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Introduction: Why Study Hate Speech?

Hate speech has become a major concern in multi-ethnic societies around the world and 
Malaysia is not exempt. Slurs and hateful speech targeting ethnic and religious groups, from 
comments by ordinary individuals to statements by prominent figures, are prevalent.
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The long-term consequences of 
hate speech could be extremely 
serious. Studies in other 
countries have shown that what 
appears to be merely ‘uncivil 
discourse’ could erode 
inter-ethnic trust1 over the long 
term, to the point of instability.

1 Friedman, R. (2018). Opinion | The Neuroscience of Hate Speech. Retrieved 14 September 2020, from 
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/31/opinion/caravan-hate-speech-bowers-sayoc.html 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/31/opinion/caravan-hate-speech-bowers-sayoc.html


How Serious Is The Issue To Malaysians?

A large majority of our 
study respondents1 (87%) 
comprising 200 Malay, 
Chinese and Indian 
Malaysians respectively, 
feel that hate speech is at 
serious levels today.

1 Quantitative survey respondents, n=605. Survey period: 21st to 29th July 2020. For breakdown, 
please refer to p. 16

Chart 1: “In your view, how serious is the level of 
hateful or offensive speech in Malaysia today?” 

87%}
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Where Is It Most Prevalent?

Top sources according to this 
study’s respondents:

● By far, social media (FB, 
IG, Whatsapp, etc.)

● Mass media (online news 
sites, newspapers, TV, 
etc.)

● Politicians

1 Quantitative survey respondents, n=605. Survey period: 21st to 29th July 2020. For breakdown, 
please refer to p. 16

Chart 2: “Where do you see hateful or offensive speech 
the most in Malaysia? Rank your top 3 answers.”
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The Premise Underlying Our Research
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Balance the right to
freedom of speech

with the obligations of living 
in a diverse society

The understanding of what 
constitutes hate speech needs to be 
LOCALISED,
or it runs the risk of being divorced from local 
values and historical context.

#1

Malaysia’s policies and institutions 
need to manage the RANGE of hate 
speech being expressed,
or we will risk over-reacting and 
under-reacting.

#2



Mildly 
offensive/
provocative 
speech

Seriously 
offensive/
hateful 
speech

Incitement 
to 
marginalise

Incitement 
to violence

Incitement 
to mass 
violence

FOCUS OF MALAYSIA’S 
INSTITUTIONAL RESPONSES TODAY

Current legislative and policy responses 
mostly at this end of the spectrum, 

making us too reliant on deterrent and 
punitive measures

(RISK: OVER-REACTING)

AREAS NEEDING MORE POLICY 
ATTENTION

Current institutional or policy responses 
here are inconsistent. Few attempts to 

address cohesively e.g. via public 
education, codes of conduct etc.

(RISK: UNDER-REACTING)

Sources: Article 19 and Outside In

On Over-Reacting & Under-Reacting:
The Hate Speech ‘Spectrum’
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https://www.article19.org/data/files/medialibrary/38231/'Hate-Speech'-Explained---A-Toolkit-%282015-Edition%29.pdf
http://transforminghate.eu/chapter3/


Research Objective

To understand how ordinary 
Malaysians assess different hate 
speech samples’ seriousness

Core Research Questions

What is hate speech to Malaysians?
How does the public discern between less 
serious speech vs. speech that is more serious? 
Are there differences across major ethnic 
groups1?

1 Due to cost and time constraints, this study is limited to the three major ethnic groups within 
Peninsular Malaysia.

Following from this, what might a 
people-informed hate speech 
categorisation framework look like for 
Malaysia?

What could be appropriate societal 
responses to different 
categories/intensities of hate speech?

7

1

2

3

...towards developing a policy 
framework for CATEGORISING 
and RESPONDING to hate speech 
in Malaysia.



About The Study: Phases & Key Activities

Literature review of hate 
speech research globally

Refinement of research 
question

Selection of research 
methodology

Phase 1

Collection and screening of 
hate speech samples

Drafting and panel testing 
of quantitative research 
instrument (i.e. survey 
questionnaire)

Focus group planning - 
content & flow

Execution of quantitative 
survey in major urban areas 
of Peninsular Malaysia

Execution of focus groups 
in Klang Valley

Statistical analysis of 
quantitative data

Thematic analysis of 
qualitative data

Comparison of quantitative 
and qualitative data; 
pattern & insight 
identification

Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4
Research 
Structuring
Feb 2020

Research Instrument 
Design & Testing
Feb - Mar 2020

Data Collection 
Fieldwork 
Jul - Aug 2020

Analysis & Synthesis 
of Findings 
Aug - Oct 2020MCO
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The Study Design: 3 Pillars
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A. Methodology
Both quantitative and 
qualitative approaches were 
designed and implemented to 
identify how people assessed 
the seriousness of the hate 
speech samples.

B. Sampling
The study sample comprised 3 
equal-sized respondent groups:
👉 Quant: 200 Malay, Chinese 

& Indian respondents 
respectively

👉 Qual: 7-person Malay, 
Chinese & Indian focus 
groups; diverse gender, age, 
educational backgrounds

...corresponding to the three 
main ethnic groups of Peninsular 
Malaysia.

C. Research Instrument
Adapting from the 
methodology employed in 
Soral, Bilewicz & Winiewski 
(2017), 15 offensive/hateful 
speech samples were selected 
for testing against respondent 
reactions.

Selection criteria
👉 Quant: F2F survey | n=600 | 

major urban areas, 
Peninsular | ‘OFT’ scale

👉 Qual: 3 focus groups, by 
race | KL | ‘L1/2/3’ scale

👉 Speech sourcing

👉 Targeting 2 major ‘fault 
lines’: race & religion

👉 3 speech types



Speech Samples Tested

TARGETING 
MALAYS

TARGETING 
CHINESE

TARGETING
INDIANS

TARGETING 
MUSLIMS

TARGETING 
NON-MUSLIMS/

NON-MALAYS

M1 “Melayu bodoh”

M2 Graffiti in a public 
place: “Melayu 
mati”

M3 A non-Malay 
politician said 
“Malays are the 
reason this 
country is going 
backwards”.

C1 “Cina babi”

C2 Social media post: 
“Semoga bangsa 
DAPig kena virus 
Korona”.

C3 A Malay politician 
said, “The country 
is controlled by the 
Chinese”.

I1 “India pariah”

I2 Social media post: 
“Indian pukimaks who 
beat the fireman (Adib) 
to death at the 
Seafield Temple, your 
safety is no longer our 
concern”.

I3 During a by-election 
campaign, a politician 
said, “Kalau  jumpa 
orang India dengan 
ular, pukul orang India 
dahulu”. 

Mu1 “Muslims are 
terrorists”

Mu2 A blogger posted a 
picture on social 
media saying that 
he used pages of 
the Qur’an to wipe 
his faeces. 

Mu3 A prominent 
activist wrote, 
“The religious 
Malays cannot 
succeed in the 
modern world”. 

NM1 “Beli di kedai 
Melayu. Boikot 
kedai bukan 
Melayu”.

NM2 Social media post: 
“Tuhan orang 
bukan Islam 
adalah syaitan”.

NM3 A Malay politician 
said, “Non-Malays 
should be thankful 
that Malays let 
them stay”.

X1: Common slurs/insults X2: Statement by ordinary person X3: Statement by public figure
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Definition of Hate Speech Used in This Study

The Cambridge 

dictionary defines hate 

speech as public speech 

that expresses hate or 

encourages violence 

towards a person or 

group based on race, 

religion, gender, or sexual 

orientation.
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In international 
human rights law 
however, there is 
no single agreed 
definition of hate 
speech.

This study takes a broad 
interpretation of hate 
speech:

Speech that has public 
impact (i.e. not private 
exchanges)

Speech deemed offensive or 
hateful that targets a group 
trait such as ethnicity, 
religion, etc.

1 The focus of this study is on samples representing ethnic and religious hate speech mainly within 
the context of Peninsular Malaysia.



SECTION 1:
FINDINGS

How people assess
and rate
hate speech seriousness
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Overview Of Results: 3 ‘Natural’ Sets Of Scores

4 speech samples were scored highly by 
survey respondents in Offensiveness, Fear 
and Threat to Society, overall and across all 
ethnicities.

9 speech samples with middling survey 
scores when viewed in the aggregate. Are 
these really examples of middling or 
moderate hate speech? When the scores are 
segregated by ethnicity, a different picture 
emerges...

2 speech samples with relatively low survey 
scores, overall and by ethnicity.

Chart 1: Distribution of Average Survey Scores, All Respondents

1 Quantitative survey respondents, n=605. Survey period: 21st to 29th July 2020. For breakdown, 
please refer to p. 16

A

B

D

C

A

B

C

D
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Overview of Results
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4 speech samples were scored highly by survey respondents, 
across all ethnicities.

The same four speech samples were also rated as ‘L3/very 
serious’ by most focus group respondents across all ethnicities 
(data in full report). 

Chart 1: Distribution of Average Survey Scores, All Respondents

A

Which speech samples?

Mu2: A blogger posted a picture on social media saying that he 
used pages of the Qur’an to wipe his faeces. 

NM2: Social media post: “Tuhan orang bukan Islam adalah 
syaitan”.

I2: Social media post: “Indian pukimaks who beat the fireman 
(Adib) to death at the Seafield Temple, your safety is no 
longer our concern”.

Mu1: “Muslims are terrorists”.

What does this tell us?
1. There is scope for cross-ethnic consensus on 

what constitutes ‘very serious’ hateful speech.

2. The traits of these speech samples indicate 
the general characteristics of this class of 
speech.

A



Dominant Themes/Characteristics Centre Around 
CONTENT and CONTEXT

CONTENT SPEAKER INTENT REACH CONTEXT

Mu2
“faeces”

NM2
“syaitan”

I2
“Seafield”

Mu1
“terrorists”

Nature of CONTENT a driving 
factor:
● Statements highly 

disrespectful of religion or 
religious beliefs - a major 
taboo for many

● Statements seen as 
threatening violence or 
encouraging hatred against 
a group 

A VERY SERIOUS: ALLA

Thematic analysis of FG responses

Mu2: Menghinalah… 
Kalau Muslim ambil 
Bible, buat macam 
tu...mesti ada rasa 

hatred kan?

I2: This case... I am 
working nearby… I 
feel worried… will 

(Malays) attack me?
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Malaysia’s historical 
CONTEXT also a key factor:

● Statements seen as having 
potential to trigger general 

unrest or tension

● Potential to escalate into 
backlash against minorities

Mu2: As a blogger you 
cannot say (that)... All 
Malays will be angry… 

they are humiliating the 
Muslims

NM2: Entah2 yang 
cakap tu orang Melayu… 
orang bangsa lain tentu 
pandang serong pada 

saya



Overview of Results
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9 speech samples had middling scores in the survey when 
viewed overall.

Chart 1: Distribution of Average Survey Scores, All Respondents

B

A

B

When scores were segregated by ethnicity however, a different 
picture emerges:

Out of the 9 speech samples, 8 actually scored highly 
(i.e. top score quadrant) when rated by the targeted 
ethnic group.



Middling Speech Samples Emerge as ‘Very Serious’ Statements When 
Scores are Analysed by Ethnicity 
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Statements with ‘middling’ scores overall... ...are actually scored highly by the targeted groups1.

Statements targeting Malays & 
Muslims are in top quadrant of 
scores for Malay-Muslim survey 
respondents.

Some statements targeting 
the Chinese are in top 
quadrant of scores for 
Chinese survey 
respondents.

Statements targeting 
Indians are in top quadrant 
of scores for Indian survey 

respondents.

B VERY SERIOUS: 
TARGETED GROUPSB

Malay-Muslim
Scores
only

Chinese
scores
only

Indian
scores
only

1 Separating the targeted group’s scores highlights differences in the experience of hate speech on 
recipients vs. non-recipients, which has implications for how hate speech is defined and managed.



Overview of Results
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9 speech samples had middling scores in the survey when 
viewed overall. When scores were segregated by ethnicity 
however, a different picture emerges:

Out of the 9 speech samples, 8 actually scored highly 
(i.e. top score quadrant) when rated by the targeted 
ethnic group.

Chart X: Distribution of Average Survey Scores, All Respondents

B

A

B

Which are these 8 speech samples?

(next page)

(Unsurprisingly) There are inter-group differences 
in how hate speech seriousness is rated

...though the score gap is not very large (data in full 

report). 

Nevertheless, this has implications on how we (as 
individuals, an organisation, a country) categorise 
hate speech seriousness.

What does this tell us?



Thematic Analysis of Statements Deemed ‘Very Serious’ by Targeted 
Groups Show Consistent Pattern in Respondents’ Reasoning1

CONTENT SPEAKER INTENT REACH CONTEXT

Anti-Malay/M
uslim 
statements

M3
“reason country 
backwards”

Mu3
“cannot succeed”

M1
“bodoh”

M2
“graffiti | mati”

Anti-Chinese 
statements

C1
“babi”

C2
“DAPig | 
coronavirus”

Anti-Indian 
statements

I1
“pariah”

I3
“ular | pukul”

19

VERY SERIOUS: 
TARGETED GROUPSB

1 Reasoning by targeted group respondents that rated these statements as L3/Very Serious

Dominant themes Minor themes

The offensiveness of the statement’s 
CONTENT is the prime thread across all 
statements.

● Seen to demean the targeted group

● Seen to wish the targeted group ill/harm

Thematic analysis of FG responses

Factors seen as compounding or 
exacerbating the statements’ seriousness:

● Status of the SPEAKER e.g. if statement 
expressed by public figure

● The coverage or REACH of the 
statement e.g. viralled on social media, 
by-election campaign (I3)

The potential for inter-group unrest due to 
Malaysia’s historical CONTEXT was 
mentioned, but not as frequently compared 
to Group ‘A’ statements.



Overview of Results
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Only one speech sample had middling scores in the 
survey, overall AND by the targeted group:

Chart 1: Distribution of Average Survey Scores, All Respondents

C

A

B

C

NM3: A Malay politician said, “Non-Malays should be thankful that Malays 
let them stay”.

Given the lack of ‘moderately serious’ speech samples 
from the survey, we extended the analysis to all 
explanations for speech samples that were rated as 
‘moderately serious’ (next slide)

What does this tell us?

‘Moderately serious’ statements will be less 
straightforward to define compared to ‘very 
serious’ statements as it does not elicit as 
strong or as common a reaction.

This indicates the importance of scale and 
scope in applying any hate speech 
management framework e.g. national vs. local 
perceptions.



Thematic Analysis of Statements Deemed ‘Moderately Serious’ by 
Targeted Groups Show One Strong Trait In Respondents’ Reasoning1

CONTENT SPEAKER INTENT REACH CONTEXT

Moderate score 
in survey and FG 
by targeted 
group

NM3
“should be 
thankful”

Several 
‘moderately 
serious’ 
rankings in FG 
by respondents 
from the 
targeted group

M1
“bodoh”

M2
“graffiti | mati”

C1
“babi”

C2
“DAPig | 
coronavirus”

C3
“controlled by 
Chinese”

I1
“pariah”

211 Reasoning by targeted group respondents that rated these statements as L2/Moderately Serious

Dominant themes Minor themes

The nature of CONTENT is the prime thread 
across all statements. The CONTENT is still 
seen as offensive but not greatly so, due to 
whether:
● It is perceived as ‘normalised’ due to 

frequency/prevalence
● It is still relevant as a stereotype
● It is seen as nonsense or fantastical
● It is ‘just stating a fact’

Other, more minor, themes that also 
moderated the statements’ seriousness 
include:
● ‘Ordinary’ status of the SPEAKER
● Cynical or dismissable INTENT of the speaker 

e.g. ‘just to get votes’
● The limited REACH of the message e.g. 

localised graffiti

CONTEXT was cited, but was not a major 
theme.

MODERATELY 
SERIOUSC

Thematic analysis of FG responses



Overview of Results
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Two speech samples had relatively low survey scores, 
overall and by ethnicity.

Chart 1: Distribution of Average Survey Scores, All Respondents

D

A

B

C

Thematic analysis of responses to these  
speech samples show that CONTENT is a key 
factor. The message is still seen as negative 
but in general do not cause targeted groups 
to take offence or feel fear (except those from 
more urban areas with commercial interests)

D

Which speech samples?

What does this tell us?

NM1: “Beli di kedai Melayu. Boikot kedai bukan Melayu”.

C3: A Malay politician said, “The country is controlled by 
the Chinese”.



A few ‘not very 
serious’ 
rankings in FG 
by targeted 
group

M2
“graffiti | mati”

I3
“ular | pukul”

Thematic Analysis of Statements Deemed ‘Not Very Serious’ by 
Targeted Groups Show Two Patterns of Reasoning1

CONTENT SPEAKER INTENT REACH CONTEXT

Low score in 
survey by all 
ethnic groups

NM1
“boikot kedai 
bukan Melayu”

C3
“country 
controlled by 
Chinese”

231 Reasoning by targeted group respondents that rated these statements as L1/Not Very Serious

Dominant themes Minor themes

Pattern 1:
Nature of CONTENT is a key factor: The message 
is seen as negative, but not offensive/insulting.

However, some focus group respondents did not 
dismiss this CONTENT as easily. Those with 
commercial interests especially were a little 
fearful that this was a credible threat, which 
could denote a ‘city effect’.

NOT VERY 
SERIOUSD

Thematic analysis of FG responses

Pattern 2:
We widened the thematic analysis to ALL 
statements rated as ‘not very serious’ and saw 
another pattern:

The speech samples’ CONTENT is seen as 
somewhat serious but the presence of other 
themes - status of SPEAKER, their perceived 
INTENT, REACH of message - act to reduce the 
level of seriousness to ‘not very serious’ levels.



Overview of Results: 3 Categories

4 speech samples with high 
scores, both overall and when 
viewed by ethnicity.

8 speech samples with middling 
scores overall, but had actually 
garnered very high scores when 
viewed by ethnicity.

2 speech samples with relatively 
low survey scores, overall and 
when viewed by ethnicity.

Chart 1: Distribution of Average Survey Scores, All Respondents

1 Quantitative survey respondents, n=605. Survey period: 21st to 29th July 2020. For breakdown, 
please refer to p. 16

Demeaning religious 
beliefs and/or containing 
violent threat. Potential 
to trigger unrest.

Demeaning a particular 
group and/or wishing a 
group ill or harm.

Message seen as 
negative in general but 
do not cause much 
offence or fear.

A

B

D

C
Message seen as offensive 
but not intensely, due to 
various factors 
(normalisation etc.)

A

B

C

D

1 speech sample with 
middling scores, both overall 
and when viewed by 
ethnicity.
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GENERAL TRAITS

&



A Recap & A Starting Point For Hate Speech 
Categorisation
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CATEGORISATION

STEP 1: CONTENT
How negative is the 
message or substance?

STEP 2: SPEAKER, 
INTENT, REACH, 
CONTEXT
How much is the effect of 
mitigating or aggravating 
factors, if any?

Level 1:
Not Very Serious

CONTENT seen as negative by 
targeted group, but not particularly 
offensive or fear-inducing

Serious CONTENT seen to be 
lessened by mitigating factors such 
as:
● Ordinary or anonymous SPEAKER

● No purposeful or credible INTENT to 
harm e.g. insensitive joke/post

● Limited REACH e.g. localised graffiti, 
comment made in private

Level 2:
Moderately Serious

Level 3:
Very Serious

CONTENT seen as offensive by 
targeted group but not intensely, 
due to various reasons e.g. 
prevalence, normalisation, etc.

Less serious CONTENT seen to be 
worsened by aggravating factors 
e.g. public status of SPEAKER, 
repeated expression (INTENT) etc.

Conversely, very serious CONTENT 
seen to be lessened by mitigating 
factors.

CONTENT seen as highly offensive 
and/or fear-inducing to targeted 
group - particularly with regard to 
religious beliefs

CONTENT seen to be worsened by 
aggravating factors like:
● Potential to cause unrest in 

Malaysia’s unique CONTEXT

● Authoritative/influential SPEAKER

● Credible INTENT to harm e.g. 
repeated posts, concerted 
campaign etc.

● National or broad REACH e.g. rallies, 
viralled post etc.

OR OR OR



Other Key Takeaways From Study Findings
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Statements containing a threat (implicit or 
explicit) as well as statements insulting 
religion/religious beliefs were deemed as ‘very 
serious’ across most ethnic groups.

Statements that are divisive but that did not 
offend or insult a group’s dignity (e.g. ‘boycott’, 
‘control economy’) were scored relatively low in 
seriousness across most ethnic groups in the 
survey though focus groups were more split.

Offensive or hateful statements associated 
with any religion/religious beliefs should be 
treated especially carefully in Malaysia.

1 INTER-GROUP 
CONSENSUS 2 INTER-GROUP 

DIFFERENCES 3 THE EFFECTS OF 
DEMOGRAPHICS

Unsurprisingly, statements found to be ‘very 
serious’ by the targeted group are generally not 
scored as highly by non-targeted groups. 
Nevertheless, this inter-ethnic gap in scoring 
and sensitivity is not large.

Interestingly, gaps in inter-ethnic scoring/ 
sensitivity are largest for common ethnic slurs. 
The prevalence of such slurs could be 
contributing to the underestimation of the 
slurs’ effect on the targeted group.

The relatively small gap in inter-ethnic scoring 
indicate that there is a level of basic awareness 
in how other groups could feel. This supports 
further work to encourage inter-group 
empathy. By the same token, perpetrators of 
hate speech cannot plead total ignorance of 
the effect of their actions, which has 
implications for responses to hate speech.

A ‘city effect’ is observed in the Klang 
Valley-based focus groups where age, 
exposure to social media and diversity of social 
circles have an impact on hate speech 
assessments -- greater sensitivity to 
statements targeting other ethnicities and 
some desensitisation to statements targeting 
own ethnicity (though desensitisation does not 
extend to statements offending religion, to 
date). Commercial interests come into play 
more strongly too.

Inter- and intra-ethnic assessments of hate 
speech seriousness will differ depending on 
the background of the audience or population 
segment in question. Any hate speech 
management framework will need to take into 
account the scale of the audience/population 
involved.



Backup: Score Differential In ‘Offence’ Between Targeted 
& Non-Targeted Groups
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CATEGORISATION

Chart 18: ‘Do YOU find this statement 
offensive?’

Scale: 1-No to 5-Very

Smallest Score 
Difference: 

0.06

Biggest Score 
Difference:

1.16

Smallest Score 
Difference: 

0.02

Biggest Score 
Difference: 

0.58

Chart 19: ‘Do you think this statement is 
offensive to the TARGETED GROUP?’

Scale: 1-No to 5-Very

1. Unsurprisingly, personal perception of a speech sample’s offensiveness is higher for the targeted group compared to the non-targeted group 
(LHS chart).

2. This gap becomes smaller when a respondent is asked to think of the targeted group’s perception (RHS chart), indicating a level of  
awareness for others’ views or feelings. However, this awareness may potentially arise or be activated if respondents are explicitly asked to 
consider the targeted group - an argument for weighting targeted groups’ perceptions more heavily in hate speech categorisation.

Increasing score difference Increasing score difference



Section 2:
What might a hate 
speech 
management 
framework look 
like?
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Proposed Principles Of A Hate Speech Management 
Framework
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SIMPLE, BUT SUFFICIENT
Start with a simple categorisation scale 
e.g.  a 3-point seriousness scale similar to 
study. A simple scale enables sufficient 
differentiation and avoids becoming too 
unwieldy. Include ‘criminal’ threshold.

A. CATEGORISATION

TARGETED GROUP FIRST
Due to the difference in sensitivity 
between the targeted group vs. 
non-targeted group, the assessment & 
categorisation of a statement’s 
seriousness should be weighted more 
heavily on the targeted group’s 
perception1.

1 By the same token, significant gaps between the targeted group’s and the non-targeted group’s rating of a 
speech sample should be identified and addressed.

DETERMINE THE SCALE AND SCOPE
Managing hate speech for a country or 
media platform will require different 
resources vs. a school or company. 
Administration of hate speech 
management policy needs to be workable 
for the specific entity.

B. RESPONSE

PROPORTIONATE & CONSTRUCTIVE 
RESPONSES
Actions to address a particular instance of 
hate speech should be commensurate 
with its seriousness. Responses should 
also include pre-emptive and 
rehabilitative measures such as education 
and social media interventions.



Addressing Hate Speech Of Varying Seriousness Requires 
A Comprehensive, Whole-Of-Society Response
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RESPONSE

CIVIL SOCIETY-LED
PROGRAMS
Wide range of voluntary initiatives e.g. 
education, training, community dialogues, 
advocacy campaigns, involving wide range 
of actors e,g, NGOs, institutions of learning, 
private companies etc.

NATIONAL 
ARBITER/STEWARD

Sets out hate speech guidelines for 
country, used as basis for codes of conduct 
by entities such as government 
departments, schools, companies, political 
parties, media platforms etc.

Provides avenue for reconciliation and/or 
compensation for private suits or 
complaints e.g. via tribunal or commission.

CRIMINAL LEGAL SYSTEM

Provides means for the state to prosecute 
cases of criminal hate speech e.g. 
incitement to violence.

Level 1/Not Very Serious

Level 2/Moderately Serious

Level 3/Very Serious

Focus: Bridge-building Focus: Codifying guidelines of civil conduct Focus: Punitive/deterrence
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NATIONAL CIVIL ARBITER

To Consider & Debate: A National Arbiter/Steward For Hate 
Speech In Malaysia?

Closest Entity 
Today?

● Establishment of National Unity Advisory Council announced in June 2020 to take the place of the 
National Harmony and Reconciliation Commission Bill.

● The stated role is to advise the government in unity-related issues, encourage efforts to enhance unity 
and harmony and suggest solutions to tackle harmony-related issues, among others

Issues

● Silent on the role of providing guidance on what is hate speech in Malaysia’s context and 
guidelines/codes of conduct against hate speech

● Silent on the role of inquiring into and resolving cases or complaints of offensive of hateful 
speech that do not meet the threshold of current legislation

● Institutional standing as a governmental entity may limit neutrality and objectivity in the 
council’s actions, either in actuality or in rakyat’s perception

Potential Way 
Forward

● Consider establishing (or evolving an existing institution) into a non-partisan 
Commission with Commissioners vetted and appointed by Parliament Select 
Committee

● Powers to investigate civil complaints of hate speech (amongst others) and 
recommend rehabilitative or compensatory remedies; referral of criminal cases 
to PDRM/Public Prosecutor

● Include policy-setting function to develop and continuously improve national 
guidelines for addressing hate speech

https://www.malaymail.com/news/malaysia/2020/08/05/minister-existing-laws-in-malaysia-adequate-national-harmony-commission-bil/1891354
https://pardocs.sinarproject.org/documents/2020-july-august-parliamentary-session/oral-questions-soalan-lisan/2020-07-13-parliamentary-replies/20200713-par14s3m2-soalan-lisan-11.pdf/view
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CRIMINAL LEGAL SYSTEM

Malaysia’s Laws Should Address CRIMINAL Hate Speech, But, 
Issues Of Definition & Proportionality

SEDITION ACT
Outlaws speech, action, publication, and 
distribution of materials deemed seditious, 
defined as the tendency to incite hatred, 
contempt, disaffection against any Ruler, 
Government, the administration of justice in 
Malaysia; promote feelings of hostility 
between different races; and question any 
right or privilege protected in the Federal 
Constitution.

PENAL CODE SECTIONS 298A, 
503-505

Words or actions deemed to cause 
disharmony or hatred on grounds of 
religion chargeable as an offence.

Forbids threats, insults, statements or 
rumours intentionally made or 
circulated against anyone or any 
community to provoke peace.

COMMUNICATIONS AND MULTIMEDIA 
ACT

Makes an offence the use of network 
facilities or services to transmit any 
communication deemed offensive and 
could cause annoyance to another 
person.

PRINTING PRESSES AND 
PUBLICATIONS ACT

Bans the printing or production of 
materials that incites violence or 
materials that could provoke hatred 
and disharmony.

● Broad terms such as ‘promote feelings of hostility’ 
or ‘any communication deemed offensive’ lends 
itself to overly loose definition of criminal hate 
speech; prone to misuse and being overly punitive

● The bar for determining criminal levels of 
offensive/hateful communication is not specified

Issues

● Establish national framework and legal guidelines 
for hate speech categorisation that clearly 
outlines conditions/minimum requirements for 
criminal offences

● Amend and supplement provisions in existing 
Acts accordingly

Potential Way Forward



Cohesive Whole-Of-Society Response Creates Room For 
More Pre-Emptive & Rehabilitative Actions

33

RESPONSE

CIVIL SOCIETY-LED
PROGRAMS

NATIONAL 
ARBITER/STEWARD

CRIMINAL LEGAL 
SYSTEM

Level 1/Not Very Serious

Level 2/Moderately Serious

Level 3/Very Serious

Focus: Bridge-building Focus: Codifying rules of civil conduct Focus: Punishment

Hate
Speech 
Categories

Whole-Of-
Society
Response

Actions

Education/Advice

Counselling/Dialogue/Mediation

Official Warning

Official Investigation



SCHOOLS MEDIA ELECTION CAMPAIGN

CATEGORISATION School administrators, in consultation 
with affected students, assess and 
categorise the seriousness of the hate 
incident or speech based on the 
proposed 3-level scale (or other).

Media companies publish their hate 
speech categorisation guidelines, both for 
comments monitoring and publication 
decisions. 

The compliance committee/team/editor 
assesses the relevant content based on 
the company’s categorisation guidelines.

The Election Commission, supported 
by diverse civil society 
watchdogs/partners monitor, assess 
and categorise controversial speech 
based on proposed 3-level scale (or 
other).

RESPONSE Based on the level of seriousness, 
administrators set a commensurate 
response which could range from 
advice/counselling to an official 
warning or investigation.

Comments boards: Commensurate 
responses could range from deletion to 
barring of user to referral to authorities.

Publication decision: Responses could 
range from redacted quotation to 
non-coverage.

Based on the level of seriousness, The 
Election Commission takes action 
which could range from a letter of 
notice to an official warning to an 
official investigation.

How A HSMF Could Be INDEPENDENTLY Applied At 
Various Levels Of Society (Examples)
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Articulating the HSMF in a code of conduct is KEY

WIDER SOCIETY/CIVIL SOCIETY



Social Media Platforms’ Management Of Hate Speech 
Is A Particular Area For Discussion
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Giants such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube have 
their own corporate policies on defining, screening 
for and acting on hateful content. How much effort & 
investment is put into policing content is influenced 
to some extent by the size of the user base and the 
strength of pressure groups/campaigns.

Detection & Categorisation

● Having local teams to enrich algorithms and 
manually vet hate speech in all local languages and 
contexts

● Having clear levels of hate speech seriousness 
outlined e.g. nature of content, influence of speaker 
etc.

Response

● Having transparent set of penalties for each level of 
hate speech, from content labelling to algorithmic 
demotion to permanent account ban

● Having behavioural interventions e.g. pre-sharing or 
pre-publication pop-up prompts

Today management policies are set by the respective 
platforms

Countries (or users?) need to decide what is sufficient 
hate speech management on social media

Myanmar 
2020 
General 
Elections

Replacement 
of FB Public 
Policy Head, 
India

https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/hate_speech
https://help.twitter.com/en/rules-and-policies/hateful-conduct-policy
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2801939?hl=en


Concluding 
Thoughts
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POLICY PROPOSAL
vX.X



❏ Constructive responses towards managing hate speech is possible, 
and demanded2 (more in full report)

❏ Range of actions seen to be appropriate2 for different 
categories and scenarios, from ‘ignore’ to ‘counselling’ to 
‘official investigation’

❏ Whole-of-society approach needed. Scope for having a 
national arbiter for hate speech

❏ A systematic, transparent and fair hate speech categorisation 
framework is possible

❏ A simple 3-point scale with clear definition & measurement 
process could be a good starting point

❏ Categorisation should be weighted towards the targeted 
group’s perception/scoring

Recap Of Research Objectives & Key Insights
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Our study sought to answer 
3 research questions: 

1 How do people discern 
between different levels of 
hate speech?

1 Limited to statements targeting ethnicity and religious beliefs

2 As indicated by survey and focus group respondents’ answers

❏ Consistent patterns can be observed in how people discern 
between different levels of hate speech seriousness

❏ CONTENT is the starting point, other themes are mitigating or 
worsening factors

❏ Differences in scoring between targeted vs. non-targeted 
groups evident, but gaps are not very large especially when 
respondent is explicitly asked to consider the targeted groups’ 
views. Apart from inter-group differences, a ‘city effect’ was 
also observed (more in full report).

1

2

3

2 What might a 
people-informed hate 
speech categorisation 
framework look like?

3 What could be 
appropriate societal 
responses to different 
levels of hate speech?

#
#
#


Future Research Considerations
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Study Methodology

1. Study respondents from urban areas only
● Sufficient as starting point to represent broad picture of 

Peninsular Malaysia given the Peninsular’s high urbanisation 
rates

● Inclusion of rural respondents in future iterations advised to 
validate findings

2. Study respondents from Peninsular Malaysia only
● Rationale for limiting to Peninsular Malaysia mainly due to 

specific ethnic dynamics (see p. 14)
● Possibility that there is pan-Malaysian consensus on hate 

speech seriousness for certain types of content; a much larger 
study that includes Sabah & Sarawak would be required to 
investigate

3. Different scales used in assessing speech samples via quantitative 
survey (O, F, T) vs. qualitative focus groups (L1, L2, L3)
● This study assumes that high, middling and low scores on the 

two scales are reasonably comparable
● This approach can be improved and/or changed as part of the 

larger body of work of hate speech research

Contextual Assumptions

1. Definition of ‘targeted group’ used is neutral

● This study assumes a literal interpretation of ‘targeted group’ 
i.e. simply as the group mentioned in the speech sample

● In reality, ‘targeted group’ has a significant political dimension. 
Those who are not commonly seen as having the right to state 
protection (e.g. migrants, refugees, etc.) may not be deemed as 
legitimate targeted groups in the same sense as citizens from 
long-established ethnic minority groups

2. Direct source or speaker of hate speech is taken to be human

● Questions to respondents are posed with the underlying 
assumption that the speech sample is 
written/spoken/conveyed by a human actor

● The deployment of internet ‘bots1’ to sow inter-group unrest 
has become an increasing global concern, particularly in the 
run-up to key elections. Classifying the use of ‘bots’ to spread 
hate speech would be an interesting and timely extension of  
future hate speech research work in Malaysia

1 A bot is a software application that runs automated tasks. Amongst many uses, bots can be programmed to target 
key words or phrases and reposting these messages quickly and widely on internet social platforms



Our Hopes For The Future
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Future Research

More original research on the 
management of hate speech 
and strengthening civil 
discourse in Malaysia 

Grassroots Action

More creative and innovative 
efforts to reduce or counter 
hateful speech online and in 
general public life

More creative and innovative efforts to 
encourage civil discourse and 
bridge-building between communities

More collaborations with 
communities/schools/workplaces to 
implement hate speech management 
measures and education

Corporate Action

Greater responsibility to monitor and 
also report threatening speech on the 
part of online platforms

Greater investment into 
local-context hate speech 
monitoring by online 
platforms

Development of media policies on 
coverage of offensive or hateful 
speech/acts

Implementation of policies 
against hateful speech in 
organisations’ codes of 
conduct, from workplaces to 
political parties

Genuine investment in cultural 
awareness training & culture

Government Policy Action

Clearer definition of offensive 
or inciting speech in current 
laws

Establishment of national 
framework for hate speech 
categorisation and response

Establish body for resolving civil 
complaints against non-criminal acts 
of hate speech

Establish role for national 
policy-setting on hate speech 
management

Cultural awareness training for 
government and ministerial staff

More formal support for research 
efforts and campaigns to educate 
public on hate speech and civil 
discourse
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WHO WE ARE

The Centre is a centrist think tank based in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia. We research issues related to 
three main pillars: public goods, safety nets and 
societal harmony.

Our research is driven by our mission to develop 
and advocate progressive and pragmatic policy 
ideas.

Check out our work on www.centre.my.

For queries or further information, email us at 
editorial@centre.my

OUR INTEREST IN SOCIETAL 
HARMONY

Hate speech needs to be tackled effectively to 
prevent further mistrust and polarisation among 
Malaysians.

As researchers, we aim to continuously evaluate 
what hate speech is to Malaysians, with an eye on 
proposing our hate speech management 
framework everywhere to everyone from school 
administrators to political leaders . 

About Us

http://www.centre.my

