antisemitism is not a problem in their countries. About half of the Polish and Hungarian respondents are of the same opinion. 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, only 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.  [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.]  [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, evidence from all four countries clearly show that the number of recorded antisemitic incidents is on the rise.[footnoteRef:4] Official statistic, albeit incomplete, show that the vast majority of manifestations of antisemitism take place on the internet and social media, such as Facebook. 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:5]   [4:  European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights. 2020. Antisemitism. Overview of Antisemitic Incidents Recorded in the European Union. 2009–2019.]  [5:  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. Antisemitism serves also as a powerful tool for radicalizing society, but usually not against Jews directly, but against the defenders of liberal values and liberal culture. 

The situation in each country logically differs with regard to historical development, political events, representation of the Jewish population, etc. There are many specific features of current antisemitism in Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia that need be taken into account in an effort to identify, localize and encounter it. For further nuances, see our research reports Antisemitism 2.0: Opinions, attitudes, and perception on antisemitism in Visegrad countries on the online sphere and Antisemitism online, Facebook as a space for Antisemitic hate speech. [footnoteRef:6]   [6:  The research was carried out in the framework of a project Combat Antisemitism in Central Europe supported by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship Programme of the European Union. For more details see: https://www.bpi.sk/project/combat-anti-semitism-in-central-europe. ] 


Based on results of the above-mentioned analysis of online antisemitism in Central Europe we present the main policy implications and recommendations for policy makers and public authorities including law enforcement agencies, to effectively combat manifestations of cyber-antisemitism in the region.



METHODOLOGY

As antisemitism has many faces it is necessary to minimize doubts and uncertainty of what antisemitism actually is. To determine whether an act is a manifestation of antisemitism, we recommend to refer to recognized 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:7]   [7:  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.] 


For a better understanding of what antisemitism is and what form it takes in virtual sphere, we have developed a unique categorization of antisemitic statements.[footnoteRef:8] 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.  [8:  Žúborová, V. et al. 2020. Antisemitism online, Facebook as a space for Antisemitic hate speech. Bratislava: Bratislava Policy Institute, p. 9–11.] 


Following our categorization, we have created a remarkable database of antisemitic statements[footnoteRef:9] from Visegrad area. The CASED database might help organizations, scholars, professionals, policy forces and other relevant stakeholders to identify, monitor and analyze 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 to their content, meaning, and impact towards those who were offended.  [9:  Available at https://www.cased.eu. ] 


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 

It is not easy to confront and combat antisemitism in societies where it is not perceived as a relevant issue that needs to be further addressed. For this reason, there is a need to increase efforts to raise awareness of the impact of antisemitism on society. Antisemitism must not be treated as an isolated issue, as something that concerns only Jews (especially when they are a very small, often invisible or overlooked group in Central Europe). Efforts to combat antisemitism, on one hand, should be an integral part of holistic and intersectional efforts to encounter all forms of intolerance, prejudice and discrimination. On the other hand, we believe, there is a need for specific measures aimed directly at the issue of antisemitism in our region.  

At present the responsible state authorities are ineffective in combating antisemitism because their legal norms only respond to visible antisemitic incidents against the Jewish community. However, the deeply rooted antisemitism in part of society, manifested for instance by the repetition of traditional stereotypes or various conspiracy theories, remains unaddressed.

Since the Internet and social media play a key role in the spread of antisemitism, it is necessary to pay increased attention to these actors. The problem is multi-layered and measures should be tailored to specific actors. Moreover, this effort must take place within the international community, for instance as part of a comprehensive framework for digital regulation at a level of the European Union. 

Policy makers

State authorities (policy makers) of the Visegrad countries should step out their efforts to combat antisemitism by taking the following steps:

Monitoring public opinion
From the point of view of policy makers, it is desirable to monitor public opinion in terms of the real and virtual world in order to respond to significant changes in it, either by adjusting policies or at least by changing information strategies. 

Collecting and publishing data
Accurate and reliable data is essential in countering antisemitism by state authorities. Although collection of data is partly addressed by the work of NGOs and Jewish organisations[footnoteRef:10], which are dedicated to monitoring antisemitism, either on purpose or at least marginally, it is advisable to develop comprehensive official statistics on such acts which should be up-to-date and publicly available. Moreover, we would like to draw attention to the problem of insufficient reporting of antisemitic incidents. Authorities should publicly encourage victims and potential witnesses not to be afraid to report such acts.  [10:  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.] 


Developing a broader discussion on antisemitism
Opening a broader professional debate is desirable, at least, so that discourse is not poisoned so frequently by banally or even openly antisemitic ideological opponents. People with antisemitic attitudes and opinions may not be numerous in the Visegrad countries, but thanks to historical images, archetypes from the past and scattered conspiratorial thinking, they tend to have an influence on the internet and consequently in society.  

Introducing antisemitism into education
Antisemitism is being discussed in an education process often only as a supplement to other forms of hatred and intolerance in all Visegrad countries. Functions of antisemitism and its usage remain rather unknown and unrecognized. There is a need to effectively educate students about antisemitism and its impacts. Moreover, states should consider developing training programs on antisemitism for relevant professionals, such as law enforcement agencies, prosecutors, judges, officials, social workers and others. There is as well a need for 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.  

Addressing the problem internationally
Policy makers should ensure that the fight against antisemitism takes place at all levels of administration (national, regional, local) and facilitate the involvement of a wide range of actors from different sectors of society in this effort. However, given the development of the Internet, current antisemitism is a universal problem that has no boundaries. Especially social media or messenger applications provide space for free and anonymous dissemination of antisemitic speeches around the world. Thus, state authorities should cooperate in this matter, sharing experiences and examples of good practice.

Most recently, Visegrad countries should actively join effort of the European Commission Working Group on combating antisemitism and make full use of its support in order to adopt at national level holistic strategies to prevent and fight all forms of antisemitism as part of their strategies on preventing racism, xenophobia, radicalisation and violent extremism. 

Fighting hate crime in cyberspace
Cybercrimes, such as online harassment, online bullying, cyberstalking or hate speech, are often catalysed by the anonymity of communication, limited regulation and censorship and the rapid flow of information. States should make full use of their existing legal norms to combat illegal content on the Internet. It is important that various forms of antisemitism – from overt to covert – be addressed in these measures. Nevertheless, it is necessary to balance legal measures to combat hate speech so that they interfere as little as possible with the essence of the right to freedom of expression, which is based on arbitrary axiological and political premises, but also on the historical experience of the region.

Central European countries should also work together to pressure companies such as Facebook and Twitter to take greater responsibility for the use of their platforms and to take measures to protect victims of illegal acts online. In addition to the requirements for removal of expressly illegal content, attention should also be paid to antisemitic content that is harmful, but within the limits of the law. This also applies to the spread of misinformation, lies and various conspiracy theories.

Local self-government

Supporting local community
Self-governments make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable. Therefore, local authorities should undertake relevant initiatives in order to empower local communities in defending their human rights. Municipalities should raise awareness of the local communities on the issue of hate speech and build a proper response to it through social campaigns. In this context, support from cities for local NGOs, local media and initiatives dedicated to combating various forms of discrimination, including antisemitism, is crucial.

Law enforcement agencies

Training for better understanding of antisemitism
Heads of law enforcement agencies should organize training and information and education events for law enforcement officers 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. Where possible, it is appropriate to identify motivated workers who will address the issue of hate crimes in a targeted manner. 

Identifying prejudices as motives for crimes
The training should also help to unify the practice, explain some concepts in the field of hate crimes (such as online hate speech), clarify what to prosecute or how to secure evidence. Motivation to identify prejudices as motives for crimes and not to confuse them with other legal qualifications is also important. Moreover, law enforcement agencies should themselves, according to their capacity, prosecute hate crimes, not just respond to criminal complaints.




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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