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About the Speakers:

Dr. Masahiro Yamamoto: Dr. Masahiro Yamamoto is an associate professor and chair in

the Department of Communication at the University at Albany, State University of New
York. He is a faculty affiliate of the Center for the Elimination of Minority Health
Disparities and a fellow at the Center for Technology in Government at UAlbany. His
research interests include political communication, persuasion, and digital media. His
work has appeared in Communication Research, Journal of Computer-Mediated

Communication, New Media and Society, and others.

Dr. JungHwan Yang: Dr. JungHwan Yang is an Assistant Professor in the Department of

Communication at the University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign and is a Linowes Faculty
Fellow at the Cline Center for Advanced Social Research. His academic focus lies in dissecting
the complex interplay between media coverage, real-world events, and individual political
attitudes and behaviors. He uses a blend of large-scale data from both news and social media,
along with survey and observational web tracking data to answer these questions. His current
research concentrates on mass and police shootings. This project aims to uncover patterns and
potential biases in media reporting on these critical incidents. Through his work, Dr. Yang sheds
light on the selective nature of news reporting, particularly how some events garner extensive
media coverage while others are minimally reported. His research is crucial in understanding

the media’s role in shaping public perception and dialogue around significant societal issues.




Dr. Aditya Vashistha: Dr. Aditya Vashistha is an Assistant Professor of Computing and

Information Science at Cornell University. He also holds faculty fellow positions at Cornell
Atkinson Center for Sustainability, the Digital Life Initiative, Cornell Center for Health Equity,
Cornell Center for Social Sciences, and the Mario Einaudi Center for International Studies. His
research focuses on designing and evaluating technologies that contribute to the
socioeconomic development of underserved communities in low-resource environments. His
current work aims to: (1) combat misinformation and hate speech in low-income communities,
and (2) design responsible Al systems for high-stakes settings. He has co-authored over 60
peer-reviewed publications, including several best paper awards at premier venues. Aditya's
work has received numerous awards, including a USAID Seed Grant, Facebook Access
Innovation Prize, Facebook Fellowship, UW College of Engineering Award, and Google and
Microsoft Faculty Research Awards. He earned a Ph.D. in Computer Science and Engineering
from the University of Washington, where his dissertation received recognition through the
William Chan Memorial Dissertation Award and the WAGS/ProQuest Innovation in Technology

Award.

Ms. Zelly Martin: Zelly Martin (M.A.) is a doctoral candidate in the School of Journalism

and Media at the University of Texas at Austin, and a graduate research assistant at the
Propaganda Research Lab at the Center for Media Engagement. She specializes in the
study of misinformation and conspiracy theories on emerging platforms, particularly in

relation to political propaganda and reproductive rights.
INTRODUCTION

Prof. Yamamoto initiated the discussion by connecting our theme to the rise of uncivil
discourse in political conversations on social media, highlighting how online platforms
intensify the impact of nationalist rhetoric and recommended interventions to foster civil
expression. Prof. Yang discussed research on partisan media effects, finding impacts on
knowledge but limited effects on political attitudes. Prof. Aditya elaborated on the role of Al
in countering negative discourse, providing perspective from the Global South, examining

propaganda risks for marginalized communities on encrypted apps like WhatsApp.

Transitioning to Ms. Martin, insights from global research were provided, stressing the

contextual nature of disinformation and the importance of community-led solutions. She




shared key trends in governmental use of emerging tools for propaganda worldwide,
exploiting cultural divisions. The discussion highlighted that while technology plays a role,
solutions still need to understand what really motivates people and encourage local activists

more than just technical fixes.

Setting the context:

Our interconnected world faces a complex tempest of divisions that stretch across
communities and nations. Polarized rhetoric and nationalism serve as formidable challenges
to global harmony. This panel discussion, held on January 31, 2024, brought together experts

to delve into the complexities of unravelling threats to societal cohesion.

In an era where the world is more interconnected than ever, the surge of nationalism-driven
polarized rhetoric stands as a formidable challenge to connectivity, echoing across the fabric
of nations and societies globally. This isn't just a clash of ideas; it's a clash of cultures,
national pride, and unresolved conflicts, weaving a complex tapestry of division that

stretches across communities and nations.

The panel discussion served as a catalyst for deeper reflection and collaboration, highlighting
the importance of collective action in fostering inclusive societies where diverse voices are

valued and respected.

Centering on the ascendance of polarization driven by nationalism and cultural identities, the
panel dug into diverse disciplines that brought multifaceted interventions analysing this
landscape while stressing joint solutions. Prof. Yamamoto said, "The core problem is that
humans are the ones accepting misinformation, and we need to understand why they
believe certain theories." Prof. Aditya stressed the limitations of technology and advocated
for human-centered methods. "Human-designed or platform innovation intervention should

be limited," he said. Humans choose their beliefs."

The Widespread Menace of Polarization




The panelists emphasized that polarization and divisive nationalist rhetoric has emerged as a
major global challenge, threatening societal cohesion within communities and bringing
nations to the brink of chaos. They analyzed complex factors shaping dangerous "us vs them"

narratives that stretch across populations worldwide.

The Complex Interplay of Media, Politics and Culture

Media narratives do inform worldviews, panelists concurred, but operate more as reflections
of inherent sociocultural undercurrents and power structures. Elite rhetoric in politics and
governance has an outsized influence in shaping identities. Solutions should address

underlying roots as much as media content specifically.

The Challenges of Automated Moderation

Professor Ranganathan evaluated disconnects in Al content moderation across non-Western
linguistic and cultural settings. Resulting censorship often wrongly targets marginalized
community contexts while failing to curb hate speech. The challenges span from privacy

concept interpretations to multilingual code-mixing barriers for current NLP.

No Single Silver Bullet - Requirement of Holistic Efforts

The umbrella theme resonating across expert insights was that while technology assists,
polarization manifests far deeper human motivations. Easy remedies remain absent,
demanding interdisciplinary cooperation balancing regulation, education, ethical innovation,

decentralized participation and addressing underlying divisions.

Options for recourse:

Speakers stressed the need for cross-disciplinary and societal collaboration to counteract
polarization. The panellists suggested boosting media literacy, critical thinking, constructive
debate, and understanding multiple perspectives to bridge gaps and promote inclusivity. They
stressed the need for specialized approaches to individual situations and communities due to
the issue's complexity. Holistic solutions require addressing root causes of division as well as

extreme manifestations in media.




Prof. Yamamoto highlighted the importance of interdisciplinary teamwork and how people
perceive information. He said, “The root of the issue is that humans are accepting
misinformation, and we need to understand why they believe in such theories.” Prof. Aditya
recommended human-centered interventions for prevention disinformation where media
literacy and critical thinking were emphasized. “Human-made or platform innovation

intervention should be minimalized,” he noted.Humans choose their beliefs."

Prof. Yang emphasized the role of media biases in shaping public opinion and suggested
improved political culture to mitigate polarization. He stated that “Journalistic practices should
be improved but changing them is difficult because journalists fight for attention from the
audience.” Ms. Zelly argued community-led and local solutions to combat misinformation and
increase understanding. She stated that “Grounding interventions in individuals’ contexts is

the way to go about counteracting disinformation.”

Prof. Aditya noted the difficulties of combating misinformation across languages and cultures.
Intervention design must reflect human agency and cultural differences, he said. Prof. Yang
underlined the need of political culture and media literacy for constructive discourse and
polarization reduction. He said, "It's not just about changing journalistic practices; it's about

improving political culture."

Ms. Zelly stressed community-led, local solutions. She stressed the importance of
collaboration and inclusivity in disinformation combat. Interdisciplinary collaboration, media
literacy, and inclusive solutions were stressed by the panellists to reduce polarization and

promote understanding in varied communities.

Practical Ideas Towards Fostering Harmony

While highlighting the gravity of polarization, discussions organically shifted to constructive
ideas furthering unity. Panelists underscored focused, context-specific interventions centered
on building bridges, despite recognition no singular fixes exist. Still, transformative potential

springs from concentrated efforts.

Self-Regulation, Media Literacy - Individual Action Areas




Presentations highlighted promising interventions targeting individual awareness, an
important piece. Prof. Yamamoto's experiment eliciting online users' self-commitments
towards civil discourse reduced subsequent uncivil responses. Literacy initiatives also assist

to counter fringe elements dominating platforms. People retain agency amidst larger forces.

Empowering Local Allies - Contextual Countermeasures

Panelists uniformly underlined understanding native perspectives and equipping on-the-
ground allies over enforcing external solutions. Community partnerships, localized fact-
checking and multilingual media better tackle propaganda seeking precedents have set.
Avoiding "one-size-fits-all" assumptions proves vital, given sociocultural complexities

worldwide.

QANDA
Q: What is needed for impactful progress addressing polarized divides?

Dr. Yamamoto: "Holistic, interdisciplinary cooperation is an imperative need of the hour if we
intend to make headway against widening fragmentation in societies globally. No single
prescription - be it just policy reforms or just fact-checking solutions or just platform
governance changes - will move the needle on bridging divides fueled by complex belief
systems and emotional underpinnings. We need a symphony of efforts balancing tougher
regulations and freedom of expression, platform accountability and user agency, media
literacy and impactful counter-messaging, structural reforms and grassroots community
partnerships. Simultaneously addressing both roots and visible tips of societal polarization

holds hope."
Q: How do narratives in media and politics interact with public opinion?

Dr. Yang: "While media narratives undoubtedly inform public opinion, we must understand
that media largely reflects and reinforces prevalent undercurrents in society and structures of
power. It does not shape identity politics independently but channels the messaging of
political and governing elites. Therefore, sustainable solutions to counter polarization should
involve addressing underlying prejudices, representation imbalances and lack of

intercommunity dialogue rather than looking at media content alone. Reform has to be more




systemic - enhancing pluralism, hearing marginalized voices, allowing respectful public

discourse around controversial sociopolitical topics etc."

Q: How can artificial intelligence be strategically employed to counteract the negative

consequences of polarized discourse driven by nationalism?

Dr. Vashistha: "Being strategic about where technology can help is super important.
Technology can enable constructive dialogue, but there are challenges, especially in regions
like India with multiple languages and dialects. NLP is still not mature enough for certain
languages, and there are technical challenges like code-mixing and understanding multimodal

content."

Q: How can technology, particularly artificial intelligence, be strategically employed to

counteract the negative consequences of polarized discourse driven by nationalism?

Ms. Zelly: "Investing in local strategies is a much better solution, especially those that support
the people who are already doing that work. We must remember that communities are already
doing the work to fight disinformation, so rather than enforcing top-down solutions, we ought

to work with these communities to solve these crises."
CONCLUSION

In closing, the panel topic "POLARIZED RHETORIC DRIVEN BY NATIONALISM, CULTURAL
IDENTITIES, AND CONFLICTS: BUILDING BONDS THROUGH FOCUSED INTERVENTIONS”
revealed national and societal polarization. All panellists shed light on the complexity of the
issue through their different approaches Professor Yamamoto highlighted the complicated link
between media stories and public opinion, pointing out how culture and identity define social
attitudes. She stated that, “Media consumption is only a weak force in shaping perceptions
attitudes and behaviour; rather it reflects the cultural political dynamics.” Ms. Zelly agreed
saying community-based interventions to counter disinformation propaganda are
necessary. She added, “Communities are already involved in the war against disinformation
and instead of imposing top-down solutions we should empower these grassroots efforts.” Dr.
Aditya Vashistha discussed how Al could help mitigate polarized conversations. He focused on
cautious implementation because of the linguistic and cultural diversity in India. Dr. Vashistha
said, “Al interventions should be planned and consider the human factor knowing that

technology alone cannot address deeper societal issues.” Their findings emphasized on multi-




disciplinary approach and community driven initiatives in building understanding and bridging

gaps amid polarization.
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