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Abstract
Digital communication venues are essential infrastructures for anti-democratic actors to 
spread harmful content such as conspiracy theories. Capitalizing on platform affordances, 
they leverage conspiracy theories to mainstream their political views in broader public 
discourse. We compared the word choice, language style, and communicative function 
of conspiracy-related content to understand its platform-dependent differences and 
convergence. Our cases are the conspiracy theories of the New World Order and 
Great Replacement, which we analyzed on 4chan/pol/, Twitter, and seven alternative 
US news media longitudinally from 2011 to 2021. The conspiracy-related texts were 
comparatively analyzed using a multi-method approach of computational and quantitative 
text analyses. Our results show that conspiracy narrations are increasingly present 
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in all venues. While language differs vastly between platforms, we observed a style 
convergence between Twitter and 4chan. The results show how more coded language 
veils the spread of racist and antisemitic content beyond the so-called dark platforms.

Keywords
Affordances, alternative media, conspiracy theories, far-right, fringe platforms, 
mainstreaming

Introduction

Social media platforms and digital communication venues provide central infrastructures 
for hyper-partisan and anti-democratic actors who spread harmful content and extreme 
speech (Pohjonen and Udupa, 2017) while circumventing traditional gatekeepers 
(Engesser et al., 2017). This access to large online audiences is used to mainstream 
extremist ideas to shift the overall discourse (Rothut et al., 2024). An important vector to 
mainstream xenophobic and antisemitic beliefs are conspiracy theories, whose online 
prevalence has attracted increasing scholarly (Mahl et al., 2022a), political (European 
Commission, 2018), and societal attention in recent years.

Beliefs in conspiracy theories are widespread and can have profound consequences. Of 
the Americans surveyed in 2021, 26% believed George Soros was behind a hidden plot to 
destabilize the American government (Uscinski et al., 2022). In Germany and Great 
Britain, more than 40% of survey respondents polled in 2016 believed that the govern-
ment was deliberately hiding the truth about how many immigrants live in the country 
(Smallpage et al., 2020). Studies have shown that conspiracy thinking can be related to 
institutional distrust, discrimination, and accelerated radicalization and violence (Jolley et 
al., 2020). Conspiracy theories closely tied to far-right ideology can pose threats to demo-
cratic institutions, societies, and individuals. In extreme cases, they are used to justify 
violence. The terrorist who attacked Muslims in Christchurch, New Zealand, explicitly 
adhered to the “Great Replacement/White Genocide” conspiracy theories (Ekman, 2022). 
These theories suggest a hidden plan to minimize the White population and Christian 
culture by fostering the migration of people of color and reducing birth rates.

To date, many case studies on conspiracy theories on single platforms within short 
periods have been conducted (Mahl et al., 2022a). The diffusion within and partly across 
social media platforms has been analyzed from an “infodemic” perspective, that is, the 
diffusion of novel conspiracy narrations to places where they were not present before 
(for a review, see Heft and Buehling, 2022). Scholars have highlighted that conspiracy 
theory narrations are shaped by the characteristics of the platform on which they are 
uttered, captured by concepts such as platformed conspiracism (Mahl et al., 2023) or 
platformed antisemitism (Riedl et al., 2024).

However, longitudinal cross-platform studies of conspiracy-related communication 
that take into account the interplay of platform affordances and their distinct appropria-
tion remain underexplored. These research strands are significant in understanding how 
platform affordances shape the discourse of conspiracy-related communication. The 
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development of persistent extreme speech over time, either becoming more explicit or 
veiled, may gradually shift the audience’s perception of acceptable content and increase 
the risk of mainstreaming far-right narratives (Rothut et al., 2024).

While conspiracy theory narration refers to contents that offer a “proposed explanation 
of some historical event (or events) in terms of the significant causal agency of a relatively 
small group of persons – the conspirators – acting in secret” (Keeley, 1999: 116), the dis-
tribution of and interaction with this type of content invites a full range of public commu-
nication on and about (alleged) conspiracy theories. These communicative functions 
include further contributions to conspiracy theory narration, engagement in counter-narra-
tion and debunking, and employing neutral forms of observation. Thus, we investigated the 
explicitness or implicitness of conspiracy-related content and how it is communicated.

We expect the styles and functions of conspiracy-related communication in online 
venues to vary due to the intertwinement of platform characteristics and values within 
platform-specific use cultures. While all communication venues might provide room for 
narration, counter-narration, and neutral observation of conspiracy theories, platform 
characteristics may correlate with a higher likelihood for one function or the other. Thus, 
our research questions are as follows:

RQ 1a: How does the language style of conspiracy-related communication differ 
between digital communication venues?

RQ 1b: What are the over-time dynamics of differences in the language styles of con-
spiracy-related communication between digital communication venues?

RQ 2: How do the functions of conspiracy-related communication differ between digi-
tal communication venues?

In this study, we elaborated our theoretical assumptions and answered the research ques-
tions using an empirical analysis of conspiracy-related content in three communication 
venues. The platforms selected, namely 4chan, Twitter (now called X), and partisan 
media sites, were unique, with venues considerably varying in governance and norms, 
user cultures, and characteristics of creators and audiences. We analyzed similarities and 
differences in conspiracy-related communication functions and styles across the venues, 
focusing on two closely interlinked, salient, and transnationally persistent conspiracies 
of the “New World Order (NWO)” and “Great Replacement/White Genocide” from 2011 
to 2021. Using computational text analysis, communication styles were measured by 
examining the variation and distinctness of semantic features across venues. The com-
municative functions of conspiracy-related content were classified in a manual content 
analysis. We further examined communication particularities as entry points for the 
translation (Ekman, 2022) of conspiracy theories from fringe use cultures to venues that 
address broader audiences and societal discourses at large.

Our paper is structured as follows: First, we outline how platform features and their 
appropriation in particular contexts can create distinct use cultures and thus different 
characteristics of conspiracy-related talk. We address platform-internal particularities 
and how they might be reflected in communication styles and functions. Second, we 
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provide an overview of the design and methods of our study. Next, we address narration 
style features and their longitudinal development. Finally, we highlight the communica-
tive functions of this content. After discussing the results, we highlight the contribution 
of our findings to contemporary discussions about platform cultures, affordances, and 
platform moderation policies.

Platform characteristics and the shaping of conspiracy-
related communication in distinct user cultures

Platform vernacular and communication styles

Each digital platform and communication venue is characterized by distinct technical 
features (Bossetta, 2019), governance approaches, and norms that fundamentally impact 
the authors, users, and the forms of communication they attract (Frischlich et al., 2022; 
Quandt, 2018). Individuals who engage in digital communication base their communica-
tion strategies on the available technical possibilities and tailor their communication 
styles to the norms and expectations prevailing in a particular environment. In the con-
text of conspiracy-related communication, conspiracy entrepreneurs aim to connect con-
spiratorial narratives to broader populations with strategies such as emotionalization, 
pop culture, and Manichean references (Leal, 2020; Oliver and Wood, 2014).

A tangible manifestation of the interactions between the platforms’ regulation poli-
cies and user behavior is the platform-specific communication style, defined as “lin-
guistic structures below the discursive level, such as grammar, phonology, and lexis” 
(Bucholtz and Hall, 2005: 597). While the individual choice of vocabulary and other 
paralingual features (Khalid and Srinivasan, 2020) does not necessarily change a mes-
sage’s factual content, it can influence the recipient’s interpretation (Blankenship and 
Craig, 2011) and mark a group identity through the repeated performance of stylistic 
features (Bucholtz and Hall, 2005).

Gibbs et al. (2015) used the concept of platform vernacular to describe how platform 
features shape the use of a unique, shared but dynamic set of grammars, styles, and logics 
that emerge from the ongoing interactions between users and platforms. In their concep-
tualization of platformed conspiracism, Mahl et al. (2023) built on the concept of Gibbs 
et al. to explain the influence of incentivization through monetization and the adaptation 
of users to platform moderation on the spread of conspiracy-related content. The possi-
bilities of how explicitly producers of conspiracy-related communication can spread 
their message on a given platform – disinhibited by content moderation mechanisms or 
inhibited by anonymity and ephemerality – reflect “affordances of extreme speech” (de 
Keulenaar, 2023). As a consequence, extreme speech (Pohjonen and Udupa, 2017), 
which includes conspiracy theories (Deem, 2019), tends to be fragmented along the bor-
ders of digital communication outlets, each governed by diverging understandings of 
tolerable content. The stylistic adaptation of conspiracy-related communication, either 
by strategic injection or unintentional reproduction by platform users, has been described 
in the context of mainstreaming far-right narratives (Rothut et al., 2024).

Communication style is manifested in the use of particular terms such as loaded, 
slang, or euphemistic terms (Klein, 2023) and linguistic features such as linguistic 
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complexity (Visentin et al., 2021), emotionality (Zollo et al., 2015), or toxicity (Hoseini 
et al., 2023). Being adaptive to content moderation, users who post on contentious topics 
on mainstream platforms and are at risk of being deamplified or banned use neologisms, 
lexical variation, or dog whistles to circumvent moderation efforts and deliver their con-
tent to their audience (Moran et al., 2022). Unique neologisms might be specific to dis-
tinct platforms and thus easier to detect. Meanwhile, dog whistles, that is, the encoding 
of a message into words that have a diverging meaning to the general audience (Abidin, 
2021), require a more profound knowledge of specific user cultures. Actors who deliber-
ately veil their extreme speech are themselves navigating the contradiction of remaining 
visible to their audience (as opposed to violating a platform’s terms of service) and using 
language that obfuscates their content to the degree that is decipherable by most users in 
the know (Abidin, 2021).

User cultures on 4chan and Twitter and the hybrid characteristics of 
alternative news media

De Zeeuw et al. (2020) highlighted that anonymous and ephemeral imageboards such as 
4chan allow for highly vernacular humor and white supremacist rhetoric. In a discussion 
forum, users can start threads or contribute to existing ones in a room-based architecture. 
By abstaining from algorithmically curated feeds and relying on user’s self-sorting into 
more homogeneous communication spaces, room-based platforms can provide a shel-
tered breeding ground for subcultural milieus in which members signal their belonging 
through insider abbreviations and slang that is difficult to decode for outsiders 
(Nissenbaum and Shifman, 2017). 4chan attracts users whose demographic is described 
as predominantly white and male users and those concerned with far-right politics (de 
Zeeuw and Tuters, 2020). De Zeeuw et al. (2020) argued that anonymity in online spaces 
disinhibits behavior that is otherwise deemed socially undesirable (de Keulenaar, 2023; 
Suler, 2004). In same-topic discussions on 4chan and so-called mainstream platforms 
such as Twitter, different words are used, or the same words are used with different 
meanings. De Zeeuw et al. (2020) attributed this difference to mainstream social media 
affording more authentic user behavior via non-anonymous posts, consistent content 
moderation, and news media content driven by their own logic of newsworthiness and 
broadcasting.

The micro-blogging platform Twitter requires users to register an account and a user 
name to which content is attributed (Frischlich et al., 2022). Its networked architecture is 
generally more open and directed toward interconnected and distributed forms of com-
munication with greater outreach. Twitter had a reach of 25% among the US online 
population in 2023, according to the Reuters Institute online survey (Newman et al., 
2023). It is attractive among political and media actors who use the platform to dissemi-
nate and multiply their content (Jungherr, 2016). Larger platforms such as Twitter (or X) 
and Facebook are required to invest in content moderation to prevent harmful, hateful, or 
otherwise illegal content (Nunziato, 2023). While smaller platforms face similar obliga-
tions, very large online platforms are subject to greater scrutiny.

All the discussed platforms enable user-driven content production, but the broader 
reach and distribution of conspiracy-related content also depends on uptake in the 
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broader digital media ecology, including legacy and alternative news media outlets. 
Their reporting on and contextualization of conspiracy theories are fundamental to their 
connectivity to broader publics (Benkler et al., 2018; Bruns et al., 2022; Forberg, 2022). 
Alternative media generally “represent a proclaimed and/or (self-)perceived corrective, 
opposing the overall tendency of public discourse emanating from what is perceived as 
the dominant mainstream media in a given system” (Holt et al., 2019: 862). This broad 
definition includes alternatives with different aims, functions, and levels of partisanship 
from left to right (Schwaiger, 2022), ranging from progressive counter-hegemonic 
media, which long constituted the conceptual core, to more recent alternatives that, in 
the hyper-partisan extremes, react to perceived hegemonic politics and media with stark 
opposition and practices that (over-)stretch the boundaries of journalism (Nordheim and 
Kleinen-von Königslöw, 2021). Yang (2020) conceptualized such radical media on the 
political far-right as hybrid info-political organizations that strategically switch their 
repertoires; they navigate between a journalistic logic of professional reporting and a 
role as a political movement actor (Heft et al., 2021; Mayerhöffer and Heft, 2022). 
Adhering to both logics in their style and visual appearance enables such alternative 
media to gain a perception of professional legitimacy while retaining their partisan 
credibility (Heft et al., 2020; Mayerhöffer and Heft, 2022). In this respect, alternative 
media bridge partisan communities and broader societal discourse, as they rhetorically 
embed, reframe, and comment on current events (Ekman, 2019). Right-wing alternative 
media have been shown to distribute conspiracy-related content (Boberg et al., 2020; 
Schwaiger, 2022).

Conceptualization and expectations

We summarize our observations in the following expectations:
Regarding RQ 1a, we expect conspiracy-related communication styles to vary across 

digital communication venues, given their differences in features, users, the users’ adap-
tation to platform features, and the different vernaculars that emerged from these inter-
related context conditions.

We conceptualized communication styles by analyzing 1) lexical items (i.e. terms 
used in conspiracy-related communication). Given the differences in which user groups 
inhabit particular platform niches devoted to conspiracy-related talk and overall platform 
characteristics, we expect the terms to differ across platforms. Quantitatively, the words 
used on the different platforms are expected to vary overall, as different user cultures 
bear different lexical registers. Qualitatively, we expect a higher proportion of explicit, 
core “conspiracy” terms on 4chan than in the other communication venues such as 
Twitter and alternative media, on which we would expect less explicit terms.

The terms used when discussing conspiracy theories are closely related to how they 
are communicated. We thus 2) conceptualized the “how” as style elements of conspir-
acy-related content via the following dimensions:

a) Certainty of language, denoting a user culture in which the statements lack nuance 
owing to dichotomous phrasing or the assertion of high assurance of a respective 
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position. Owing to heightened radicalness and homogeneous user composition, we 
expect the highest certainty on 4chan and the lowest certainty and thus the most 
nuance in alternative media articles.

b) Linguistic complexity comprises the use of complicatedly constructed sentences 
and words. We expect complexity to be lowest on Twitter owing to the character limit 
of each tweet. Complexity should be highest in alternative media reporting because of 
its professionalized language.

c) Emotionality refers to the prevalence of words expressing emotions. Assuming that 
the phrasings of positive and negative emotions are more likely in expressing per-
sonal opinions and less in descriptive texts, we expect a lower emotionality in alterna-
tive media articles. Owing to the heterogeneous user composition on Twitter compared 
with the relatively homogeneous, interest-based 4chan community, the highest emo-
tionality is to be expected on Twitter.

Even though the user groups on platforms cultivate distinct behaviors and vernacular, 
which, to a certain degree, isolate them from the outside (Abidin, 2021), social media 
users can observe and be active on various platforms. Forberg (2022) found that 4chan 
users actively employed Twitter’s affordances to astroturf the QAnon conspiracy theory 
and inject their vernacular into the mainstream discourse. Furthermore, user cultures and 
platform vernaculars are deeply intertwined so that when the vernacular diffuses to other 
platforms or user groups, it can be misunderstood or change its meaning (Hagen and de 
Zeeuw, 2023; Tuters et al., 2018). The complex cross-platform information diffusion 
patterns do not necessarily result in unidirectional transmission from fringe to more 
mainstream platforms. The process of fringe ideas gaining popularity after being men-
tioned by media actors (Bail, 2012) is further amplified when media outlets report about 
them (Benkler et al., 2018; Forberg, 2022). Even neutral or critical reporting runs the risk 
of unintendedly drawing public attention and thus amplifying conspiracy theories (Bruns 
et al., 2022; Phillips, 2018), as alternative and legacy news sources are a common refer-
ence point for conspiracist claim-making in far-right information ecosystems (Buehling 
and Heft, 2023; Schatto-Eckrodt et al., 2024).

To answer RQ 1b, we analyzed how and when conspiracy-related communication 
styles converge between platforms. We expect communication styles to mutually influ-
ence each other, with alternative media being the least influenced owing to their authors’ 
constant navigation between their journalistic and movement-oriented partisan roles.

To answer RQ 2, we conceptualized differences between communication venues 
concerning three functions of conspiracy-related content: (1) conspiracy theory narra-
tion (e.g. texts that develop, uncritically reproduce, or propagate a conspiracy); (2) 
counter-narration (i.e. texts that argue against or refute the conspiracy theory); and (3) 
neutral and distanced report about a conspiracy theory without suggesting a stance in 
favor of or against it. These functions represent “programs,” “anti-programmes,” and 
“efforts at neutrality” (Rogers, 2017: 83).

Given the different platform characteristics, we expect different proportions of these 
functions on the three communication venues: 4chan should be most fertile to afford 
conspiracy narration, and alternative media should primarily enact neutral observation in 
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their reporting if we take their mimicry of professional journalistic norms for granted, 
accompanied by commentary framing current events in terms of right-wing conspiracy 
theories. With its mixed user base, the networked platform Twitter can be expected to 
provide a space for all functions of conspiracy-related communication.

Study design and methods

Case selection

To facilitate a longitudinal analysis of the style and functions of conspiracy-related com-
munication, the narratives of the NWO or Illuminati and the Great Replacement or White 
Genocide were selected. Both theories can be considered “systemic conspiracies” 
(Barkun, 2013: 6), including the narrative of a secretive group plotting to steer global 
events to reach or maintain world domination.

The NWO conspiracy theory is one of the most prevalent systemic post-Holocaust 
conspiracy theories, drawing from antisemitic tropes of a Jewish world conspiracy, while 
partly replacing the overt accusation of Jewish people by the Illuminati or Zionists 
(Simonsen, 2020)1. The theory and its use for explaining political events and incorporat-
ing conspiratorial sub-narratives was popularized worldwide (Girard, 2020). The Great 
Replacement and White Genocide conspiracy theories are closely related but still distinct 
from NWO. Great Replacement was popularized and adopted by the far-right in the 21st 
century as a conspiracy theory, suggesting that secretive “globalists” are planning to shift 
the ethnic and religious proportions in Europe by allowing the immigration of non-Chris-
tian refugees from Asia and Africa (Ekman, 2022). This narrative mirrors White 
Genocide, which is more prevalent in the US far-right, relating to an alleged purposeful 
facilitation of non-white migration to North America and, consequently, the inhibition of 
a desired white supremacy (Cosentino, 2020).

While both conspiracy theories are distinct, their narratives overlap in the attribution 
of the conspirators (i.e. Illuminati or globalists) and their alleged means of secretly pup-
peteering democratic governments. Both were included because they share the character-
istics of long-term prevalence, an apparent appropriation by the far-right and an 
anti-institutional element that suggests that the perpetrators are already in power (Butter, 
2018; Ekman, 2022). Furthermore, they are prevalent in online discourse (Cosentino, 
2020; Mahl et al., 2021) and are used to justify the atrocities committed by contemporary 
far-right terrorists (Ekman, 2022).

Platforms and sample

To collect data from different platforms over time, we developed a comprehensive and 
precise dictionary to provide a good recall concerning conspiracy theories (Gründl, 
2022; Puschmann et al., 2022). The keywords in the dictionary must be applicable 
across time and platforms to be robust and ensure equivalent data collection along these 
dimensions (Heft et al., 2023). Data were collected in a broader comparative project on 
the diffusion dynamics of conspiracy theories, in which we collected English- and 
German-language data on Twitter, 4chan/pol/, and German/US-American alternative 
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news media. This study focused on English-language samples of tweets, 4chan/pol/ 
posts, and alternative news media articles. The dictionary was constructed using the 
following multistep procedure to accommodate the requirements of equivalent data col-
lection: theory-driven keyword selection, resulting in 215 individual terms; validation 
of the sample data collected using the seed dictionary; computational dictionary expan-
sion based on the fine-tuned word embedding model GloVe and Local Graph-based 
Dictionary Expansion (Schindler et al., 2024); manual validation of the expanded key-
words; and addition of 22 terms to the dictionary (see Appendix A for more details on 
the dictionary construction).

Data collection and pre-processing

To ensure an equivalent data collection across time and platforms, we randomly selected 
one calendar week from each half-year period between 2011 and 2021. Randomly col-
lected, consecutive 7 day intervals were chosen to ensure the representativeness of ran-
dom sampling (Kim et al., 2018) regarding the evolution and variation of language styles 
while mitigating possible biases related to seasonality (weekly and yearly) or event-
based posting spikes (Naab and Küchler, 2022; Riffe et al., 1993). We collected all rele-
vant text data using the dictionary-based sampling procedure, resulting in 4,022,616 
documents. We sampled English-language data from tweets2 using the Twitter API. 
4chan submissions and comments posted to the board /pol/ (“Politically Incorrect”) were 
accessed via the 4plebs.org archive using the R package fouRplebsAPI (Buehling, 2022). 
The archiving of 4chan’s/pol/ board only started in 2014, resulting in a truncated dataset 
on this platform. Articles from alternative media (N = 1,406) were collected from the 
websites Breitbart, Daily Caller, The Blaze, The Gateway Pundit, Infowars, Talking 
Points Memo, and Occupy Democrats via web scraping. This selection represents a spec-
trum of alternative news media sites from far-right to the left. For further analysis, all 
documents were transformed into lowercase. Stop words, Twitter user handles, and 
URLs were removed.

Even though the comprehensive key-term dictionary is theory-based, computation-
ally augmented, and validated in several steps, the results of keyword-based data 
collection are prone to type I error and noise (Mahl et al., 2022b). Therefore, an addi-
tional classifier was trained to ensure the most accurate identification of conspiracy-
related documents in the corpus. On the basis of a training dataset of 2,167 manually 
annotated documents, we fine-tuned (see Appendix B) the pretrained language model 
DistilBERT over 100 trials (mean F1: 0.85; accuracy: 0.83). We applied the final 
model with the optimal set of hyper-parameters (F1: 0.84; accuracy: 0.83) to our data-
set. The resulting dataset consisted of 105,507 4chan posts, 771 alternative media 
articles, and 1,706,057 Twitter tweets, which can confidently be assumed to be con-
spiracy-related communication.

Operationalization

To operationalize communication styles and answer RQ 1, we measured the varying use 
of lexical and stylistic features between and within the three platform corpora.
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To assess the use, distribution, and longitudinal evolution of the lexical items, we 
analyzed the occurrence of distinct n-grams in our dataset and compared them between 
4chan, Twitter, and alternative news media. To identify the most relevant and informa-
tive terms used in conspiracy-related communication, each term was weighed via its tf-
idf score and ranked accordingly to extract the most relevant terms of conspiracy-related 
communication for each platform (see Appendix C for details of the calculation). In this 
procedure, the informativeness of a term is operationalized by its frequency, weighed 
according to the number of appearances in the corpus documents. Thus, terms used in 
each document are assigned a low weight despite their high frequency because they are 
not as informative given the overall corpus (Manning et al., 2009). To calculate tf-idf 
weights for each platform and random week sample, tf-idf scores are calculated on the 
document level of the respective sub-corpus. The overall tf-idf score for each term is the 
sum of all document-level tf-idf scores in the corpus. Theoretically, the most relevant 
terms can be the same on each platform. The 100 highest-ranking terms were qualita-
tively evaluated and compared to analyze their explicitness.

We analyzed the similarity of high-relevance terms between platforms as a quantita-
tive measure. To do so, we calculated the pairwise Jaccard similarity between the most 
relevant word sets, measuring the lexical overlap between the two vocabularies.

For style elements, we measured emotionality, linguistic complexity, and certainty 
using LIWC22, adopting the operationalization of Visentin et al. (2021)3. LIWC is a 
dictionary-based tool that classifies over 12,000 words into psycholinguistic categories. 
The category score is calculated as the proportion of words in a given text that are cap-
tured in each category within its dictionary (Boyd et al., 2022). Furthermore, the toxicity 
of each document was classified using Perspective API (Jigsaw, 2022).

We relied on a manual content analysis based on a standardized codebook to capture 
the functions of conspiracy-related content and answer RQ 2. In coding, conspiracy-
related texts were differentiated by their stance and type of narration. Neutral content 
describes or mentions a conspiracy theory without a positive or negative evaluation. 
Furthermore, posts uncritically narrating, reproducing, or propagating a conspiracy the-
ory are differentiated from posts rejecting or debunking it. Two trained student assistants 
coded a random sample of posts from all sample weeks. In cases of intercoder disagree-
ment, the document was discussed by both coders to arrive at a unanimous decision (see 
Appendix D for the complete codebook).

Results

Owing to the diverging user activity, the sample size was distributed unequally 
across platforms, with the largest collected from Twitter, followed by 4chan and 
alternative media sources using any of the keywords. While we cannot draw infer-
ences from the absolute number of texts per platform, the longitudinal distribution of 
conspiracy-related communication can be comparatively assessed across platforms 
(Figure 1). The sample size increased over time on all platforms. The increase in 
conspiracy-related discourse peaked in 2020 on 4chan and Twitter, and reached its 
maximum in alternative media in 2018.



Buehling et al.	 11

Lexical analysis

Weighting all terms in the platform-specific corpora via tf-idf results in a ranking of the 
most used and informative terms. Apart from the overall explicit language, especially on 
4chan, the most distinctive words on 4chan were racist and antisemitic slurs (see 
Appendix E for the top 20 terms per corpus). References to contemporary politics 
(“Trump” or “country”) were rare. The conspiracy-related communication on Twitter 
also referred to antisemitic conspiracy theories but did so by putting higher emphasis on 
more elaborate conspiracy theories (“puppet” and “NWO”) and the use of dog-whistles 
to veil and motivate their narrations (“globalists,” “Soros,” and “Gates”). Alternative 
news media articles containing keywords from the search-term dictionary mainly refer-
enced US politicians (“Trump”) and institutions (“President,” “government,” and “FBI”). 
Thus, they are more closely aligned with current political events rather than abstract 
conspiracy narrations.

The results of the quantitative lexical analysis of the most informative terms per plat-
form are shown in Figure 2, which depicts various dimensions of the pairwise platform 
comparisons. Overall, the cross-sectional term similarity was highest between Twitter 
and 4chan, with a Jaccard similarity of 0.28 for the 100 highest-ranked terms. Including 
only the top-most informative words might result in measurements that are more sensi-
tive to minor changes in word use. Therefore, all similarity measures in the lexical analy-
ses were carried out using the 500 most informative terms in each platform. This revealed 
a higher similarity of 0.48. The overall lexical similarity between Twitter and alternative 
media (top 100 terms: J = 0.183, top 500 terms: J = 0.30) was expectedly higher than that 
between 4chan and alternative media (top 100 terms: J = 0.11, top 500 terms: J = 0.25).

Figure 2 (lower panel) depicts a longitudinal analysis of the similarities between the 
most informative terms for each observation period between the platforms. The word 
choice on 4chan and Twitter became more similar over time concerning both the 100 and 

Figure 1.  Sample size per platform after BERT classification.
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500 most important terms. Starting from a Jaccard similarity of 0.25 in 2014, the overlap 
of the top 500 terms nearly doubled to 0.46 in 2021. The similarity between 4chan and 
alternative media remained constantly low, approximately 0.13 (0.06 for the 100 most 
important terms). The similarity between alternative media and Twitter showed equally 
low levels at the beginning of the observation period, but the similarity in word choice in 
conspiracy-related communication doubled until the end of the observation period.

Within each platform over time, the similarity of the most important words in each 
period was compared with the most important words in the previous period, indicating a 
time lag of around six months. This lagged within-platform term similarity increased on 
4chan between 2015 and 2019 and decreased afterward. On Twitter, it is roughly on the 

Figure 2.  Lexical similarity between platforms. Upper panel: Lagged within-platform 
similarity of top terms. Lower panel: Longitudinal development of top term similarity between 
platforms.
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same level in the early observation periods but then decreased, only to increase again 
from 2015. Both platforms showed a moderately high inertia of change in term use and 
a higher similarity within platforms than with other platforms. The within-platform 
Jaccard similarity of alternative media over time was lower than that on other platforms, 
signifying a choice of words more oriented toward current events than on the continuous 
reproduction of stable narratives.

While the more abstract measure of term similarity across platforms showed word-
choice convergence, zooming in on the specific terms generating this pattern revealed 
the nature of this similarity. The overlapping terms between 4chan and Twitter consisted 
of words used to embellish the conspiracy narrations studied, including “globalism,” 
“Soros,” and “false flag,” which are markers of the actual conspiracy theories and anti-
semitic dog whistles. More overt instances of conspiracist reasoning, such as the direct 
reference to Jewish or Black people, are exclusively expressed on 4chan. The increasing 
convergence in word choice between 4chan and Twitter was caused by the increased use 
of terms relating to current US domestic political events, such as “Trump,” “Biden,” and 
“vaccines,” in addition to the conspiracist terms. The overlap between Twitter and alter-
native media was also mainly driven by terms relating to real politics. At the beginning 
of the observation period, overlapping words referred partly to the conspiracy narration 
(“Soros” and “war on Whites”), general domestic US politics (“Romney” and “govern-
ment”), and race-related discussion. They were later dominated by the COVID-19 pan-
demic, foreign politics (“Ukraine” and “China”), and domestic political polarization in 
the United States (“Mueller,” “Democrats,” and “president”). A complete list of the 100 
most important terms per platform and week sample, and the pairwise overlap with each 
other platform can be found in the supplementary material provided via the Open Science 
Framework4.

To gain further insights into the use of specific terms, we calculated the most 
similar terms for each most distinctive term per platform. Similar to Peeters et al. 
(2021), we trained word2vec models for each yearly sub-corpus to detect similar 
terms on the basis of word vector representations (see Appendix F for details). We 
found that 4chan posts were centered around more explicit antisemitism, racism, and 
conspiracy theories (i.e. Jewish people were discussed in terms similar to those used 
for “Bolsheviks,” “Zionists,” and “Freemasons”; Illuminati similar to “NWO,” 
“Satanism,” and “globalism”; and immigration similar to “mass immigration” and 
Great Replacement vocabulary). On Twitter, the use of Illuminati was similar to that 
of other conspiracy-related terms such as “Freemasonry” and “secret societies,” but 
included pop culture references to music albums. Jewish people were referenced 
more in political and historical terms (“Holocaust,” “Palestinians,” and “Arabs”). 
Conspiracy-related tweets mainly referenced immigration similar to right-wing pop-
ulist rhetoric (“mass immigration,” “uncontrolled,” and “multiculturalism”). While 
alternative news media partly engaged in overt conspiracism (in 2017 and 2018, 
Jewish people were discussed similarly to George Soros and “puppet”), conspiracy-
related posts generally relate to terms based in foreign (Israel-related) or domestic 
(illegal,” “immigrants,” and “border”) politics. The term “Illuminati” was not men-
tioned in any conspiracy-related alternative news media article.
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Style Elements

LIWC classification was performed on the individual texts in the corpus to analyze the 
prevalence of language styles. As described in the methods section, we distinguished 
between posts containing certain complex and emotional languages, and their toxicity. 
Figure 3 shows boxplots of the cross-sectional LIWC classification distributions of the 
styles across the platforms, while Figure 4 shows the longitudinal development of the 
means of the style markers.

The analysis of language style on 4chan revealed that posts on this platform were the 
most certain overall, consistently holding in every sampled period, supporting the expec-
tation stated in Section 2. The complexity of conspiracy-related communication on 4chan 
is comparable with that of other platforms, but the mean complexity score in each period 
of measurement was significantly lower than that reported in alternative media news 
articles but higher than that on Twitter. 4chan’s emotionality was low in the median, but 
its cross-sectional distribution was heavily skewed.

The median tweet certainty was the lowest among the three digital communication 
venues. However, it is highly skewed, and the analysis of the over-time development of 

Figure 3.  Linguistic styles between platforms; cross-sectional distribution of LIWC scores. 
Labels denote the p-value of t-test distribution test results.

Figure 4.  Longitudinal development of the LIWC result means.
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mean certainty scores revealed that while decreasing until 2015, the certainty expressed 
in conspiracy-related tweets started to increase again afterward. As expected, Twitter’s 
complexity was lowest in the cross-sectional analysis and over time. The median emo-
tionality on Twitter was slightly higher than that on 4chan, but not as heavily skewed. 
The distribution test revealed no significant difference between Twitter’s and 4chan’s 
distribution of emotionality, contradicting the expectations of a higher emotionality 
caused by the collision of different political leanings on the platform.

The certainty score of alternative media articles was lowest on average and over time 
while having a higher median value than tweets. The toxicity scores of all online venues 
are presented in Appendix G. The scores met the prior expectations, as the most toxic 
language can be found on 4chan/pol/, followed by Twitter. Alternative media toxicity 
was the lowest of all platforms observed.

Communication functions

Figure 5 shows the distribution of the functions of conspiracy-related communication 
across platforms. By comparing the functions, 4chan’s conspiracy-related posts nearly 
exclusively narrated or propagated conspiracy theories. Only 5% of the posts refuted or 
counter-narrated conspiracy theories, and one post neutrally described them. Contrary 
to our expectations, most documents on Twitter and alternative media did not neutrally 
report or debunk conspiracy theories. They rather function as a conspiracy theory nar-
ration in most instances. As the sample of alternative news media articles was drawn 
from a diverse range of media outlets, the communication functions specific to each 
outlet are reported in Appendix H. The results show that 80% of the left-leaning sample 
were coded as neutral or counter-narration, whereas only 7% of the right-leaning 

Figure 5.  Relative frequency of conspiracy-related communication functions in the random 
sample coded. The absolute number of documents in each category is shown inside the bars. 
Labels denote the p-value from Fisher’s exact test of distri-bution independence.
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alternative media articles did not engage in conspiracy theory narration. To determine if 
the distribution of communication functions is statistically different across platforms, 
we used Fisher’s exact test (Fisher, 1970) to test whether the communication function 
distributions were artifacts of random sampling or if they are indeed drawn from under-
lying distributions. The test results show that the documents from Twitter and alterna-
tive media were significantly different from those from 4chan regarding their function 
of conspiracy-related communication. Twitter and alternative media do not differ 
significantly.

Discussion

This study’s quantitative and qualitative analyses aimed at characterizing how conspir-
acy-related communication is performed in online communication venues that vastly 
differ regarding their technical infrastructure, platform policies, content producers, and 
overall user culture. The different style dimensions must be analyzed individually and 
comparatively to determine the overall development of communication styles in each 
online venue.

The mostly unregulated, ephemeral, and fringe social media platform 4chan hosted 
the most toxic and certain conspiracy-related content. Posts on 4chan were more emo-
tional than those on alternative media but insignificantly different from those on Twitter. 
Conspiracy-related posts are mainly used in a narrative function, with only a few discus-
sions employing a rebuttal to the propagation of conspiracy theory. Analyzing the word 
choice on the platform revealed the prominence of racist slurs and more coded conspir-
acy theory elements. Furthermore, a convergence of word choices between 4chan and 
Twitter users became clear.

Supporting our assumptions, tweets that contained conspiracy-related content were 
located between the two other online venues analyzed regarding toxicity, certainty, and 
emotionality. Furthermore, counter-narration frequency does not differ from alternative 
media statistically significantly, even though the Twitter user base includes more fact-
checkers, disagreeing political activists, and journalists. A likely explanation is that the 
user community that discussed conspiracy theories on Twitter did not overlap with 
potentially counter-narrating users as much as expected. Therefore, arguments against 
conspiracy theories are uncommon. Tweets had the lowest linguistic complexity across 
all platforms, with minimal difference from that of 4chan posts. This permanent similar-
ity indicates that Twitter’s character limit of 140 (280 from 2017 onward) for tweets does 
not seem to be the driver of this subpar complexity. Twitter’s increased toxicity and 
certainty after 2015 were synchronous with the shift in word choice after Donald Trump’s 
inauguration as US president and COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. Furthermore, while 
texts published on 4chan or alternative media were only regulated by content moderation 
policies to a minor extent, Twitter experienced several waves of content moderation 
efforts, introducing dedicated larger-scale, algorithmically augmented moderation staff 
after public criticism resulting from suspected manipulation campaigns in the wake of 
Donald Trump’s election (Fielitz and Jaspert, 2023). Thus, the increasing toxicity on 
Twitter in this study is likely the lower bound of the actual user culture prevalent on the 
platform.
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The overarching results show the relative stability of user cultures within and the 
fundamental differences between online platforms. This insight supports the claims of 
Avalle et al. (2024) that toxicity patterns in online conversations remain relatively sta-
ble within social media. Furthermore, on a larger scale, our results support de Keulenaar’s 
(2023) argument based on a single-example analysis that the minimal, eclectic content 
moderation, ephemeral structure, and positioning of 4chan on the fringes of online 
social media provide “affordances of extreme speech.” With the increasing popularity 
of a platform (Twitter) or the claim to journalistic professionality (alternative media) 
and the subsequent aim to appeal to larger “mainstream” audiences, the boundaries of 
what can be openly expressed as conspiracy theories become increasingly narrow. 
Furthermore, the observed cross-platform convergence of word choice in conspiracy-
related communication is driven by discussion and reporting about politicians, institu-
tions, and events. While cross-platform causal effects of style changes are not tested in 
this study, the intermedia agenda-setting literature points to an enduring influence of 
news media on social media communication, whereas social media sets the agenda dur-
ing pivotal events (Su and Borah, 2019). This tendency can also be linked to an increas-
ing interpretation of politics through a conspiratorial lens. Politicians hinting toward 
conspiracy theories to attack opponents and public rebuttals of the attacked trigger gen-
eral public discussions and reporting about conspiracy theories and, consequently, the 
prevalence of conspiracy-related communication.

When quantitatively measuring language styles, researchers should acknowledge 
clear methodological limitations. The style classification software used in this analysis, 
LIWC and Perspective API, were developed for different application domains and did 
not consider text context. Highly toxic comments on 4chan will, at most, appall non-in-
group platform users. By contrast, regular 4chan users are unlikely to disengage from the 
discussion due to toxic language. In the context of this study, the results indicate an 
“outsider’s” perspective on 4chan’s content. All LIWC results were based on the devel-
opers’ proprietary dictionaries, which are generated and updated regularly. While trans-
parent and reproducible, dictionary methods lack the capacity to incorporate context and 
are inflexible regarding internet slang. However, the costs of training reliable, high-per-
formance classification models for all psychometric measures of interest in this study 
must be balanced with the possible performance gains. Hence, the authors consciously 
decided in favor of LIWC.

Conclusion

The aims of this study and the results presented are consistent with the recent schol-
arly contributions to the debate about extreme speech, platform affordances, and 
mainstreaming of far-right ideology. Far-right conspiracy theories are based on anti-
semitic and racist premises and can be harmful to public discourse and minoritized 
individuals who object to these narrations. However, they do not need to be propa-
gated via hate speech. Consequently, conspiracy-related communication can be found 
on all platforms, including unmoderated and anonymous (4chan), moderated and 
popular (Twitter), and alternative news media seeking to appear as professional jour-
nalistic venues. The platforms mainly differ in how conspiracy theory is presented, 
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likely linked to the varying “affordances of extreme speech” (de Keulenaar, 2023) 
that the respective platforms provide for their content producers.

The implications of our findings are two-fold. First, platform affordances, in all likeli-
hood, affect the possible selection or self-selection of active platform users. Consequently, 
our results show that users are adaptive in how they communicate and that these varying 
communication styles are structured along the borders of the platforms. Second, indi-
vidual platform policies do not appear to reduce the absolute number of far-right conspir-
acy-related communications under study. Instead, they result in a nuanced topology of 
the overall digital communication landscape. While tackling this development might be 
out of scope for the individual platform operator, the emerging platform ecosystem pro-
vides niches for more and less overt anti-democratic content to which followers can be 
funneled (Zimdars, 2024) or that can be used as a source of mobilization and information 
(Buehling and Heft, 2023). Across all platforms, conspiracy theories were increasingly 
used as an explanatory context of current political events, underlining their potential for 
mainstreaming far-right and anti-democratic ideology in public discourse. This dynamic 
has the potential to subtly normalize extremist narratives by reducing public resistance 
or increasing their acceptability (Rothut et al., 2024), thereby expanding the influence 
and integration of extremist actors into broader society.
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to cover explicit antisemitism, the conspiracy theory itself is antisemitic. Its roots are 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5244-7547
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4636-3881
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6637-795X


Buehling et al.	 19

tracible from medieval anti-Judaism to the French revolution and 20th century antisemitism 
(Simonsen, 2020), up to the 21st century conspiracy narrations (Berlet, 2011). Thus, when 
individuals propagate systemic NWO conspiracy theories—“a task that requires them to rec-
ognize the relevance of past conspiracies and past conspiracy theories – they invariably come 
into contact with the antisemitic legacy of the conspiracy culture” (Byford, 2011: 102).

2.	 The Twitter data were collected in two rounds according to the seed and expanded dictionar-
ies. We collected all tweets in the first round. Owing to the changes in Twitter’s API policy, 
we sampled only the tweets through two API calls for the second round of data collection.

3.	 The exact LIWC22 categories used for each dimension are detailed in Appendix G.
4.	 Online supplement via OSF: https://osf.io/a79bx/
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