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Abstract: The rapid growth of digital communication technologies has significantly 

reshaped the dynamics of conflict communication and peacebuilding processes across the 

world. Social media platforms have become central arenas where competing narratives about 

conflicts are constructed, disseminated, and contested by various actors including 

governments, activists, journalists, and citizens. These narratives influence public perceptions, 

mobilize political actors, and shape the trajectory of conflicts by either escalating tensions or 

facilitating reconciliation. This literature review examines the role of social media narratives 

in both conflict escalation and reconciliation processes. Drawing on interdisciplinary 

scholarship from communication studies, political science, sociology, and peace studies, the 

review analyses how narrative framing, misinformation, algorithmic amplification, and 

identity-based discourse contribute to conflict intensification in digital environments. 

Simultaneously, it highlights emerging research on digital peacebuilding, narrative 

interventions, and online dialogue initiatives that utilize social media as tools for reconciliation 

and conflict transformation. Case studies from conflicts such as Syria, Israel–Palestine, and the 

Russia–Ukraine war demonstrate the complex and dual nature of social media in modern 

conflicts. While digital platforms can accelerate polarization and spread propaganda, they also 

offer new opportunities for cross-community engagement, documentation of human rights 

violations, and collaborative storytelling. The review concludes by identifying key challenges 

including misinformation, algorithmic bias, and digital inequality, and suggests directions for 

future research on the role of social media narratives in conflict transformation. 
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1. Introduction 

In the twenty-first century, the proliferation of social media has transformed the ways 

in which conflicts are communicated, perceived, and managed. Platforms such as Facebook, X 

(formerly Twitter), YouTube, Instagram, and Telegram have become powerful communication 

infrastructures that shape political discourse and public opinion globally. These platforms 

enable users to create and disseminate content rapidly, bypassing traditional media gatekeepers 

and allowing diverse actors to participate in narrative construction (Castells, 2015). 

Conflicts today are increasingly fought not only through military means but also 

through information and communication channels. Scholars often refer to this phenomenon as 

“information warfare,” where competing actors attempt to influence public perceptions and 

political outcomes through strategic communication (Rid, 2020). Social media platforms serve 

as key arenas for these narrative struggles, enabling actors to promote particular interpretations 

of events, mobilize supporters, and delegitimize opponents. 

Narratives are central to the understanding of conflicts because they provide 

frameworks through which individuals interpret complex political events. Through narratives, 

actors construct collective identities, assign responsibility, and justify actions. In many 

conflicts, narratives emphasize historical grievances, victimhood, and moral legitimacy, 

thereby reinforcing group identities and shaping attitudes toward adversaries (Bar-Tal, 2013). 

However, the impact of social media narratives is not limited to conflict escalation. 

Increasingly, scholars highlight the potential of digital platforms to support peacebuilding and 

reconciliation. Online spaces can facilitate dialogue between opposing communities, promote 

empathy through storytelling, and document human rights violations for accountability 

purposes (Howard & Hussain, 2013). 

Despite growing academic interest in the role of social media in conflicts, the literature 

remains fragmented across multiple disciplines. Some studies focus on misinformation and 

propaganda, while others explore digital activism and peacebuilding initiatives. This literature 

review aims to synthesize these diverse strands of research in order to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of how social media narratives influence both conflict escalation and 

reconciliation processes. 

The review is structured into several sections. First, it examines theoretical perspectives 

on narratives and digital communication in conflict contexts. Second, it analyses research on 
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how social media narratives contribute to conflict escalation through mechanisms such as 

misinformation, algorithmic amplification, and identity polarization. Third, it explores the 

potential role of social media in reconciliation and peacebuilding. Finally, the review discusses 

challenges, limitations, and future research directions. 

 

2. Theoretical Perspectives on Narratives and Digital Conflict 

Narrative Theory and Conflict 

Narratives are structured accounts that organize events into meaningful stories with 

identifiable actors, motivations, and outcomes. In conflict situations, narratives often serve 

political and psychological functions by helping groups interpret complex events and justify 

their positions. According to Somers (1994), narratives shape social identities by embedding 

individuals within broader collective stories that explain historical experiences and political 

relationships. 

In protracted conflicts, societies tend to develop what Bar-Tal (2013) describes as 

“conflict-supporting narratives.” These narratives portray the in-group as morally justified and 

the out-group as responsible for violence and injustice. Over time, such narratives become 

embedded in education systems, political discourse, and media representations, reinforcing 

hostile attitudes between groups. 

Narratives also influence emotional responses to conflicts. Research in social 

psychology suggests that narratives emphasizing victimhood and moral outrage can strengthen 

group solidarity while intensifying hostility toward adversaries. Consequently, narrative 

framing plays a critical role in determining whether conflicts escalate or move toward 

reconciliation. 

Networked Communication and Digital Publics 

The rise of social media has transformed narrative production by enabling decentralized 

communication. Unlike traditional media, which rely on professional journalists and 

institutional gatekeepers, social media platforms allow users to create and distribute content 

independently. This transformation has led to the emergence of “networked publics,” digital 

spaces where individuals interact, share information, and collectively shape public discourse 

(Boyd, D. 2014). 

Networked communication has several implications for conflict narratives. First, it 

increases the speed and scale at which information spreads. Second, it allows marginalized 

voices to participate in public debates. Third, it creates new opportunities for strategic 

communication and propaganda. 
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However, the structure of social media networks can also foster polarization. 

Algorithms designed to maximize user engagement often promote content that aligns with 

users’ existing beliefs. As a result, individuals may become trapped in echo chambers where 

they encounter limited exposure to alternative perspectives (Tufekci, 2017). 

Social Media Narratives and Conflict Escalation 

Misinformation and Propaganda 

One of the most widely studied aspects of social media in conflict settings is the spread 

of misinformation and propaganda. Digital platforms provide fertile ground for the 

dissemination of misleading information because content can be shared rapidly without 

verification. 

Research on recent conflicts demonstrates how state and non-state actors use 

coordinated online campaigns to promote strategic narratives. For example, during the Russia–

Ukraine war, both sides utilized social media networks to disseminate propaganda, mobilize 

supporters, and influence international opinion (Rid, 2020). Automated bots and troll accounts 

amplified these narratives, increasing their visibility and perceived legitimacy. 

Similarly, during the Syrian civil war, social media became a key platform for 

competing narratives about responsibility for violence and humanitarian crises. Activists, 

governments, and militant groups used digital platforms to broadcast their perspectives to 

global audiences (Zwier, 2015). 

Algorithmic Amplification 

Social media algorithms play a crucial role in shaping which narratives gain 

prominence online. Platforms such as Facebook and YouTube rely on recommendation systems 

that prioritize content likely to generate engagement. Research indicates that emotionally 

provocative content—such as posts expressing anger or outrage—tends to attract higher levels 

of interaction (Tufekci, 2017). 

As a result, algorithmic systems may unintentionally amplify polarizing narratives and 

misinformation. When users repeatedly engage with similar types of content, algorithms 

recommend more of the same material, reinforcing existing beliefs and intensifying ideological 

divisions. 

Identity Polarization 

Conflict narratives on social media frequently emphasize identity categories such as 

ethnicity, religion, or nationality. These narratives frame conflicts as struggles between distinct 

groups, reinforcing boundaries between “us” and “them.” According to Montiel et al. (2022), 
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identity-based narratives often rely on simplified moral frameworks that portray one group as 

victims and the other as aggressors. 

Such framing can contribute to dehumanization and hostility toward opposing groups. 

When individuals perceive conflicts through rigid identity narratives, they may become less 

willing to consider compromise or reconciliation. 

Emotional Mobilization 

Social media narratives often rely on emotional appeals to mobilize audiences. Images 

of suffering, dramatic storytelling, and moral framing can evoke strong emotional responses 

that motivate individuals to support particular political causes. 

Emotional mobilization can be a powerful tool for activism, but it can also intensify 

conflicts. When narratives emphasize anger, fear, or revenge, they may encourage retaliatory 

actions and further escalation. 

Social Media Narratives in Reconciliation Processes 

Digital Peacebuilding 

Despite the risks associated with social media, scholars increasingly recognize its 

potential for promoting peace and reconciliation. Digital peacebuilding initiatives use online 

platforms to facilitate dialogue, share personal experiences, and promote empathy between 

conflicting communities. 

Howard and Hussain (2013) argue that social media can empower grassroots peace 

movements by providing tools for communication, coordination, and advocacy. Through online 

campaigns, activists can raise awareness about peace initiatives and mobilize support for 

reconciliation efforts. 

Narrative Interventions 

Narrative interventions involve the deliberate use of storytelling to challenge hostile 

narratives and promote alternative perspectives. These interventions often focus on humanizing 

opposing groups by highlighting shared experiences and common values. 

Research shows that exposure to empathetic narratives can reduce prejudice and 

increase willingness to engage in dialogue with adversaries (Bilali, 2024). Digital platforms 

enable such narratives to reach large audiences through videos, blogs, and social media 

campaigns. 

Online Dialogue and Cross-Community Communication 

Social media platforms also provide opportunities for direct interaction between 

members of opposing communities. Online dialogue initiatives encourage participants to 

discuss grievances, share personal stories, and explore possibilities for cooperation. 
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Although online communication cannot fully replace face-to-face interactions, it can 

serve as an important first step in building trust between groups separated by physical or 

political barriers. 

Documentation and Transitional Justice 

Another important role of social media in reconciliation processes is the documentation 

of human rights abuses. Images, videos, and testimonies shared online can provide evidence 

for investigations and accountability mechanisms. 

Digital archives of conflict narratives contribute to historical memory and may support 

transitional justice processes such as truth commissions and international criminal prosecutions 

(Zwier, 2015). 

 

3. Challenges and Limitations 

Despite its potential benefits, the use of social media in conflict transformation faces 

several challenges. 

First, the spread of misinformation remains a major concern. False narratives can spread 

rapidly across networks, undermining trust in digital information. 

Second, algorithmic systems may amplify divisive content because such content 

generates higher engagement. 

Third, digital inequality limits participation in online peacebuilding initiatives. 

Communities with limited internet access may be excluded from digital dialogue platforms. 

Finally, online reconciliation efforts may have limited impact if they are not supported 

by broader political and institutional reforms. 

 

4. Future Research Directions 

Future research should explore how emerging technologies influence conflict 

narratives. Artificial intelligence and deepfake technologies may create new challenges for 

information verification. 

Scholars should also conduct more empirical studies evaluating the effectiveness of 

digital peacebuilding initiatives. Understanding which strategies successfully promote 

dialogue and empathy could help policymakers design more effective interventions. 

Finally, interdisciplinary collaboration between communication scholars, 

psychologists, and political scientists could provide deeper insights into the mechanisms 

through which narratives influence conflict dynamics. 
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5. Conclusion 

Social media narratives have become central to the dynamics of modern conflicts. 

Digital platforms enable rapid communication, decentralized storytelling, and global 

dissemination of information that shape public perceptions and political decision-making. 

While social media can escalate conflicts through misinformation, propaganda, and 

polarized narratives, it also offers significant opportunities for reconciliation. Digital 

storytelling, online dialogue, and documentation of human rights abuses can contribute to 

peacebuilding efforts and promote mutual understanding. 

The impact of social media on conflict dynamics ultimately depends on how these 

platforms are used and governed. Addressing the challenges of misinformation, algorithmic 

bias, and digital inequality will be essential for harnessing the positive potential of social media 

in conflict transformation. 
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