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Abstract

War discourse on YouTube emerges through linked interactions among videos, channels, audiences, comments, and replies. This paper compares YouTube discussions of two U.S.-linked conflicts: the Afghanistan withdrawal in 2021 and the Iran conflict escalation in 2026. We analyze four corpora separating news organizations from political influencers, comprising 340,383 comments from 212,968 unique commenters. Our framework combines channel-level discourse embeddings adapted from WEAT-style semantic association tests, and classifier-based toxicity and hate-related proxy scores. The results show that Afghanistan and Iran discussions form distinct discourse spaces, while some ideologically different actors converge toward similar patterns of conflict commentary. Semantic associations around geopolitical terms vary across conflicts and source types, indicating that the same vocabulary is framed differently across communities. Hostility analysis further shows that influencer-centered spaces tend to attract more toxic discussion, while the Iran corpus exhibits stronger and more persistent hate-related signals, including in replies.

CCS Concepts: • Human-centered computing → Social media; • Human-centered computing → Empirical studies in collaborative and social computing; • Information systems → Data extraction and integration; • Computing methodologies → Natural language processing.
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1 Introduction

Online discussions of war emerge through interconnected relations among media producers, videos, audiences, comments, and replies. These structures shape not only which information receives attention, but also how geopolitical actors and events are interpreted, evaluated, and contested. This is particularly relevant in contemporary conflicts, as traditional news organizations now share the information environment with political influencers who often provide more personal, emotional, or explicitly ideological interpretations. In periods of heightened polarization, these networked discussions may also intensify hostile narratives and hateful expression [23][19][24].

In this paper, we compare YouTube discourse surrounding two U.S.-linked conflicts: the final stage of the war in Afghanistan in 2021 and the escalation of direct conflict between the United States and Iran in 2026. The cases represent distinct geopolitical moments separated by five years of change in online political communication. We analyze news organizations and political influencers separately because they constitute different forms of information intermediation and attract different audience communities. YouTube is especially suitable for this comparison because it preserves visible links among channels, videos, top-level comments, and replies, allowing conflict narratives and audience reactions to be examined within the same conversational environment.

We investigate three questions: (RQ1) how channel-centered discourse communities differ across conflicts and source types; (RQ2) how these communities semantically associate geopolitical actors and conflict-related concepts; and (RQ3) how hostile and hate-related discourse varies across news and influencer spaces and between top-level comments and replies. We construct four corpora—Afghanistan–News, Afghanistan–Influencers, Iran–News, and Iran–Influencers—comprising 340,383 comments from 212,968 unique commenters. To address RQ1, we adapt POLAR [3] to learn representations of the comment communities surrounding each channel in each conflict. To address RQ2, we use a shared embedding space and WEAT-style association scores [5] to compare the evaluative orientation of geopolitical terms across corpora. Finally, for RQ3, we use continuous toxicity and hate-related classifier scores as comparative proxies for antagonistic discourse.

Our results show that conflict context is the strongest organizing dimension of the channel-community embedding space: Afghanistan and Iran form clearly distinct regions, whereas news and influencer channels show little global separation by source type. Nevertheless, some politically different actors converge across conflicts, indicating that discourse proximity is not explained by event or ideological identity alone. The semantic analysis further shows that the same geopolitical vocabulary acquires different evaluative orientations across conflicts and source environments. Finally, influencer-centered discussions exhibit higher toxicity on average, while the Iran corpora contain stronger hate-related signals that are also more persistent across replies. Together, these findings show that online war discourse is structured through the interaction of conflict context, media actors, audience communities, semantic framing, and conversational position.



2 Related Work

Political discourse on digital platforms is produced through connected flows of content, reaction, and recirculation rather than through isolated texts [7][13]. Prior work has therefore examined how platform structures shape ideological exposure, polarization, and antagonistic interaction [2][1]. YouTube is particularly relevant in this context because it combines persistent media objects, recommendation-driven navigation, and visible comment threads. Studies have investigated radicalization pathways, the circulation of problematic content, moderation effects, and contentious discussion within its channel and comment ecosystems [21][4][9][14].

Political communication on YouTube is also shaped by the coexistence of institutional news organizations and creator-driven political commentary. Influencers increasingly act as intermediaries through whom audiences encounter and interpret political information, especially among younger users [18][22]. Because news outlets and influencers differ in tone, audience relationships, and interpretive style, they may attract distinct forms of engagement. Chae and Lee [6], for example, identify differences in cross-cutting discussion around political vloggers and mainstream news outlets. These findings motivate our comparison of news- and influencer-centered communities across conflict contexts.

Computational approaches provide complementary tools for examining these communities. Relational and language-based embeddings can represent users and groups in latent spaces [20][11], while WEAT-style association tests probe how concepts align with evaluative dimensions [5][16]. POLAR extends this perspective through user-centered association measurement in embedding space [3]. Meanwhile, research on online hate speech emphasizes that hostile-language measurement is highly sensitive to context, dataset construction, and model generalization [17][15][12]. Building on these strands, we jointly compare community structure, semantic framing, and hostility across two conflicts and two types of media actors.

Table 1: Summary of the four event–source subsets. Comments include top-level comments and replies.

	Subset	Channels	Comments	Commenters
	Afghanistan–Influencers	15	131,602	79,146
	Afghanistan–News	9	71,690	46,346
	Iran–Influencers	22	87,998	56,770
	Iran–News	23	49,093	30,706
	Total	–	340,383	212,968




3 Data and Methods



3.1 YouTube Corpora

We collected data through the official YouTube Data API v3 [10] for two event-centered periods: the Afghanistan withdrawal and Taliban takeover from August to October 2021, and the Iran conflict escalation from February to April 2026. For each event, we separately considered institutional news organizations and political influencers, producing four subsets: Afghanistan–News, Afghanistan–Influencers, Iran–News, and Iran–Influencers.

Candidate channels were compiled from public rankings of U.S. YouTube news channels and English-language news and political creators. We retained channels that regularly published English-language political or news content and had at least one video matching the corresponding event filter. Videos were selected through title-based keyword searches, including terms such as Afghanistan, Taliban, Kabul, and withdrawal for the 2021 corpus, and Iran, Iranian, Tehran, and Ayatollah for the 2026 corpus.

To preserve channel diversity while maintaining comparable subset sizes, we sampled up to 100 videos per subset using a fixed random seed. We first selected one eligible video from each channel whenever available and then sampled uniformly from the remaining eligible videos until reaching the subset limit. For each selected video, we collected all accessible top-level comments and replies posted within the corresponding event window. The resulting dataset contains 340,383 comments from 212,968 unique commenters, as summarized in Table 1.

The dataset represents content visible through the API at collection time and therefore excludes deleted, moderated, private, disabled, or otherwise unavailable comments. User identifiers are used only for internal deduplication and structural analysis and are excluded from released artifacts. All collection and preprocessing code, complete channel lists, eligible and sampled video counts, sampling logs, keyword configurations, and supplementary materials are available in the accompanying repository.1



3.2 Community and Semantic Representations

To represent the discourse community surrounding each channel, we adapt POLAR [3] from user-level to channel-level representations. We define a channel–corpus unit as u=(c,g), where c is a channel and g is one of the four event–source subsets. Each unit receives a deterministic synthetic token tᵤ, which is prepended to every comment associated with that unit. Thus, the same channel receives distinct representations in the Afghanistan and Iran corpora, allowing its surrounding discourse community to vary across conflicts.

We expand the tokenizer of bert-base-uncased with these synthetic tokens and fine-tune the model using masked-language-model adaptation following POLAR. The representation of each unit is the L2-normalized input embedding of its synthetic token. These vectors represent the linguistic environment produced by the comment community associated with a channel in a specific conflict, rather than the channel’s uploaded content alone. Training parameters, preprocessing thresholds, balancing procedures, per-channel statistics, diagnostic metrics, and embedding files are provided in the repository.

To analyze the evaluative framing of geopolitical concepts, we train a single skip-gram Word2Vec model on the combined comment corpus. The model uses 300-dimensional vectors, a context window of five, a minimum frequency of five, and ten training epochs. A shared model is necessary because independently trained corpus embeddings would not be directly comparable.

We create corpus-specific versions of selected target terms by appending their event and source labels before training. For example, occurrences of trump in Afghanistan news comments and Iran news comments receive distinct tokens, while the remaining vocabulary is shared across all corpora. The targets include U.S. political actors and institutions, conflict regions, and war-related concepts such as trump, biden, america, iran, afghanistan, war, peace, and terrorism.

For target t in corpus k, we compute a single-target WEAT-style association score relative to positive and negative lexical attribute sets A and B:

s_k(t;A,B)=
\frac{
\operatorname{mean}_{a∈ A}cos(\mathbf{v}_{t,k},\mathbf{v}_a)
-
\operatorname{mean}_{b∈ B}cos(\mathbf{v}_{t,k},\mathbf{v}_b)
}{
\operatorname{sd}_{x∈ A∪ B}
cos(\mathbf{v}_{t,k},\mathbf{v}_x)
}.

Positive scores indicate greater proximity to the positive attribute set, whereas negative scores indicate greater proximity to the negative set. We estimate lexical sensitivity intervals by bootstrapping the attribute words. These intervals capture sensitivity to lexical-set composition rather than population uncertainty over comments or channels. For matched comparisons across conflicts, we test score differences within each source type and apply Benjamini–Hochberg false discovery rate correction. The complete attribute sets, normalization rules, bootstrap settings, and comparison outputs are available in the repository.



3.3 Hostility Proxies and Comparisons

We measure antagonistic discourse using two continuous classifier outputs rather than binary labels. Each comment is scored with unitary/toxic-bert, which provides our primary toxicity proxy, and cardiffnlp/twitter-roberta-base-hate-latest, which provides a secondary hate-related proxy. The resulting values lie in [0,1] and are interpreted only as relative comparative signals. They should not be read as the probability that a comment is hateful or as the percentage of comments containing toxicity or hate speech.

We average these scores at three levels. First, we compare the four event–source subsets to examine differences between conflicts and between news- and influencer-centered discussion. Second, we separate top-level comments from replies to determine whether antagonistic language is concentrated in initial reactions or sustained through subsequent interaction. Third, we aggregate scores by channel to examine within-corpus variation among channel-centered communities.

Throughout the analysis, thread position, video, channel, event, and source-type metadata are preserved. Political orientation labels are used only as coarse qualitative descriptors for interpreting selected public channels. They are derived from public self-positioning or external outlet-level references, are never used as model inputs, and are not treated as ground-truth ideological measurements.

[image: Figure 1: Embedding-space map of channels across the Iran and Afghanistan conflicts.]Figure 1: Embedding-space map of channels across the Iran and Afghanistan conflicts.


4 Results

In this section, we present results from the three components of our framework. First, we use POLAR-based channel embeddings to map channel-centered discourse communities into a shared geometric space and examine how they cluster across conflicts and source types. Second, we apply a WEAT-style lexical association analysis to identify how different communities align with salient geopolitical actors and concepts. Third, we compare the distribution of hostile and hate-related discourse across the four corpora using classifier-based proxies aggregated at multiple levels.



4.1 Channel-level discourse structure across conflicts

We begin with the global organization of the channel embedding space. Figure 1 shows a clear separation between the Afghanistan and Iran corpora. Afghanistan channels concentrate in one region of the projection, while Iran channels occupy another, with their centroids visibly far apart. Because each point represents the comment-centered discourse associated with a channel, rather than only the channel itself, this separation indicates that the public language circulating around the Iran conflict differs markedly from the language surrounding the Afghanistan withdrawal.

To check that this pattern is not only a projection artifact, we evaluated the separation in the original embedding space. The conflict split is clearly supported by these diagnostics: the cosine centroid-distance permutation test is significant (p=0.001), and the conflict-based silhouette score is high (0.611). In contrast, source type shows little separation, with a silhouette score close to zero (0.003) and a non-significant permutation test. Thus, supporting the visual reading of Figure 1.

We further tested whether the t-SNE projection preserves the relevant structure of the learned embeddings. Across the tested perplexities and random seeds, trustworthiness remained high at both local neighborhood scales, around 0.95–0.96, and the projected conflict centroids remained significantly separated under permutation testing (p=0.001).

The substantive interpretation of this separation is that the two conflicts generated distinct comment-centered discourse spaces. The Afghanistan corpus captures the final stage of a long war, whereas the Iran corpus corresponds to a new conflict escalation. The observed structure therefore suggests that news and influencer communities did not simply reproduce a generic discourse of war across both cases. Instead, the narratives surrounding each conflict appear to be organized differently in the comment space.

At the same time, the map is not divided into two perfectly isolated regions. Although the Afghanistan and Iran corpora are largely separated, a small set of Afghanistan channels and several Iran channels appear closer to one another near the center of the projection. This overlap is important because it shows that the geometry is not determined only by event labels. If conflict context alone explained the embedding space, we would expect the two corpora to remain fully apart. Instead, the partial overlap suggests that some channels from different events converge toward similar discourse patterns.

This convergence becomes especially informative when we examine which channels occupy the central region. On the Afghanistan side, the two influencer channels closest to this area are Ben Shapiro and Allie Beth Stuckey, both publicly associated with conservative political commentary. On the Iran side, nearby channels are mostly news outlets generally associated with more left-leaning or progressive editorial orientations, such as Vox, Democracy Now!, Business Insider, and VICE News. Thus, the overlap is not formed by actors with the same political identity. Rather, it brings together actors from different ideological positions whose surrounding comment communities nevertheless become close in the discourse space.

This pattern suggests that proximity in the channel embedding space does not simply reflect ideological alignment. Instead, it may capture shared styles of conflict commentary, including more reactive, emotional, or interpretive forms of discussion. Together with the embedding-space diagnostics, Figure 1 therefore supports a nuanced interpretation: YouTube war discourse is strongly organized by conflict context, but it also contains zones of cross-context convergence among politically different actors.



4.2 Semantic Associations

We next examine whether the separation observed in the channel-embedding space is also reflected in the semantic associations of key geopolitical and conflict-related terms. Figure 2 reports single-target WEAT-style association scores for trump, america, war, biden, iran, afghanistan, peace, and terrorism across the four corpora. Positive values indicate stronger proximity to the positive attribute set, while negative values indicate stronger proximity to the negative attribute set. Because the reported intervals are based on attribute resampling, we interpret them as lexical sensitivity intervals rather than full population-level confidence intervals.

[image: Figure 2: Shared-space single-target WEAT-style semantic association scores for selected geopolitical and conflict-related terms across the four event–source corpora.]Figure 2: Shared-space single-target WEAT-style semantic association scores for selected geopolitical and conflict-related terms across the four event–source corpora.
The clearest descriptive pattern is that peace receives positive point estimates across all four corpora, while terrorism receives negative point estimates across all four corpora. We use these terms mainly as a sanity check for the measure, since they are strongly valenced and therefore provide a simple test of whether the evaluative axis behaves in the expected direction.

Other conflict-related terms show more contextual variation. Iran leans negative across all four corpora, suggesting that it tends to appear in evaluative contexts related to threat, escalation, or criticism. By contrast, Afghanistan receives positive point estimates in all four corpora, indicating that discussions around Afghanistan are comparatively less tied to negative evaluative vocabulary and may be more associated with aftermath, withdrawal, or humanitarian framing. These patterns are consistent across source types, although their intervals remain wide.

The U.S. political terms show the largest descriptive shifts across conflict contexts. In the news-centered corpora, trump moves from near-neutral in 2021 news comments to clearly negative in Iran-related news comments in 2026. A similar but weaker pattern appears in influencer-centered comments, where trump is positive in the Afghanistan corpus and closer to neutral or slightly negative in the Iran corpus. America follows a related pattern: it is positive in Afghanistan-related discussions, especially in influencer comments, but becomes less positive or slightly negative in Iran-related news comments. These shifts suggest that U.S.-related political vocabulary is evaluated differently across conflict contexts.

By comparison, biden and war show weaker or more uneven patterns. Biden remains close to neutral across most corpora, with only a slight negative tendency in Iran-related news comments. War is more negative in Iran-related news comments than in Afghanistan-related news comments, but it remains close to neutral in the influencer corpora. Overall, the WEAT-style analysis suggests that YouTube war discourse is not organized by topic alone: the same geopolitical vocabulary can acquire different evaluative orientations depending on conflict context and source environment.

[image: Figure 3: Mean toxicity and hate-related proxy scores across the four event–source subsets. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.]Figure 3: Mean toxicity and hate-related proxy scores across the four event–source subsets. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.


4.3 Hate Speech and Toxicity

We begin this analysis by comparing the levels of hostility and hate-related language across the two events and across the two source types, namely news channels and influencers. Importantly, the values reported in this subsection are based on mean aggregated proxy scores produced by our models. They should therefore not be interpreted as the percentage of comments that contain hate speech or toxicity. Instead, they provide a relative measure that allows us to compare the four datasets with one another and to examine how antagonistic discourse varies across time periods, media actors, and comment structures.

In Figure 3, we compare the average toxicity and hate-related proxy scores across the four datasets. The first pattern that stands out is toxicity: discussions in influencer-centered videos are consistently more toxic than those in news-centered videos, with the Iran collections showing slightly higher values than the Afghanistan ones in both source types. This result is not entirely surprising. Influencer content is often more personalized, emotional, and openly partisan, which can encourage more confrontational styles of engagement in the comment section. News channels, by contrast, tend to structure discussion around more institutional and report-driven content, which may still be contentious but usually produces somewhat less aggressive comment spaces on average.

A second and especially notable pattern appears in the hate-related proxy. Here, both Iran datasets score clearly higher than their Afghanistan counterparts, suggesting that hate-related language became more salient in the 2026 conflict context than in the 2021 one. This was broadly in line with our expectations. The Iran conflict emerged in a period of heightened global polarization, intensified geopolitical tensions, and highly reactive online discourse, all of which may have contributed to a sharper escalation in antagonistic language [8][25]. Taken together, these results suggest that the difference between 2021 and 2026 is not only one of overall toxicity, but also one of how strongly conflict-related discussions become associated with more explicitly hostile and hate-related forms of expression.

Figure 4 adds an important structural layer to the previous comparison by separating top-level comments from replies. A clear pattern emerges in both panels: across all four datasets, top-level comments are consistently more toxic and more hate-related, on average, than replies. This suggests that antagonistic discourse is introduced more strongly in the initial reaction to a video than in the subsequent back-and-forth of the thread. In the toxicity proxy, the gap is especially large for Afghanistan–Influencers, while it is smaller but still consistent in Afghanistan–News, Iran–News, and Iran–Influencers. In other words, toxicity tends to be front-loaded: the opening comments are the most confrontational part of the discussion, while replies remain antagonistic but somewhat less intense.

The hate-speech proxy shows the same overall tendency, but with a more nuanced temporal pattern. In the Afghanistan datasets, the drop from top-level comments to replies is relatively pronounced, particularly for Afghanistan–News and Afghanistan–Influencers. In the Iran datasets, however, this gap becomes smaller, especially for Iran–Influencers, where top-level comments and replies are very close. This is a notable result: while top-level comments still carry the highest mean scores, hate-related language in the Iran discussion appears to be more evenly sustained throughout the thread rather than remaining concentrated only in the initial reaction. Taken together, these findings suggest that the 2026 Iran conflict not only produced higher overall levels of antagonistic discourse, but also a more persistent spread of that discourse into conversational replies, particularly in influencer-centered spaces.

[image: Figure 4: Mean toxicity and hate-related proxy scores for top-level comments and replies across the four event–source subsets. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.]Figure 4: Mean toxicity and hate-related proxy scores for top-level comments and replies across the four event–source subsets. Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
[image: Figure 5: Channel-level distribution of toxicity and hate-related proxy scores across the four subsets.]Figure 5: Channel-level distribution of toxicity and hate-related proxy scores across the four subsets.
Figure 5 extends the dataset-level comparison by showing that each corpus contains a non-trivial internal spread at the channel level. Rather than forming a single compact cluster, the channels occupy different positions in the joint space defined by the toxicity proxy and the hate-speech proxy, indicating that antagonistic discourse is unevenly distributed within each collection. Among the four panels, Afghanistan–News appears comparatively tighter and more moderate, whereas Iran–Influencers is the most dispersed, suggesting a more heterogeneous and polarized discussion environment. Iran–News also occupies a visibly higher region on the hate-related axis than Afghanistan–News, which reinforces the earlier aggregate result that the 2026 Iran conflict was associated with more strongly antagonistic discourse than the 2021 Afghanistan case. In this sense, the difference between the two events is not only a corpus-wide average effect, but also a channel-level effect that appears across multiple actors within the same media type.

The annotated channels help interpret this geometry politically. In Afghanistan–Influencers, the highlighted channels are broadly aligned with the political right, which makes that panel relatively coherent in ideological terms and is consistent with a comment space shaped by conservative and security-oriented framing. Afghanistan–News is more mixed: its highlighted channels combine center or lean-left outlets with a channel from the Fox ecosystem, which fits the more compact and less polarized appearance of that panel. Iran–News is especially notable because the highlighted channels are broadly left or lean-left, suggesting that the higher hate-related values in this panel are not simply a right-wing phenomenon, but may also reflect the intensity of oppositional or highly critical discourse around the conflict. Finally, Iran–Influencers is the most ideologically mixed of the four, combining a clearly left-leaning channel with conservative ones. This suggests that the 2026 Iran conflict produced antagonistic discourse across partisan camps, with especially strong channel-level variation emerging in highly opinionated influencer spaces rather than being confined to a single ideological side.



5 Conclusion and Ethical Considerations

This paper compared YouTube discourse surrounding the Afghanistan withdrawal in 2021 and the Iran conflict escalation in 2026 across news and influencer channels. The results show that conflict context is the main organizing dimension of channel-centered discourse communities, while source type produces little global separation. The semantic analysis further indicates that geopolitical terms acquire different evaluative orientations across conflicts and media environments. Finally, influencer-centered discussions exhibit higher toxicity, whereas the Iran corpora contain stronger and more persistent hate-related signals, including across replies. Together, these findings show that online war discourse is shaped by the interaction of event context, media actors, audience communities, and conversational structure.

We analyze only publicly available data collected through the official YouTube API. We do not report usernames, commenter identifiers, comment identifiers, or verbatim comments, and released artifacts exclude personal identifiers. Toxicity and hate-related scores are interpreted as comparative proxies rather than definitive labels, since automated classifiers may produce errors in politically sensitive or context-dependent language. The dataset also excludes comments that were deleted, moderated, private, disabled, or otherwise unavailable at collection time. Political orientation labels are used only as coarse qualitative descriptors and never as model inputs or ground-truth ideological measurements.



Notes

1. https://github.com/pedroaugtb/YouTube-Discourse-During-the-Iran-Conflict-and-the-Afghanistan-Withdrawal
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