
Donald Trump’s retweets of anti-Muslim videos first
circulated by an anti-immigrant, far-right British
party were just the tip of the iceberg. From

Myanmar to the United States, controversial posts by polit-
ical leaders and public figures have sparked a growing and
increasingly global debate about how social media may be
facilitating the spread of hatred and discrimination. But this
discussion is only the latest in a larger debate that is as old
as the internet itself: who should decide the limits of free-
dom of expression online, and how should they do it?

We have come a long way from the days when
Facebook, YouTube and Twitter were hailed as enablers of
free speech and democracy. Such platforms have undeni-
ably helped to democratize the public sphere. Individuals
can amass tens of thousands of followers, and earn mil-
lions of views, without relying on the media, public rela-
tions agencies, or governments. Activists can organize,
disseminate information and mobilize more effectively
than ever before.

It is a testament to the power of social media that
many countries are imposing stricter controls or even
blocking their access entirely. We must bear the positive
aspects of that power in mind when we consider how
best to tackle its flip side: The way social platforms can
be used to spread abuse, vitriol and hatred more rapidly
than ever before. In 2017, politicians in many countries
deployed social media to spread hate-filled agendas.
Amnesty International’s latest annual report on the state
of the world’s human rights documents a global rise in
state-sponsored hate, and chronicles the variety of ways
governments and leaders are increasingly peddling hateful
rhetoric and policies that seek to demonize already mar-
ginalized groups; President Trump’s transparently-hateful
travel ban on citizens from half a dozen Muslim-majority
countries was one of the most prominent examples.

As access to social media expands worldwide, it is
increasingly being used by governments to promote hate-
ful rhetoric, to control their citizens, and to silence any
opposition. From xenophobic statements by politicians

against LGBTI and Roma people in Bulgaria, anti-
Rohingya propaganda posted on Facebook by senior mili-
tary officers and government spokespeople in Myanmar,
and the use of troll networks against government critics in
the Philippines, those in power are learning how to use
social media as yet another tool of repression.

Dilemmas 
These findings present many dilemmas. To what extent

are social media companies such as Facebook and Twitter -
who have responded only belatedly to the torrent of hate
speech and “fake news”- at fault? Should governments take
action? What can we do to preserve the good that social

media can offer while countering its more corrosive effects?
There are no simple answers. The right to free expres-

sion protects ideas that many people find offensive, and
there are many instances where racist, sexist, xenophobic
or other hateful material is not prohibited under human
rights law. 

Nevertheless, freedom of expression comes with
responsibilities, and there are cases under human rights
law - such as incitement to violence or child sex abuse
imagery - where it can legitimately be restricted.
Complexities tend to arise because the definition of

“offense” is always subjective: one person’s free speech is
another’s vicious diatribe. Any attempt at regulation must
also consider the fact that the right to be able to say things
to which others - including those in positions of power -
will vehemently object is one of the foundations of an open
society. Take that away and you take away the free press
and any kind of government accountability.

For all their potential for abuse, social media sites such
as Facebook and Twitter provide a space for expression
and access to information that is much freer than anything
available in the past. Yet, this freedom is fragile - for exam-
ple, Amnesty’s research has shown that online abuse can
have a silencing effect on its targets.

So what’s the solution? There are three types of
actions that can be taken to counter hate on social media
and the internet more generally: Legal enforcement, con-
tent moderation, and education. States should have in
place laws that prohibit advocacy of hatred, and take
legal action only in the very clearly-defined cases allowed
by international human rights law. Specifically this is when
there is a clear show of intent to incite others to discrimi-
nation, hostility or violence against a particular group.

Nevertheless, many governments have threatened
social media companies with strict rules on intermediary
liability, which means that companies may be held liable
for content posted on their platforms. The problem is that
intermediary liability can easily be used to restrict free-
dom of expression and to force companies to censor their

users for fear of legal consequences.
Regardless of government regulation, companies have a

responsibility to avoid causing or contributing to human
rights harms. Content moderation by social media compa-
nies is therefore an important part of the solution: it does
not require legislation and therefore does not open the
doors to unjustified restrictions on freedom of expression.
All major platforms have community standards and rules of
conduct in place to deal with advocacy of hatred and dis-
crimination, which would work well so long as they did not
conflict with human rights law. —Reuters
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When Malaysian entrepreneur Majidah Hashim
quit her corporate job and set up a business
two years ago helping people with autism

make handcrafted teas with local herbs and flowers, the
government stepped in to assist. Majidah was one of
dozens of social entrepreneurs who received grants from
Malaysia’s government as part of a 2015 national plan to
boost the number of businesses with a mission to help
people or the environment to 1,000 by 2018 from 100.

This assistance let her get SevenTeaOne up and run-
ning, one of many social enterprises started in Malaysia
in recent years. The country was ranked the ninth best
country to be a social entrepreneur in a 2016 poll of 45
nations conducted by the Thomson Reuters Foundation
and funded by Deutsche Bank. But Majidah said the help
was short-lived, fuelling concerns in Malaysia as well as
elsewhere in Southeast Asia that official encouragement
of the sector was stumbling as businesses were found to
need more guidance and time than expected to succeed.
“It was like they were pregnant with us, they gave birth
and they left us there,” Majidah told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation.

The 20-million-ringgit ($5 million) plan has so far
pushed the number of social enterprises up to about
200, according to the Malaysian Global Innovation and
Creativity Centre (MaGIC), a government unit tasked
with running the project. This has led to concerns in
Southeast Asia’s third largest economy that momentum
to build the social enterprise sector is fizzing out with
patchy official support and issues like a lack of funding
and financial sustainability.

Majidah received a 30,000 ringgit grant from MaGIC
to help kickstart her business and attended one of its
programmes where she learned about social enterprises.
“When we graduated we were very energized. We got to
know a lot of people, we were out there and ready to run
our business,” she said. “But very shortly after that, the
whole (social enterprise) department was disbanded.
There was little follow up from MaGIC on how my com-
pany is doing.”

Filling the gap
Like Thailand and the Philippines, Malaysia is among

Southeast Asian countries which have tried to tap the
potential of social enterprises - businesses which aim to
address social and environmental problems while making
a profit. Rapid economic growth in the region in recent
decades has seen nations become wealthier but failed to
tackle social challenges such as urban poverty, unequal
access to education and environment sustainability.

This is where Southeast Asian governments hoped
social enterprises could step in to help plug the gap, as
most countries have traditionally had low tax models
meaning state welfare systems are not comprehensive.
Despite concerns, MaGIC insisted there has been strong
growth in the sector and its initiatives have helped aspir-
ing social entrepreneurs and raised public awareness.
“We are currently at the three-year mark and are still
running initiatives and programs to increase the number
of social enterprises,” Chief Executive Ashran Dato’
Ghazi said in a statement to the Thomson Reuters
Foundation.

Its initiatives include an accreditation scheme which
aims to help social enterprises enhance their profile.
While social enterprises should be financially inde-
pendent, in countries where they have been a success,
supportive policies have been seen as vital. One exam-
ple is Britain, where the government has invested heavi-
ly into the sector and the number of social enterprises
has grown to 70,000, according to Social Enterprise
UK, an organization which represents the sector. Its
policies include encouraging government procurement
officers to consider the social and environmental
impact of contracts they award rather than just going
with the lowest bid.

Trying to gain a foothold in the market remains one of
the biggest barriers for Malaysian social entrepreneurs,
said entrepreneur Mastura Rashid who runs The Nasi
Lemak Project. Mastura sells a traditional coconut rice
with spicy shrimp paste dish known as “nasi lemak”, or
“fatty rice”, made by poor families living around the
Malaysian capital Kuala Lumpur. Mastura also received a
grant from MaGIC and enjoyed a steady flow of business
but she had to cut back her operation last year by reduc-
ing the number of delivery orders. She said the orders
tended to be for small quantities so the profit made was
barely enough to cover costs. She now only focuses on big
orders but these are scant. “It boils down to the issues of
costs and human resources,” she said, adding she needed
a strategic rethink to keep her business sustainable.

‘A real need to solve social problems’
Problems have plagued other official efforts to help

social enterprises in the region. In Thailand, there are
an estimated 5,000 to 10,000 social enterprises,
according to the Thai Social Enterprise Office set up by
the government in 2010 to boost the sector. But
momentum slowed after a 2014 military coup and the
office has now been dormant for nearly three years. In
the Philippines, where the number of social enterprises
has more than tripled over the last decade to about
165,000, over half said limited capital was the biggest
barrier to grow their business, according to a 2017
study by the British Council and the Philippine Social
Enterprise Network.—Reuters 
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US top court to 
mull rules on 
what voters can 
wear to polls

Political activist Andy Cilek arrived at
his local polling site in Eden Prairie,
Minnesota, on Election Day in 2010

wearing a T-shirt touting the conservative
Tea Party movement with the words “Don’t
Tread on Me” as well as a button stating,
“Please I.D. Me.” His attire was enough to
get him stopped in his tracks by a poll
worker because Minnesota law forbids
voters from donning political badges, but-
tons or other insignia inside polling places
during elections. Cilek eventually was per-
mitted to vote, but the confrontation
became a key part of a legal challenge that
reaches the US Supreme Court on
Wednesday.

The nine justices will hear arguments
over whether the state law violates the US
Constitution’s First Amendment guarantee
of free speech. Cilek is being represented
by a prominent conservative legal advoca-
cy group, but also has the backing of the
American Civil Liberties Union. At least
nine other states - Delaware, Kansas,
Montana, New Jersey, New York,
Tennessee, Texas, Vermont and South
Carolina - have similar restrictions on
political apparel at polling places, accord-
ing to the plaintiffs.

Minnesota defends its law as necessary
to keep order at polling places at a time of
intense US political polarization. Political
messages on apparel “could give rise to
verbal disputes or even physical alterca-
tions,” a court filing by Minnesota
Secretary of State Steve Simon and other

officials said, citing fights at polling loca-
tions in Florida and Michigan on Election
Day 2016. “Tensions may well be running
high, particularly when the election has
been a contentious one,” they added. 

The Minnesota Voters Alliance, a St
Paul-based conservative group headed by
Cilek that brought the case with the sup-
port of the Pacific Legal Foundation, is
appealing a lower court ruling that upheld
the state law. 

The challengers said merely wearing
something political at a polling station is a
peaceful act. In Minnesota, election offi-
cials have interpreted the law as barring
campaign literature and material from
groups with political views such as the Tea
Party movement or the liberal
MoveOn.org. Violators are asked to cover
up or remove offending items. If they do
not, they may still vote, but their names are
to be taken down for possible prosecution.
The state said it has no record of prosecu-
tions under the law.

Third time’s a charm 
Cilek said he was twice turned away

from his polling site on Election Day 2010
because the head election judge disap-
proved of his attire, including the button
that alluded to voter-identification laws
backed by many Republicans. On his third
try, Cilek said, he was allowed to vote. “I
was just thinking that they’re hell bent on
not letting me vote,” Cilek said in an inter-
view. “I was just kind of shocked by the
whole deal.” 

Cilek, a 54-year-old former US marine,
said the genesis of the lawsuit was a per-
ception that election officials were target-
ing groups they did not like. “It’s an absurd
policy that you’re going to allow election
judges to be the arbiters of free speech,”
Cilek said. In a brief filed supporting
Cilek’s group, the ACLU warned against
allowing poll workers discretion to decide
what is impermissibly political. —Reuters

Sister Act: US 
women stampede 
towards office

From a retired Navy pilot to a millen-
nial web developer and an award-
winning romance novelist - US

women are running for office in record
numbers, propelled by anger against
Donald Trump to redress chronic inequali-
ty in political representation. Women, who
currently make up only 20 percent of
Congress, will be a driving force in
November’s mid-term elections, as
Democrats are determined to flip the
Republican majority and deliver a bloody
nose to a president they detest.

“I have been active for 30 years, I’ve
never seen anything like it,” said Patti
Russo, executive director of the Women’s
Campaign School at Yale University, which
has been training women to run for office
for a quarter of a century. “It’s exhilarating.”
From Trump’s shock win in November 2016
and the women’s march on Washington in
2017, to the #MeToo sexual harassment
watershed, state ballots last year and
Trump’s State of the Union this January, the
phone has been ringing off the hook.

The Center for American Women and
Politics at Rutgers University says twice as
many women are on track to run for
Congress in 2018 compared to 2016 - 437
for the House of Representatives and 51 for
Senate. Most of them are Democrats. They
are outraged that a man with zero political
experience who boasted of groping women
could win the highest office in the land.
They are angry that Hillary Clinton, often
reputed to have been the most qualified
candidate in history, could lose. Women,
particularly Democrats, say women’s rights
are under attack, mobilized by efforts to

repeal the Affordable Care Act, fired up by
Trump policies on everything from gun
control to the environment to throw off shy,
retiring stereotypes and step forward.

‘Shocked’ 
Emily’s List, which works to elect

Democratic women who support the right
to abortion, says more than 30,000 women
have contacted them about their interest in
running for office since Trump’s election.
They’ve hired new staff and knocked down
a wall in their office to make room. A gen-
eration ago, women were typically in their
mid-40s before contemplating a run for
office. Today, the median age is early 30s.

Lindsay Brown, a 29-year-old web
developer, may buck the trend in being a
Republican but otherwise personifies much
of the mood - contesting, as a feminist and
a progressive, fifth-term incumbent
Congressman Leonard Lance in her New
Jersey district. “My mom was just
shocked,” said Brown. “But she’s so excited
and so proud.” A year on, with just a hand-
ful of unpaid volunteers, no campaign man-
ager and $3,300 in donations, she needs to
collect 200 signatures to file her candidacy
for the Republican primary in April. So far,
she has just 20.

By comparison, Democratic candidate
and former Navy pilot Mikie Sherrill from a
nearby New Jersey district has raised
$42,000 online this month alone.
“Pragmatic” about her chances just eight
years out of college, Brown is no less driv-
en. If she manages to pull off the impossi-
ble, she will be the youngest person ever
elected to Congress. If she doesn’t, she’ll
run next time. “I’m way too entrenched
now, there’s no way there’s ever going to
be a normal life again.” “Millennials,” she
told AFP at her home in Clark, New Jersey,
surrounded by her two rescue dogs and
three cats, “are the largest voting bloc right
now and we are not represented in most
levels of government.” —AFP


