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Abstract

The purpose of this research is to analyse the prevalence of fatphobic content on YouTube and TikTok following the death of Spanish actress Itziar Castro. To this end, the study focuses on 16,296 comments regarding 239 videos on YouTube, as well as 34,073 comments related to 547 videos on TikTok, all of which were published during the ten days following Castro’s death on 8 December 2023. By using the collected data, two networks were constructed in order to connect the authors of the comments with those of the videos. The resulting communities were identified using the Louvain algorithm, paying special attention to those associated with videos with greater betweenness centrality. The findings point to YouTube as the social network of hate, characterised by messages filled with mockery of Itziar Castro's image, her activism against fatphobia, and her homosexuality. By contrast, TikTok is dominated by messages of affection and admiration for the actress, her work, and her activism. For this reason, it has been described as the network of love. The difference might be explained by TikTok's algorithmic design, which promotes content based on popularity and virality rather than the persistence of content creators. This case highlights the debate between freedom of expression and hate speech on digital platforms, especially when directed at vulnerable groups such as fat people.
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Resumen

Esta investigación analiza la presencia de contenidos gordófobos publicados en Youtube y TikTok a raíz del fallecimiento de la actriz española Itziar Castro. Se centra para ello en el estudio de 16.296 comentarios realizados a 239 vídeos en YouTube y 34.073 comentarios de 547 vídeos en TikTok en los diez días posteriores a su muerte, acaecida el 8 de diciembre de 2023. A partir de los datos recopilados, se construyeron dos redes para conectar a los autores de comentarios y vídeos, y se identificaron las comunidades resultantes a través del algoritmo de Louvain, fijando la atención en aquellas vinculadas a los vídeos con mayor centralidad de intermediación. Los resultados obtenidos permiten identificar YouTube como la red social del odio, caracterizada por los mensajes cargados de burlas hacia la imagen de Itziar Castro, su activismo contra la gordofobia y su homosexualidad. Por el contrario, en TikTok predominan con mensajes de cariño y admiración hacia la actriz, su trabajo y su labor como activista. Por ello, se ha identificado como la red del amor. La diferencia en el diseño algorítmico de TikTok, que promueve contenidos basados en la popularidad y la viralidad en lugar de la persistencia de los creadores de contenido, podría explicar esta disparidad. Este caso pone de manifiesto el debate entre la libertad de expresión y los discursos de odio en las plataformas digitales dirigidos sobre todo a grupos vulnerables, como son las personas gordas.
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Resumo

Esta investigação nasceu com o objetivo de analisar a presença de conteúdos fatfóbicos publicados no YouTube e TikTok após a morte da atriz Itziar Castro. A metodologia centra-se no estudo de 16.296 comentários feitos a 239 vídeos no YouTube e 34.073 comentários feitos a 547 vídeos no TikTok. Os resultados obtidos no estudo de cada um dos vídeos e comentários revelam que o YouTube é a rede social do ódio, caracterizada por mensagens repletas de ridículo à sua imagem, à homossexualidade, onde é responsabilizado pela própria morte e por uma gorda estigmatização e discurso de ódio.. O Tik Tok, porém, acaba por ser a rede social do amor, onde o conteúdo é carregado de amor pela atriz e palavras de admiração pelo seu trabalho e pelo seu trabalho como ativista contra a gordofobia. Este caso destaca o debate entre liberdade de expressão e discurso de ódio em plataformas digitais dirigidas especialmente a mulheres vulneráveis com excesso de peso ou obesidade. Dada a falta de limites éticos e legais, propõe-se uma mudança de paradigma na forma como a gordofobia é abordada nas redes sociais, para que aqueles que julgam e ridicularizam as pessoas gordas não encontrem nelas o meio mais adequado para difundir mensagens ofensivas que se escondem por trás disso. liberdade de expressão.

Palavras-chave
Fatfobia; Youtube; TikTok; Itziar Castro; Discurso de ódio; Redes sociais.

1. Introduction

Discrimination toward fat people and the resulting stigma are deeply rooted in many societies, which are perpetuated by the promotion of unattainable standards of beauty and a culture that extolls certain body types (Wolf, 1991). This phenomenon is exacerbated by the omnipresence of both the media and social networks, which maintain and even increase prejudice and stereotypes related to weight and appearance (Aparicio-Martín, 2015).

However, fatphobia is not limited to interpersonal discrimination, as it also occurs through institutional and social systems that stigmatise and exclude fat people in areas such as the labour market, healthcare, and the media. In the latter, specifically, fatphobia emerges by mocking fat people and promoting unhealthy diets and weight loss products (Aparicio-Martín, 2015).

In this regard, the pathological and sociocultural stigma suffered by people with fat bodies is highlighted, which is an infamy based on associating higher body weight with less physical attractiveness. Moreover, fat people are portrayed as undesirable (Piñeyro Bruschi, 2019). At this point, the situation becomes violent, ranging from symbolic to structural aggression, including physical and ambient manifestations of discrimination (Friedman et al., 2008). Such actions have been labelled “fatphobia”, which has been studied in terms of its expression through acts of physical, verbal, moral, and psychological violence, or as discrimination in the workplace (De Domingo and López, 2014).

Some research even invites people to reflect on fatphobia from a psychological perspective, in reference to a system of oppression that places the subject at a disadvantage, thereby imposing injustice and exclusion on them, which is systematically and structurally reproduced (Gallardo, 2021). From a social perspective, fatphobia can be defined as the fear, rejection, and intolerance of obesity, either one's own or that of others. It is reflected in different attitudes or behaviour toward fat bodies, with the most important being either direct or indirect discrimination (Allende-Allende, 2020). The stigma created also has an impact on the health of those affected (Sánchez-Carracedo, 2022).

1.1. Anti-fatphobia activism and social media

Activism against fatphobia has gone hand in hand with the feminist movement since their inception. The so-called fat activism emerged in the 1970s in Los Angeles with a group known as The Underground Fat, a collective of fat feminist women who conducted research on fatness and medical violence. In 1973, the Fat Liberation Manifesto was drafted (Parraguez, 2018), which states that fat bodies should not be ridiculed or suffer discrimination in public spaces, workplaces, educational institutions, or healthcare facilities (Freespirit and Aldebaran, 2011). It is not by chance that in addition to fatphobia, the concept of fat shame or fat shaming is also used in English (Erdman-Farrell, 2011), which are terms that were coined in 1984 by Robinson, Bacon and O'Reilly (Álvarez-Castillo, 2015). This intersectional approach has been emphasised in subsequent research as well (Albet-Castillejo, 2020).

The work of these groups is aimed at denouncing the tyranny of a standard of beauty defined by a patriarchal system that establishes a single model that excludes anyone who does not comply.

With the development of social networks, the scope of fatphobia has expanded and become part of cyberfeminism. This latter term is used to describe a variety of initiatives, strategies, and trends that share the use of new technology as a way to foster the liberation, prominence, and empowerment of women (Mara Miranda and Parreira-Barros, 2019).

In this context, anti-fatphobia activism has developed through platforms that demand the mainstreaming of fatness and body diversity, with a counter-hegemonic discourse of resistance and social transformation as part of the feminist struggle (Piñeyro Bruschi, 2016). This gives rise to the notion of fatphobia as an explicit reflection of the fact that rejection of fat people is something that fundamentally affects women (Guerrero-Salazar, 2020).

The media transmit this image, which limits human beings and excludes them from society, and now it is being spread through memes and comments on social media (López-Fernández and Gauli-Pérez, 2020).

A discourse is conveyed through different shades of meaning, starting with an apparently well-meaning tone, which degenerates to a disregard for other people's pain, moving on to mockery and jokes, and ending with hostile insults that describe fat bodies using childish adjectives that link the condition to animalistic behaviour (Tavares and Reis, 2022). Such discourse blames fat people for their very existence (Masson-Cordoba, 2017) and gives rise to a new type of classism based on people’s weight (Energici-Sprovera et al., 2017).

In Spain, the Internet has played a crucial role in the emergence and development of activism against fatphobia. Magdalena Piñeyro, author of the books Stop Gordofobia [Stop Fatphobia] and Las Panzas Subversas [Subversive Pot- Bellies] (Piñeyro Bruschi, 2016), is one of the main promoters and leaders of this anti-fatphobia cyberactivism. She is joined by other activists such as Mara Jimémez, Yolanda Domínguez, Virgie Tovar, Sonýa Renée Taylor, and Laura Contrera. These women share their content on social media through hashtags, which are promoted by Piñeyiro, and include the following: #gordofobia [fatphobia), #antigordofobia [anti-fatphobia], #gorda [fat girl], #dieta [diet], #salud mental [mental health] and #stopgordofobia [stop fatphobia]. Other activist groups include Blokebegordo [Fat Bloke] and Nadie hablará de nosotros [Nobody will talk about us], which are led by Cristina de Gena and Laura Gil. These women, along with Teresa Cerdán and Lalachus, are also notable leaders in this type of activism.

1.2. Freedom of expression and hate speech

People who discriminate against and humiliate fat people because of their weight find social media to be their main channel of dissemination, which foments a discourse of hatred that becomes commonplace due to the anonymity of the published messages, among other reasons, (Bustos-Martínez et al., 2019). While social networks are spaces where people can report all types of discrimination, it is also one of the main tools used to target the most vulnerable groups. Hate speech traumatizes its victims and lowers their self-esteem, while at the same time serving as a tool to mainstream violence against certain groups and increase the number of abhorrent views through the media (Ring Carlson, 2022).

Another factor that contributes to the spread of offensive messages on social media is the perception of a surreal context (see Cabo-Isasi and García-Juanatey, 2016). Anonymity and emotional distance, resulting from the physical distance between the sender and those being targeted, reduce empathy and the sense of danger, which creates a context of impunity for making any type of comment. Added to the mix is the presence of communities that encourage and applaud such discourse.

Consequently, the dissonance lies between regulating social media messages that incite hatred, on the one hand, and on the other hand, freedom of expression, which is considered fundamental to the progress of society and the development of the individual (Mill, 1962).

In this context, it bears mentioning that most definitions of hate speech focus on comments that incite violence and discrimination, encompassing multiple areas including the following: racism, xenophobia, terrorism, religious beliefs, gender ideologies (especially the LGBTlQ+ community), disability, and fatphobia. Hate speech also comprises other forms of expression on the Internet, where such comments are most virulent, as they are fuelled by the sense of impunity resulting from anonymity. This situation is also used by one group to demonstrate its superiority over another (Mondal et al., 2017; Cantillo Valero & Gil Quintana, 2018; Arcila-Calderón et al., 2020; Ștefăniță & Buf, 2021; Ring Carlson, 2022; García Prieto et al., 2024).

In short, hate speech is considered a phenomenon based on several polarising components, such as cultural identity, gender, aporophobia, migration, and democratic values (Fuentes-Lara and Arcila-Calderón, 2023).

People who publish these kinds of hateful messages defend themselves by invoking their right to freedom of expression, based on Stuart Mill's argument that silencing or censoring such messages is a violation of human well-being and a form of social injustice (Grau Navarro, 2019).

Aggressive behaviour through social media aims to embarrass, harass, socially criticise, threaten, humiliate, mock, defame, and undermine someone without face-to-face contact (Milosevic, 2018). However, aggression on some social media platforms can go unnoticed due to the fact that harmful comments are so common that they are considered normal (Mott, 2020; Matamoros-Fernández and Farkas, 2021). Such trivialisation means that violence perpetrated through stereotypical jokes that marginalise, denigrate, humiliate, victimise, and demean certain individuals, social groups, and ideologies, is considered acceptable (Ford and Ferguson, 2004; Zillman, 1983).

The latest studies on social media and hate speech indicate that TikTok is the preferred social network for young people. However, this preference has not been reflected in specific analyses of fatphobia on this platform, which is a gap that the present study aims to start closing.

Research pointing to a greater amount of hate speech on this platform compared to other sites stands out, describing it as “toxic” (García-Prieto et al., 2024). Similar conclusions were drawn from a study on TikTok posts aimed at the Trans Law in Spain. The study revealed a clear proliferation of content that foments polarisation and anger as the predominant emotions (Colusi et al., 2024).

However, another study had very different results, claiming that TikTok is a less polarised platform with more positive messages than Instagram and Twitter (Barroso-Moreno et al., 2023). Similar conclusions were reached in a study on misogynistic messages on TikTok profiles on the Spanish press. The study focused on the perception of such messages by young people, concluding that Spanish press profiles on TikTok are virtually free of hate messages against women (Martínez Valerio, 2023).

Regarding YouTube, research conducted by De Sousa-Penas and Pires-Germano (2021) describes this platform as one that gives visibility not only to fatphobic messages, but also to strategies for counteracting such forms of expression. Along the same lines, other research has focused on YouTube and digital influencers who help people suffering from fatphobia, urging them to use the platform to share their experiences and create virtual communities where they can offer advice to others based on their own encounters (Ruiz, 2019). Another study addresses the identity discourse that defines the empowerment of fat bodies. By examining three YouTube channels run by three different women, all of whom share their experiences as victims of fatphobia, the study’s authors invite the reader to contemplate fat bodies as a type of identity (Vaz Paulo and Nicole, 2018).

Beyond the debate on social media, arguments regarding the balance between freedom of expression and controls placed on hate speech continue in the works of authors such as Ring Carlson, who argue that social media companies should be more transparent about the measures they take to limit hate speech. However, according to Carlson, what these companies do is to merely suggest that users delete their accounts from these platforms, although this is clearly not the answer. Instead, Carlson believes that public pressure or legal measures should be used as tools to encourage social media companies to invest more resources in solving this problem (Ring Carlson, 2022).

Nevertheless, the fact is that hate speech is present on social media and is a potential indicator of the reality that exists outside of these platforms (Arcila-Calderón et al., 2024). Thus, it is important to detect and identifying hate speech in cases such as the death of Spanish actress Itziar Castro (1977-2023), in which three factors have converged, which have become the target of those who verbalise their intransigence and radical rejection: her gender (female); her physical appearance (fat); and her sexual orientation (homosexual). Throughout her life, both in her professional career and as an activist, Castro was prominent in her defence of feminism, the LGTBIQ community, and the anti-fatphobia movement.

Therefore, this study focuses on analysing the impact of the death of Spanish actress and activist Itziar Castro, in relation to the social media platforms YouTube and TikTok. In 2023, YouTube had more than 2.5 billion active users, and TikTok had more than 1 billion, making them the most popular video-based social media platforms. These data are based on the study entitled, “Biggest Social Media Platforms of 2023”, compiled by Statista1, which is a methodological benchmark used in studies similar to the one presented herein, and which focuses on the analysis of videos and comments (Sihags et al., 2023). On the other hand, another a survey conducted by the Pew Research Centre, which examines teenage use of social media in the USA2, reveals that YouTube is the most widely used platform. Approximately nine out of ten teenagers say they use this social network, followed by TikTok, Snapchat and Instagram.

Similar conclusions were reached by the report by Metricool3 entitled, Social Media Study 2023, stating that TikTok “is devouring the competition”, and that the video format is maintaining its position as the favourite among users, with YouTube standing out as the platform where “it has become apparent that video is still going strong”.

The worldwide impact of YouTube and TikTok is also felt in Spain. According to data from the Global Digital Report, compiled by “We Are Social” and Meltwater4, YouTube had 39.7 million users at the beginning of 2024 and TikTok had 16.74 million, not including those under 18, who comprise a segment of the population that is highly active on this social network.

2. Materials and methods

The overall objective of the present research is to analyse the fatphobic content posted on YouTube and TikTok following the death of Spanish actress and activist Itziar Castro.

The specific objectives are as follows:



SO1.Identify how fatphobia is expressed in content on YouTube and TikTok related to the death of Itziar Castro, and in the comments it has generated.

SO1.Verify whether there are differences between the two social networks examined (YouTube and TikTok) in terms of the presence of fatphobia both in the videos posted and in the comments they generate.



Considering these objectives, the hypotheses to be confirmed are as follows:



H1.The death of Itziar Castro is a topic of debate on social media, not so much because of her popularity as an actress, but because of her weight.

H2.Hate speech toward fat people is focused on Itziar Castro because of her appearance, making her responsible for her death.

H3.No major differences have been found between YouTube and TikTok in their coverage of this occurrence.

H4.Social media is a space where users can take advantage of their anonymity to post offensive messages, thereby generating more hatred and rejection toward fat people.



To achieve the objectives and confirm or refute the hypotheses, the authors decided to use content analysis (López-Noguero, 2002), given that although quantitative aspects set the tone, such as the number of views, likes, comments, and followers, there is a growing body of evidence indicating the enhanced value of qualitative analysis (Hall, 2018; Trieu et al., 2019).

The qualitative analysis was based on a sample obtained from two separate data collections. Firstly, YouTube's official API was used to download data related to posts mentioning Itziar Castro from the day of her death, 8 December 2023, until 10 days later on 18 December. Along with the videos, comments linked to them, and the names of their authors were also downloaded. Regarding TikTok, we obtained equivalent data from the provider EnsambleData, including posts that referred to Itziar Castro during the same period, along with the comments associated with those posts, and the names of their authors as well.

As for the qualitative analysis, based on the data collected two networks were developed, one for YouTube and one for TikTok, which enabled the authors of comments and videos to be connected. For the visualisation, circular nodes were used to represent authors, while squares were used to represent videos. These networks were treated as undirected for the purposes of the study, which included calculating the importance of videos using Betweenness Centrality. The BC concept is the measure that indicates the frequency with which a node acts as a bridge along the shortest path between two other nodes within a network (Freeman, 1977), which accounts for the importance or influence of a node in facilitating communication or interaction between different parts of a network. Network visualisation techniques were also used to enable the interpretation of the connections and structure of the network. All operations were implemented using NetworkX for Python (Hagberg et al, 2008).

To identify communities within the network, the Louvain algorithm (Blondel et al., 2008) was used. This method allowed node clusters to be detected, thereby enabling the visualisation of communities using a graph. Identifying these communities was fundamental in understanding the dynamics and structure of interactions on the platforms analysed. Once the communities had been identified, they were analysed by focusing on the videos that acted as bridges within the network, or in other words, those with greater betweenness centrality.

The five videos with the highest scores were selected for a detailed analysis, which provided insight into the like-minded communities that emerged through users' comments on the YouTube and TikTok videos following the death of Itziar Castro.

3. Results

3.1. Data collection

The data sets comprised 16,296 comments made in 239 YouTube videos (140 additional videos were originally collected but did not receive any comments) and 34,073 comments made in 547 TikTok videos (45 additional videos were also originally collected but did not receive any comments).

The networks of comments and videos were created from these connections, and a subgraph was created using the largest component of the network. The objective was to determine which groups of users showed signs of intense activity in more than one video.

The graph summarising the YouTube data consists of 158 videos, 1,197 individual commenters, and 3,042 comments (Figure 1). The TikTok graph consists of 384 videos, 3,238 unique commenters and 9,115 comments (Figure 2). Most of the individual commenters are not identified by name nor with a facial photograph. In both cases, the colours of the nodes were determined by the Louvain algorithm for community detection, which has been implemented as if the network were single-partite, since the objective of the analysis was to reveal which hybrid communities between users and videos emerged from the network.


Figure 1. Network of YouTube videos and commenters on the death of Itziar Castro.
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Source: Created by the authors using NetworkX and Matplotlib.



Figure 2. Network of TikTok videos and commenters on the death of Itziar Castro
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Source: Created by the authors using NetworkX and Matplotlib.



3.2. Main communities

The community analysis based on the Louvain algorithm generated a split into 12 communities in the case of YouTube videos and commenters, and 17 communities in the case of TikTok. The first partition obtained a modularity statistic of 0.59, and the second received 0.48. This indicates that both social networks are highly segmented, as values above 0.3 indicate a mathematically significant partition of a social network. They also have differentiated narrative communities, although this is more noticeable on YouTube than on TikTok.

In analysing the types of videos that received the most comments in each cluster, clear patterns of narrative similarity and homophily were identified in the clusters. Homophily is the preference for similarity, whereas heterophily refers to the preference for difference (McPherson et al., 2001). On YouTube, communities 2, 7, 5, 3 and 8 have dozens of videos posted by various content creators. All of these commenters use different types of arguments, ranging from the problem of obesity and its “whitewashing” by the body positive movement, to denial approaches toward fatphobia, to criticism of their political opponents –i.e. “progressives”, “the mainstream media”, etc.– for having “encouraged” the eating behaviour that “led to the death” of Itziar Castro.

However, within these same communities, hate speech has varying degrees of severity. Although they comprise the majority, not all the comments from these content creators are messages of explicit hatred toward the deceased, even though these individuals are linked to the discourse of the so-called anti-woke and alt-right movements, or the Spanish far-right ideology (Johnson, 2024; Caro, 2022; Cammaerts, 2022)

These people do not identify themselves as activists against the body positive movement, nor are they offended by Itziar Castro's lifestyle. Instead, they see themselves as representatives of “common sense”, and even as victims who are persecuted for stating “the obvious truth” in a society that denounces anyone who refuses to embrace the proclamations of the left-wing. Moreover, they staunchly defend their belief that Itziar Castro's death was a consequence of her weight. However, the same cannot be said for the comments made on the videos, which are full of insults and examples of “black humour’ about the body, sexuality, and even questions about Castro's professional career and talent.

Nevertheless, the opposite is true in communities 1, 11, 9, 6, 4, 0 and 10 where, on the one hand, the most popular videos were posted by media outlets and journalists such as RTVE, El País, Agencia EFE, La Vanguardia, Canal Red, and Jesús Cintora. On the one hand, they were also posted by media outlets and content creators linked to the celebrity press such as ¡Hola! or Operación Triunfo Oficial.

Although these communities generate different types of content, they share a warm and affectionate tone and language when referring to Itziar Castro, as they highlight different aspects of her life in connection with her activism and positive outlook on life. Some videos even show emotional statements from people such as the actress's mother as she expresses her appreciation for the messages of condolence received; and footballer Jennifer Hermoso as she recalls how Castro helped her when she was kissed without her consent by Luis Rubiales who, at that time, was president of the Spanish Football Federation (RFEF). There are also videos that report on homophobia and fatphobia on social media, which were directed at Itziar Castro after her death, and even videos that cover controversies between artists and content creators who have taken positions in line with the clusters analysed above (Figure 3).


Figure 3. Video thumbnails from communities 1, 11, 9, 6, 4, 0, and 10
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Source: YouTube


3.3. Narrative analysis on TikTok

Unlike YouTube, in the case of TikTok, messages that exploit Itziar Castro's death in order to criticise the body positive movement, cast doubt on fatphobia, and argue that “being fat is unhealthy” or that “obesity kills”, are all concentrated in a single community, number 12. Curiously, this community only has 11 videos, which is 3% of the videos in the graph, compared to 34% on YouTube. The remaining communities on the TikTok graph stand out for their videos, which are much more aligned with narratives that focus on the figure and work of Itziar Castro, sending messages of affection to the deceased actress and her family, with an abundance of heart emojis and expressions of sorrow following the loss of an artist to the world of art and culture (Figure 4). This type of message is clearly in the majority and the most prevalent on TikTok.


Figure 4. Screenshots of TikTok videos from other communities
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Source: YouTube



The differences between YouTube and TikTok might be considered reasonable, given the context in which content creators are more tenacious in spreading this type of discourse on YouTube, through which they engage with the audience based on an algorithm that rewards persistence and repetition. By contrast, TikTok's algorithm promotes content independently from the producers (Zhang and Liu, 2021), resulting in more dynamic and contingency-based links between creators and their audiences. The notion of community is reinforced more by YouTube's algorithm than by TikTok's, which means that YouTube users consume content based not only on their confirmation bias (something that surely happens on all social media today), but also on the fact that they already know the codes and tone of the content creator, as they are familiar with this person. However, users on TikTok are very likely to establish strong links with content creators because of the algorithmic design, which hinders the proliferation of controversial discourse, one of which is criticising the body positive movement on the very same day as the death of an actress who was fighting for the cause. This is a “big problem”, as most of these content creators acknowledge in their videos.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

Fatphobia is a structural and systemic problem that is likely to lurk in the shadows of the media until the popularity of those who suffer rejection and hatred for being fat, especially women, puts the debate in the spotlight of the media and social networks. This was the case with the death in 2023 of Spanish actress Itziar Castro (Vargas-Veleda et al., 2024), a leading figure in the fight against fatphobia, and a staunch supporter of the LGTBIQ community and the feminist movement. As we have seen, her death has triggered reactions and content on YouTube and TikTok with regard to her weight and activism, thereby confirming the first hypothesis of this study. We can also confirm that cyber anonymity, or the inability to identify the sender of a message, is the factor that fuelled the hate speech against Itziar Castro, thereby confirming the fourth hypothesis. One prime example of this anonymity can be seen in the following message: “Itziar's death is more than a big loss, although, well, she was big... I don’t want to make light of her death, but in reality, Itziar was a danger to public health because she said that being fat doesn’t mean a person is unhealthy”. Another example is this message: “They say she was a big figure in activism, and, well, she was certainly big, but activism wasn't her thing”. These messages confirm that anonymity lowers inhibition and reduces social empathy toward vulnerable groups (Cabo-Isasi and García-Juanatey, 2016), which gives force to the idea of enacting regulations to reduce hate speech on social media (Ring Carlson, 2022). However, creating a balance between regulating hate speech and protecting freedom of expression is delicate and controversial.

The negative effect of anonymity can be seen in the content and comments on YouTube related to Itziar Castro's death, which were identified and analysed in the present study. By comparing reactions to the same event on YouTube and TikTok, the findings indicate that hateful messages accumulate on YouTube, whereas content that is kind, supportive, and affectionate toward the deceased predominate on TikTok, which partially confirms the second hypothesis.

Although evident in this case, before labelling YouTube as a hateful network, further study would be needed to support such a claim. In fact, based on the literature review, YouTube could also be defined as a supportive network that gives a voice to victims of fatphobia, which allows them to come together in support of each other in the face of attacks, mockery and stigmatisation (De Sousa-Penas and Pires-Germano, 2021; Allende-Allende, 2020; Vaz Paulo and Nicole, 2018).

Regarding TikTok, the opposite has been observed. Despite the fact that previous studies have denounced its “toxicity” (García-Prieto et al., 2024; Colusi et al., 2024), in the case of Itziar Castro's death, the content collected and analysed reflects a platform where positive and supportive messages predominate, which is in line with other studies carried out in recent years (Barroso-Moreno et al., 2023; Martínez-Valerio, 2023). Most comments and videos related to Itziar Castro, and similar topics, are characterised by their affection, respect, and solidarity. The difference in TikTok's algorithmic design might explain this disparity, which promotes content based on popularity and virality instead of the tenacity of content creators. It could also be a factor in its community policies, which do not allow content to be posted on its section known as For You Feed (FYF) if it contains speech and behaviour related to hate, as well as insulting comments about eating disorders and body image maladies. Studies by McLachlan (2024), and even the website of the platform, show that TikTok's algorithm tends to promote a wider diversity of content, which might be contributing to the predominance of positive messages and the reduced presence of hate speech on the platform. This difference between the two networks has also been highlighted in journalistic research, such as the study carried out by Marianna Spring (2024), a disinformation and social media correspondent for the BBC. Thus, the distinction observed between TikTok and YouTube disallows confirmation of the third hypothesis, upon which the research was initially based.

In conclusion, the verbal attacks on Itziar Castro for being a woman, and for being overweight, confirm the notion that fatphobia, stereotypes, and aesthetic violence are manifestations of discrimination that have a disproportional impact on women, thereby perpetuating gender inequality in society’s perception and attitude toward the female body (Bañuelos-Reis, 1994; Döring & Mohseni, 2020).

The focus on one specific case makes it difficult to establish patterns, which is a limitation of this study. Another limitation is the absence of an exhaustive analysis of the impact of cyberfeminism and intersectionality in the response to this phenomenon. Nevertheless, these limitations provide incentives to undertake further research into fatphobia in the coming years. The identification and analysis of this phenomenon, both on social networks and in the media, will provide a line of research that we intend to pursue in future studies.
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