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ABSTRACT

THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL MEDIA ON TURKISH PUBLIC OPINION IN
RELATION TO FOREIGN AFFAIRS: A CASE STUDY OF THE RUSSIAN
PLANE CRISIS (2015)

Ersin, Ozgiin
M.Sc., Department of International Relations

Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Ebru BOYAR

October 2017, 112 Pages

This thesis focuses on explaining the influence of social media on public opinion in
relation to foreign affairs and analyses the alternative consciousness, which is the
confusion that social media and the internet create in people. With bans and other
restrictions imposed by the Turkish government, the internet has increasingly been
perceived as an effective field for opposition. Examining the reception, intepretation
and dissemination of views and messages through Twitter about the shooting down
the Russian fighter plane by the Turkish air forces near Syrian border in 2015, this
thesis investigates to what extent the social media has become a novel platform to
discuss various political issues and to produce alternative opinions and to what
extent the social media merely has turned into another tool of propaganda to

manipulate public opinion in Turkey.

Keywords: Social Media, Twitter, Agenda Setting, Spiral of Silence, Foreign Policy



0z
SOSYAL MEDYANIN DIS POLITIKAYA ILISKIN TURK KAMUOYU
UZERINDEKI ETKISI: RUS UCAGI KRiZi (2015) UZERINE BiR CALISMA

Ersin, Ozgiin
Yiiksek Lisans, Uluslararasi {liskiler Boliimii

Tez Yoneticisi: Prof. Dr. Ebru BOYAR

Ekim 2017, 112 Sayfa

Bu tez sosyal medyanin dis politikaya iliskin kamuoyu tizerindeki etkisini
aciklamaya odaklanmakta ve sosyal medya ve internetin halkta yarattigi kafa
karigiklig1 olan alternatif bilinci analiz etmektedir. Tiirk hiikiimeti tarafindan
uygulanan yasaklar ve diger kisitlamalarla birlikte internet giderek daha fazla
sekilde bir muhalefet alan1 olarak algilanir hale gelmistir. Bu tez, 2015 yilinda
Suriye sinir1 yakinlarinda Tiirk hava kuvvetleri tarafindan bir Rus savas ucaginin
distirilmesi hakkinda Twitter’da paylasilan goriisler ve mesajlara iligkin algi,
yorumlama ve yayimlama siireglerini inceleyerek sosyal medyanin cesitli siyasi
meselelerin tartigilmasi ve farkl fikirler tiretilmesi i¢in ne kadar 6zgiin bir platform
oldugu ve sosyal medyanin ne kapsamda Tiirk kamuoyunu manipiile etmeye yonelik

adeta yeni bir propaganda araci haline geldigini arastirmaktadir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Sosyal Medya, Twitter, Giindem Koyma, Suskunluk Sarmali,
Dis Politika
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This thesis will examine the extent of usefulness of the social media as an agenda
setting medium in relation to foreign affairs in particular and its effectiveness on
public opinion in terms of being an alternative to the traditional media and
overcoming the traditional media’s monopohonic environment'. In this regard,
messages posted on Twitter aftermath a diplomatic and military crisis happened
between Turkish Republic and the Russian Federation in 2015 when Turkish
airforces shot down a Russian military jet near the border between Turkey and Syria
will be analysed. In doing so, the internet as an alternative news source and a
platform for dialogue among Turkish audience will be questioned, and arguments
that promotes social media as a platform to avoid government propaganda will be

tested.

While presenting new horizons to the users such as “observation, filtering,
distribution and interpretation of news™?, it can be argued that the social media did
not free people from traditional propaganda and political pressure under an
oppressive political authority. It is because of the fact that the social media may have
different effects on different societies under different conditions. Hermida et.al.
argued that social media has the possibility to by-pass the gatekeepers?, however as

Poell and Borra’s study suggested, social media may ignore one aspect of an issue,

1 Here, the term ‘monophonic environment’ is not used to indicate that the traditional mass media
in Turkey is totally under control of one ideology and so on. But the fact that nearly every dissident
newspaper and journalist is under heavy pressure of the government cannot be ignored. Imprisoned
journalists on the bases of different accusations, as it is discussed in the second and third chapters,
can be used as a threat to silence the opposition. Therefore it is clear that the political authority,
even if it cannot control it totally, may be making great effort to control this environment with the
bureaucratic and judiciary power in their hands.

2 Hermida, Alfred, Seth C. Lewis Rodrigo Zamith, “Sourcing the Arab Spring: A Case Study of Andy
Carvin's Sources on Twitter During the Tunisian and Egyptian Revolutions”, Journal of Computer-
Mediated Communication, 19, 2014, p. 481.

3 Ibid. p. 482.



and also a small number of users would become dominant* as can be happened in
traditional media under certain circumstances. Therefore it is important to focus on
some country specific dimensions of the social media practices. In Turkish case, the
Russian plane crisis was chosen to analyse as it had too many effects on Turkish
public in various areas of life from political to economical, and it created a great
interest among public right after it happened. The impact spreaded over social media
in time and it occupied the users for a long time, even after the coup attempt on the
15" July, 2016. And this impact seems to be a result of government’s and users’
choices of which concept and information would be true or considered to be useful

in political terms.

Since its commercialisation in 1990s, the internet has quickly become a medium that
attracts citizens around the world. Its global success in getting into houses of
millions of people, to a certain extent, created and still creates an illusion that
everything on the internet is as objective as it gets, for free. Paying for newspapers
has been a matter of debate in in 1920s’. However, it can still be argued that
psychologically paying for the newspaper of choice contributes the reader’s
assumption that he/she gets true information. Paying for the newspapers meant
paying for the truth, the truth that manufactured by someone for the public. Internet
has seemed to break this necessity and given people option to choose what they get
as the truth, as if there is no other middle-man that decides what would people pay
for. The simplicity in reaching information without paying for each day/week/month
is something that the internet achieved. In theory, the audience can reach any content
on internet without an extra effort, ‘free’ and can choose between them. This

effortlessness is one of the main reasons for internet’s news sources’ success.

One English proverb says, “the free cheese is only found in a mousetrap”. Very

capitalist it is, but as true and valid for the social media and internet. Advertisement

4 Poell, Thomas and Erik Borra, “Twitter, YouTube, and Flickr as Platforms of Aternative Journalism:
The Social Media Account of the 2010 Toronto G20 Protests”, Journalism, 13 (6), 2011, p. 708-709.

5 Lippmann, Walter, Public Opinion, Project Gutenberg:
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/6456.epub.noimages?
session_id=2c2e96c0bccd197acc54c8b11717c1d5ed45296f (Accessed: 27.03.2017), 2004, p. 196.



http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/6456.epub.noimages?session_id=2c2e96c0bccd197acc54c8b11717c1d5ed45296f
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/6456.epub.noimages?session_id=2c2e96c0bccd197acc54c8b11717c1d5ed45296f

economy is the main reason for a website to refine its content in the way that it
could get more visitors. While In addition to that, in the age of social media,
individuals are being bombed by an information flow which they actually cannot
handle and thus become more vulnerable to perception management®. Fuchs argues
that social media has an advertising mechanism, ““... by which corporations exploit
Internet users who form an Internet prosumer/produser commodity and are part of a
surplus-value generating class that produces the commons of society that are

1”7, This exploitation would serve both commercial and political

exploited by capita
interests. Advertisement has reached an abusive stage on internet and there is not
much thing to do in order to avoid it. One can face advertisement in a common blog
post, while the author seems telling his/her story, promotes a brand or a product in

the post.

Apart from the content that aimed at promotion, social media is actually argued by
Meraz and Papacharissi to be “quickly developing into a platform for news
storytelling, enabling collaborative story writing but more typically, collaborative
filtering and curating of news™® and they even argued that it represents an alternative
to dominant news economy’. Now there is a space out of control of hegemons and
governments, it is argued by Koseoglu and Al'. However, “communication
technologies have always penetrated into our lives promising ‘much more
democracy’ since the radio, but every time ended up getting under dominant powers’

guidance.”" Internet is no exception to this claim as states have already been

6 Odyakmaz Acar, Necla, “Ozgiirliik Alani Olarak Sunulan Sosyal Medya ve Taksim Gezi Parki
Eylemleri”, Akdeniz lletisim Dergisi, 20, 2013, p. 208.

7 Fuchs, Christian, Social Media: A Critical Introduction, Sage: London, 2014, p. 33.

8 Meraz, Sharon and Zizi Papacharissi, “Networked Gatekeeping and Networked Framing on #Egypt”,
The International Journal of Press/Politics, 18 (2), 2013, p. 2.

9 Ibid.

10 Koseoglu, Yakup and Hamza Al, “Bir Siyasal Propaganda Araci Olarak Sosyal Medya”, Akademik
incelemeler Dergisi, 8 (3), 2013, p. 112.

11 Turan, Selahattin, “Bir Mesrulastirma Araci Olarak Bilisim ve Kitle iletisim Teknolojileri: Elestirel Bir
Bakis”, Eskisehir Osmangazi Universitesi iIBF Dergisi, 1 (2), 2006, p. 82.



looking for the ways to check on it and we witness on different parts of the world
that a power tries to limit the audience's reach to internet because of various reasons.
In Turkish experience, internet has become another platform of propaganda for
political authority, and the social media become another aspect of life that the

political authority tries to take advantage of it.

While social media can be used to prepare, provocate and suppress the public about
any political matter, it is a tougher task for a government during a major crisis like
the Russian Plane Crisis in 2015, to legitimize the actions and get consent and
approval from all parties or at least assure that there will not be too much dissent as
it needs that all parties of the public should unite in order to sustain well being of
their country. With the social media’s claimed functionality among public, it is
expected to be tougher. However, as it is argued in this thesis, the social media can
be used, to amplify political authority’s arguments, and to drown the public with

flow of misinformation and partisan thoughts.

To discuss and test the arguments made above, at first, in the second chapter, some
core theoretical concepts related to traditional mass media like agenda setting,
gatekeeping, partisan reading and spiral of silence will be explained and then these
concepts will be discussed in relation to internet and social media. Some examples
from different countries’ efforts to control the agenda online will be discussed. In the
third chapter, the Turkish online presence will be analysed in terms of online habits
of Turkish internet users and their opinions about social media’s effects on
democratisation. Turkish state’s efforts on controlling the online environment and
scholars’ works on Turkish public online and that social media is a platform that is
vulnerable to manipulation, censorship, pressure from dominant groups and the
audience actually repeats the content that is being mentioned by political leaders,
political parties, traditional news sources will be discussed. Partisan reading creates
an illusion that there is a monophonic environment and therefore any idea that
contradicts with the one that a person has is quickly radicalised and is claimed to be

a marginal one. In the fourth chapter, with a case study on the Russian plane crisis,



based on a detailed survey and analysis of the 7witfer messages, the arguments in the

first two chapters will be tested through a discourse analysis on the collected data.
1.2. Sources

In the second chapter of the thesis, mainly the works of Walter Lippmann, Herman
and Chomsky and Christian Fuchs were used to build a theoretical concept of
relationship between public, mass media and the internet. Also other books and
articles were used to explain and discuss the concepts mainly related to mass media
in order to relate them to internet environment. In the third chapter, statistics and
other online sources were referred to explain Turkish online presence as well as
printed works of Turkish scholars. In the last chapter where a case study was
analysed, a different approach of research was needed, and Tivitter was used as the

main source.

As the primary source of public opinion, a set of Twitter data that were collected
according to keywords and limited with a time span will be used. Books and articles
were used as well in order to explain theoretical concepts and construct a theoretical
framework which the case study in this thesis would be based on. To investigate the
social media environment regarding a foreign policy incident, social media
platforms may differ in their composition of contents. While the Turkish Facebook
users are higher in number than Twitter users as it will be shown in the third chapter,
Twitter was selected as the source of data as it is easier to reach the content publicly
than Facebook. Because of the Twitter’s functionality, users can choose either their
tweets can be shared public or privately. It means that a user can choose to keep
his/her tweets as secret, and only followers that this user approves can see the
tweets, or the user can choose to share his/her tweets publicly, which means
everyone who wants to follow this user can do it without the approval of this user. In
Facebook, on the other hand, there are more complicated settings and it seems to
focus on ‘friendship’ more than Twitter. Twitter is more like a platform to follow
anything one can find and there is no need to get an approval if the followed user

has already chosen to share his/her tweets publicly.



This is actually an issue when someone works with social media data. Because of
this technical characteristic and the privacy choices of the audience, a researcher has
only the option to reach the public content. However, on Twitter it is easier to follow
anybody than becoming friends on Facebook, and since the Twitter is a micro-
blogging platform, its first and nearly only function is posting-sharing content.
Twitter does therefore seem to be more reliable as a public content source and is

chosen.

Twitter itself, however, has a feature that filters tweets before showing the results of
searchings. To reach tweets, we have two options on Twitter: a) Rest API" b)
Streaming API. “An API (Application Programming Interface) is a description of
how a software component may interact with other software components.” With
APIs, a query can be sent to the web server and the web server replies this query
with the related information. On Twitter, Rest API filters messages according to
parameters that were set by Twitter and able to hide certain tweets when a user use
search functions. The Search API, which is a part of the Rest API, “...allows queries
against the indices of recent or popular Tweets...[and]...searches against a sampling
of recent Tweets published in the past 7 days.”” So, professionally, one cannot
collect every tweet he/she wants once it is older than 7 days over that API. And also,
these -at most- 7 days old tweets are not going to be ‘all’ tweets that filtered by the
keyword the person sought, since it would be the ‘sample’ of tweets that Twitter’s
algorithms has prepared. Also, “Twitter’s advertising strategy manipulates the
selection of Twitter search results, [...]. Not those tweets, [...] that attain most
attention are displayed, but preference is given to tweets, [...] defined by Twitter’s
advertising clients.”'* This looks like a great difficulty in doing research on Tiwitter,
since there is something that manipulates the samplings in a way or another. By

using Twitter’s own search function on the website, in this thesis, this problem is

12 https://www.quora.com/What-is-an-API-4/answer/Victor-Vartan-Pambuccian?srid=dbcw
(Accessed: 27.03.2017)

13 https://dev.twitter.com/rest/public/search (Accessed: 27.03.2017)
14 Fuchs, Social Media: A Critical Introduction, p. 198.



https://dev.twitter.com/rest/public/search
https://dev.twitter.com/rest/public/search
https://dev.twitter.com/rest/public/search
https://www.quora.com/What-is-an-API-4/answer/Victor-Vartan-Pambuccian?srid=dbcw

tried to be tackled since the tweets were used as contents just the same as a

newspaper article.

In addition to the Twitter data, news stories and official statements will be used to
draw a picture of the plane crisis between Russia and Turkey in 2015. However, in
Turkish case, it is impossible to find direct press releases from political institutions.
In this regard, official websites of Turkish Presidency, Office of Prime Minister,
Chief of Staff, National Defense Ministry and Ministry Foreign Affairs were
searched through, and nothing could be found on contemporary websites related to
the Russian Plane Crisis in 2015. With some efforts, only one official statement
could be reached, which is going to be mentioned in the last chapter. Other official
statements that is going to be mentioned in this thesis were collected from news
articles and video records of these officials released on Youtube and other similar

websites.

Newspapers’ websites have a characteristic, that they usually show two different
time stamps for the reports or articles they have published. One is the time that this
content was published, and the second is usually for the date it is updated or edited.
While the news articles were used according to their publication dates, in some cases
it is not possible to understand if the content that is being referred to in the thesis
was added to the website after the edit or not. Or for example, Anadolu Agency, has
no exact time in hourly basis, therefore it is difficult to understand when a news
article was published exactly. It complicates the situation when hours are important

in a situation.

The tweets that were referred to in all chapters were kept untouched in terms of
typos and any other grammatical errors. As it can be seen, there were lots of
misspellings and other writing errors, all of which also indicate the literary capacity
of the users. They were kept in that way to show the level of knowledge of the
people about their native languages. Therefore, all the grammatical errors on quoted

tweets are as in their originals.



CHAPTER 2

OLD AND NEW MEDIA: A THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL

FRAMEWORK

Public opinion can be described as the dominating opinion'’ determined by
individuals in a public, which is “supposed by some to be the great engine of
democracy, determining what governments do.”'® As it is described by Price as a
social and communicative process'’, it requires a dialogue and a conscious choice
over which side would be chosen'®. However, public needs information in order to
make choices and preferences. It can be said that the media is the main tool for
getting the information related to the events and issues that need to be analysed and
evaluated for the public. The public gets these information through various sources
and these sources are “likely to have ... salience and credibility, and therefore quite
a range of impact on the public.”" In todays world, newspapers, television, radio
and other printed material are called ‘traditional media’, while internet blogs and
other social media platforms are called ‘the new media’. While it will be asserted
later in the chapter that some scholars argue that the social media changed the way
the public opinion gets its shape, in this chapter it will be argued that on its basics,
the social media inherited some of the concepts that related to traditional media and
the public opinion is still being affected by the similar dynamics of traditional

media.

15 Noelle-Neumann, Elisabeth, "The Spiral of Silence A Theory of Public Opinion", Journal of
Communication, 24 (2), 1974, p. 44.

16 Page, Benjamin I., Robert Y. Shapiro and Glenn R. Dempsey, "What Moves Public Opinion?", The
American Political Science Review, 81 (1), 1987, p. 23.

17 Price, Vincent, "Social Identification and Public Opinion: Effects of Communicating Group
Conflict", The Public Opinion Quarterly, 53 (2), 1989, p. 198.

18 Ibid.

19 Page et.al, "What Moves Public Opinion?", p. 24.



The traditional media’s ways of creating a public opinion should be understood on
the basis of perception. Perception can be manipulated, altered, influenced by
different means. Therefore the core characteristics of it should be differentiated.
According to Walter Lippmann, as he wrote in his book Public Opinion published in
1922, “The analyst of public opinion must begin, ..., by recognizing the triangular
relationship between the scene of action, the human picture of that scene, and the
human response to that picture working itself out upon the scene of action.”*
Sometimes reporters directly manipulate the ‘scene of action’ in order to get their
desired image of that scene, where they are not able to do it, they make
‘adjustments’ to pictures they took in order to present the audience a specific and
desired image. While this is the most obvious way of manipulating a fact, until it

arrives at the first page, a manufactured picture follows a path to there and passes

through different evaluation processes.

These processes and paths can be argued to be very similar on social media,
regardless of the interactivity between users and the claims that social media
liberated the storytelling. The claim is that the social media liberated the citizen
from passively consuming “party propaganda, government spin or mass media news,
but is instead actually enabled to challenge discourses, share alternative perspectives
and publish their own opinions.”* On traditional media, ‘party propaganda’, and
‘government spin’ are seemed to be accepted as ‘normal’ in this assumption. While
actually it is not, with a close inspection, the similar dynamics and practices could
be easily seen on social media. However, without understanding the real dynamics
on traditional media, it is not possible to explain or examine the situation on social
media. It can be argued that the ‘party propaganda’ and ‘government spin’ concepts
can be also used to understand the fact that on social media it is not hard to establish
that kind of state control, plus some other methods special to internet can simplify

controlling the climate on the internet and manipulate the public. In this chapter, the

20 Lippmann, Public Opinion, p. 11.

21 Loader, Brian D. and Dan Mercea, “Networking Democracy? Social Media Innovations in
Participatory Politics”, in Social Media and Democracy, Loader, Brian D. and Dan Mercea (eds.),
Routledge: New York, 2012, p. 3.



terms such as gatekeeping and spiral of silence are going to be explained and then
they will be discussed in relation to agenda setting, and agenda setting will be
explained in relation to social media. While social media is seen as a free-dome, on
which everybody lives democraticaly and are immune to power related
manipulation, propaganda and filtering of the content, by different scholars and by
public in general, it is going to be argued that social media is not so ‘free’ in terms of

avoiding propaganda and being interactive as people anticipate.
2.1. Agenda Setting, Gatekeeping and Spiral of Silence on Traditional Media

It was asserted that the media is one of the main sources of information for the
public in order to have an opinion. Governments and corporations, may and can
interrupt with the content in the media in order to follow their own interests and
impose them on to public and thus unify the public opinion in a desired idea. Three
of the theoretical concepts to understand and explain the effects of this kind of
interruption are agenda setting, gatekeeping and the spiral of silence. Each of them
deals with different aspects of manipulative interruptions and ‘distortions’ in
traditional mass media, -intentionally or unintentionally- caused by officials,

decision makers and media workers, such as journalists and editors.

In traditional media, images are prepared to be understood easily, without so much
confusion. It includes a very strong “suggestion” to the audience about how they
should perceive an image. People are ... constantly exposed to suggestion.”* The
news are presented with exact images and ways which are tunnelling audience to a
deliberate way of action. So, the media, in a way, dictate people what to think. The
media shape a reality that it wants audience to see. It is called “framing” and it is
done by focusing on “story lines, symbols, and relevant stereotypes.”* As a result
of framing, as McCombs claims, “[t]he media not only can be successful in telling

us what to think about, they also can be successful in telling us how to think about

22 Lippmann, Public Opinion, p. 152.

23 Naveh, Chanan, “The Role of the Media in Foreign Policy Decision-Making: A Theoretical
Framework”, Conflict & Communication Online, 1 (2), 2002, p. 8.

10



it.”** While one traditional newspaper publishes an article on a country which is
culturally and geographically distant to the targeted audience, that newspaper has a
duty to draw a picture of that country to give the audience an idea of why this article
is important and why this country is now important. What this newspaper picturises
about that country is up to the editors of the newspaper and the author of the article,
and that picture is not the constant truth. One can argue that the media only gives the
information without declaring any opinion, but as Lewis argues, “... just by talking
about X rather than Y”, media simply affect people’s opinions®. Because, by giving
one type of information instead of other, media decides for you “what to think
about”. The audience become limited to the informational boundaries of newspapers
or TV programmes. For example, when a news article about the air pollution in
China is published, it is important to give some relevant information about the
country. Without telling to people that the pollution caused because of mass
industrialisation which is mostly caused by Western companies that have factories
located in China, the media would only tell that China is highly dependent on coal
instead of green energy sources because of its industrialisation. In the heads of the
audience, China would be a country that uses coal only and which has zero interest
in other resources. But the Western audience will never become aware that the
Western companies are paying extremely low wages in China comparing to other
countries, and actually westerners are in the first place responsible for the pollution
and poor conditions in China. Or, as Couldry suggests, “[...] media naturalize not a
coherent ‘picture’ of the world but certain dimensions, categorical features and
‘facts’ that disable alternative accounts of the world and so themselves get
embedded, [...], in everyday actions and understandings.”* So, an average western

reader would never think of these ‘low wage and massive work force for Western

24 McCombs, Maxwell, "A Look at Agenda-setting: Past, Present and Future", Journalism Studies, 6
(4), 2005, p. 546.

25 Lewis, Justin, Constructing Public Opinion: How Political Elites Do What They Like and Why We
Seem to Go Along With It, Columbia University Press: New York, 2001, p. 102.

26 Couldry, Nick, Media, Society, World: Social Theory and Digital Media Practice, Polity:
https://play.google.com/store/books/details/Nick_Couldry Media_Society World?
id=VWeoAAAAQBAJ (Accessed: 02.08.2017), 2012, p. 126.
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companies’ because of the pictures that were cultivated in his/her head by the
newspapers. One of the core reasons for that behaviour could be explained with
political economy. As Herman and Chomsky asserted, “mass media relies on ads”?’
The attempt of media about not relating the pollution issue in China with western
companies can be understood in that way, since either the major news media are
owned by some of these companies’ affiliations or “large corporate advertisers on
TV will rarely sponsor programs that engage serious criticisms of corporate

activities™?®.

Political interests are also important when it comes to present news related to
foreign issues. As McCombs and Shaw’s work on agenda setting suggests, mass
media can influence salience of attitudes®’. Because, “The information in the mass
media becomes the only contact many have with politics. [...] Most of what people
know comes to them “second” or “third” hand from the mass media...”** In 1968,
this claim was an unarguable truth since there was not much possibility to get
information directly from a politician or any other ‘high ranked’ official®', because
of the physical distance between the official authority and an ordinary citizen. The
reporters and mass media were the ‘medium’ between public and official authority.
An average voter/citizen relied vastly to the mass media to get any kind of -true-
information, or he/she should rely on other people’s second hand information which
cannot be trusted as true and needed to assume that they were saying the truth.
Newspapers were one of the biggest sources of information, and information was
not freely flowing around the world, but it was being selected, decided whether to be

published by the people positioned in certain points of the publication. These are

27 Herman, Edward S. and Chomsky, Noam, Manufacturing Consent: The Political Economy of the
Mass Media, Pantheon Books: New York, 2002, p. 14.

28 Ibid., p. 18.

29 McCombs, Maxwell E. and Shaw, Donald L., “The Agenda Setting Function of Mass Media”, The
Public Opinion Quarterly, 36 (2), 1972, pp. 177-78.

30 Ibid., p. 177.

31 Ibid., p. 185.
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called gatekeepers. Those people are who decides to give one fact about China, for

example, but not the other.

“Gatekeeper” is a term that was used first by Kurt Lewin®>. He explained how and
after which processes a food is served, from deciding what to buy and what to cook
and how to prepare the plate and finally whether to serve the dish or not*’. The
whole buying, cooking, preparing and serving processes have their own turning
points in terms of whether to do something or not. The person (or different people)
who decides what to do in every point is a gatekeeper. In the newspaper and
communication field, this theory was tried to be presented and tested by David
Manning White, and after, by Johan Galtung and Ruge in their works*. According to
them, there are some news that attract some readers, and some news that attract only
another portion of people around the world. And also, some events become news
more widely around the globe than some others, according to their attributes.
Gatekeepers are the ones who decide which information passes through the flow of
information and being served to the audience. They do that by “[...] exercising their
own preferences and/or acting as representatives to carry out a set of pre-established
policies. They also decide whether to make changes in the item.”* Gatekeeping
process includes attributes such as timeliness (whether the event occurred in an
appropriate time to be served to the audience), proximity (whether it happened in a
geographically or culturally close place to the audience), importance (how big the
event is), impact, interest (what is the audience’s past preferences of events to read),
being unusual (an event or situation that happens rarely; being authentic)® in the
most Western countries where a variety of news media who positioned themselves in

different political positions freely present themselves. In a -mostly- democratic

32 Shoemaker, Pamela J. and Vos, Tim P., Gatekeeping Theory, Routledge: New York, 2009, p. 11.
33 Ibid., p. 12.

34 White, D.M., "The Gatekeepers: A Case Study in the Selection of News", Journalism Quarterly,
27, 1950, pp. 383- 390; Galtung, j. and Ruge, M., “The Structures of Foreign News”, Journal of Peace
Research, 2 (1), 1965, pp. 64-91.

35 Shoemaker and Vos, Gatekeeping Theory, p. 15.

36 Ibid., p. 25.
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country like one of these, gatekeeping process -usually- is a matter of what the
newspaper wants to present to its audience or ideologically -or financially- what is
appropriate. In more totalitarian regimes, gatekeeping process includes some other
concerns like ‘not drawing attention of the government’, ‘to avoid being prosecuted
because of printing something that controverts with the mainstream media’ etc.. This
kind of oppression is sometimes so systematic that the gatekeepers and the audience
start censoring themselves in advance. One type of self-censoring practice is called
‘spiral of silence’ and was formulated as a theory by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann.
According to Neumann,

Willingness to expose one's views publicly varies according to the individual's

assessment of the frequency distribution and the trend of opinions in his social

environment. It is greater if he believes his own view is, and will be, the dominating
one or [...] is becoming more widespread.’’

Actually this theory is to explain how the Nazi Party could rule Germany and was
able to commit the most evil atrocities without being opposed massively by German
citizens, at least, “there was not an organised civil resistance” as Hannah Arendt
quotes from Gerhard Ritter®®. In addition, Germans in general were optimistic about
the future under Hitler administration, and they knew that “the Fiihrer ‘in his great
goodness had prepared for the whole German people a mild death through gassing
in case the war should have an unhappy end’ *, in that environment, Germans who
opposed to the Nazis mostly kept themselves silent and the opposition has been
easily -and totally- silenced and destructed. Because, as Neumann argues, people
tend to voice their opinions when they observe that their view is becoming (or has
already become) the dominant one and stay silent if they assess that their views are
the ‘unpopular’ ones*. Once the unpopular views start remaining silent, it starts a

monophonic environment that increasingly mutes every ‘dissident’ opinion but one

37 Neumann, "The Spiral of Silence", p. 45.

38 Arendt, Hannah, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report On the Banality of Evil, Penguin Books: New
York, 2006, p. 98.

39 /bid., p.110. ltalics are on original.

40 Neumann, “The Spiral of Silence”, p. 50.
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dominant. Like a spiral, at last there is only one voice that can be heard. Once the
spiral is totally formed, the single or weak opposing voices are accused of being
‘radical’, ‘non-patriotic’, ‘infidel’, the public starts, so to speak, subconsciously
feeling insecure when they even have one opposing view among themselves. The

public opinion would already be shaped to reflect uniform and stereotypical ideas.

Neumann accepts that the spiral of silence can be achieved by using mass media.*!
As it was already argued above, by representing one type of information but not the
other, opinions can be influenced, thus a great pressure on a ‘silent majority’ can be
formed. So, creating a spiral of silence requires a great deal of control over media,
which is achieved by the gatekeepers. Gatekeeping and the spiral of silence are the
phenomena that being used to set the agenda and to guarantee that the agenda would

be consolidated.
2.2. What is ‘New’ About Social Media?

Until here, the importance of gatekeeping and spiral of silence in agenda setting on
traditional media was explained. It is going to be argued, in this section, that the
internet is not immune to these techniques and phenomena. Though on internet, it is
a lot easier to hide or manipulate the fact that the internet is not a totally free place
and to argue that people are immune to gatekeeping and spiral of silence. While this
is wrong, there are also other interests that states and commercial entities try to
follow. Gatekeeping has changed its form a little on internet, and the rhetoric and
efforts of officials or other power holders have stayed the same on internet in order
to create a spiral of silence. Agenda setting, technically changed its way, however

the term persists on social media.

There is a difference between early years of the internet and social (new) media, in
terms of publication. The first period of internet is called “Web 1.0’. This term
underlines the one way communication of web sites. Web sites needed “active,

knowledgeable human actors who create the structure of the WWW, links, new Web

41 Ibid., p. 51.
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sites... Without the human beings, the Web is a dead mechanical entity that is not
self-organising”*. “Active, knowledgeable human actors” mean editors, coders and
reporters who create a Web site from scratch and put the information on it solely.
They are selected, elected and -most of the time- professionals whose job is to keep
that site alive. Therefore, news websites for example, can be included in this Web
1.0 era as they have a very similar structure to the traditional mass media’s news
publishing structure. Web 2.0, or social media, on the other hand, signifies a new era
on the internet in which interactive actions have massively increased. In the era of
Web 2.0, the websites using this technology only need coders in the background and

the roles of content creators are filled by ordinary users, who supply content for web
pages.

Social Media is a “collective intelligence” which promotes “participation instead of
[only] publishing”, which has “users as contributors”, that highlights “rich user
experience”®. The main difference from the traditional media is that it uses only
internet as the communication medium and therefore has a great speed, thus a post
(new/message) on it has a great chance of spreading just in a few hours, becoming a
global phenomenon. According to Dorothy Denning, there are five modes of internet
using: “collection, publication, dialogue, coordination of action, and direct lobbying
of decision makers.”* Internet presents a universal library, acts as a global forum, a

meeting place and provides tools for political means.

The second main difference is that now readers themselves are creators of the most
of the contents that was published on internet. Except traditional media’s ability to
push news which are decided by a corporate gatekeeper up there in a newspaper or
TV channel building, now audience has the ability to choose its own news sources,

news articles and decide what to see, what to read. It is the positive side of internet

42 Fuchs, Christian, Internet and Society: Social Theory in the Information Age, Routledge: New York,
2008, p. 123.

43 Fuchs, Social Media: A Critical Introduction, pp. 4-7.

44 Denning, Dorothy E. "Activism, Hacktivism, and Cyberterrorism: The Internet as a Tool for
Influencing Foreign Policy", Networks and Netwars: The Future of Terror, Crime, and Militancy,
Arquilla, John and David Ronfeldt (eds.), RAND: N/A, 2001, p. 243.
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and it is also the most highlighted part of it. The internet also has a dark side that is
not being mentioned most of the time. First, social media is a place where the
audience is being exploited as unpaid workers. It is a place that entertainment is
much more important than anything else. As Fuchs argues,
Observers who argue that the contemporary web and social media are participatory,
cause revolutions, facilitate democracy or advance the public sphere, facilitate an

ideology that celebrates capitalism and does not see how capitalist interests
predominantly shape the Internet.*

According to data from 2013 on Twitter, for example, there is only one political
figure (Barack Obama) in top ten users who has the most followers, and the other 8
are singers and popular culture figures*® such as Justin Bieber and Katy Perry. The
list has not changed in 2017 and there is only one political figure (again Barack
Obama) on the list of most followed users on Twitter according to Statista*’. This
should be seen as a fact that the users on the internet have a life outside of the social
media and keep showing interest online for what they have been already interested
in offline. As Fuchs argues above, that dynamic is already celebrating capitalism,
and actually this is a new era in it. So, it does not lead to a break from
commercialisation and commodification, the social media has expanded it. It was
argued above that the traditional mass media need advertisements to survive.
However, in traditional media, there are only generic commercials that have to
address everyone watching it, therefore, one film for a product, one newspaper
advertisement that was prepared for all readers have tried to reach the correct
consumer. The advertisement sector is now more advanced that on internet all
advertisements can differ according to user behaviour. For example, Google has an
online advertisement management service, Google Adsense, and it produces
‘personalised advertisements’. Acording to Google, “[pJersonalized advertising

enables advertisers to reach users based on their interests, demographics (e.g.,

45 Fuchs, Social Media: A Critical Introduction, p. 102.
46 Ibid. p. 101.

47 "Most Followed Accounts on Twitter Worldwide as of July 2017", Statista,
https://www.statista.com/statistics/273172 /twitter-accounts-with-the-most-followers-worldwide/
(Accessed: 05.09.2017)
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"sports enthusiasts") and other criteria.”*® The only thing a website owner has to do
is to apply for the Adsense service, and then advertisements which are personalised
for every single user would appear on the website without an extra effort. A user
who searches terms “car prices” on a search engine for example, would see
advertisements related to automotive, while another user who mostly searched some
geographic places would see travel advertisements like hotel prices or flight
bookings. On social media, advertising is easier than it was on traditional media,
now the corporations have the ability to pinpoint future costumers according to their

online behaviour.

Second, there are still similar gatekeeping processes to traditional media on internet,
but now it changed its shape and it also gave users more options, but the mechanism
behind it stays the same. Now on social media, everyone, even a software which can
search and filter through the data can be a gatekeeper itself, in terms of acting over
content to be displayed. Users decide, which tweet is ‘correct’, which tweet is
‘helpful/useful’, which tweet is filled with ‘propaganda/advertisement’. In the age of
Web 2.0, every person becomes a gatekeeper of his/her own, and is also able to
contribute to content on the web as ‘users’. The term ‘user’ is important, since the
audience is not only readers in cyber space anymore, they are contributors, they are
editors, they are the consumers while they are also creating the content that they

consume.

Social media’s functions can be explained under different categorisations. Social
media is, a platform to be free as it creates a base for interaction and communication
and publication. It is a platform to be followed as it makes it easier to follow one’s
publications and promotes it, thus actually pressurizing people to act according to
some limits to get more attention. It is a platform to be convinced as it enables the
interaction and everybody now has a stage or podium as it is in Hyde Park. And it is

a platform to set the agenda as it is being used and controlled by the governments

48 https://support.google.com/adsense/answer/9713 (Accessed: 15.05.2017)
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and corporations. These attributions have both positive and negative dimensions in

terms of their contribution to the public’s well-being.
2.2.1. A Platform To Be Free

Social media can be considered to be ‘free’ in comparison with traditional media
since users can be both creators and consumers and it is still a place that is difficult
to keep totally under control. There was a proposal from Beth Noveck that suggests
“networked groups should be legally and practically recognized by governments as
responsible entities capable of contributing to political decision making.”* This
proves that some scholars believe that social media has the power to influence real-
world politics. Couldry argues that,

The internet, because of its basic networked features, has generated new possibilities

for political association, mobilization and action. [...] We can now meet and organize

politically with people we don’t know and can’t see, doing so at great speed, across
local, regional and even national boundaries.™

It 1s claimed that social media contributes to freedom of expression and it enables
people to reach information rapidly”'. Shirazi argues that,
the intensity of citizens’ participation in demanding changes in legal, political and
social matters and the intensive use of social media indicate that the internet has the

potential to be a multivocal platform for silenced and marginalized groups to have
their voices heard.*

It seems problematic as it actually suggests leaving a ‘battle front’ and moving to
another one which is not proven to be as effective as the real protests and other
physical acts. In the 21* century, protesting against a government, holding support
meetings on streets are being confronted by states more heavily than before. Using

tear-gas, plastic bullets, brutal force, riot police and other law enforcement bodies

49 Noveck, Beth, Wiki Government, Brookings Institution Press: New York, 2009, quoted in: Couldry,
Media, Society, World, p. 171.

50 Couldry, Media, Society, World, p. 157.

51 Shirky, Clay, “The Political Power of Social Media Technology, the Public Sphere, and Political
Change”, Foreign Affairs, 90 (1), 2011, p. 29.

52 Shirazi, Farid, “Social Media and the Social Movements in the Middle East and North Africa”,
Information Technology & People, 26 (1), 2013, p. 43.
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easily suppress a movement. Plus, this risk of brutality frightens too many people

and makes them refrain from going out to streets.

Apart from organising real-world events or making announcements, news briefings
over social media, activism ‘online’ is getting popular. That type of activism is

called ‘keyboard activism’ or “slacktivism”*

, and includes retweeting a critical post,
sharing messages over internet and attending online arguments but offline, or in the
real world, remaining silent and being an ordinary citizen since “[...] real actions

[...] demand a higher commitment”>*

, and keyboard activists are not interested in
real world events. This actually creates a non-real, almost fictional freedom that

could be really useful for authoritarian regimes.

Internet becomes the medium that seems to be immune to brutal police force when
people hold their meetings there. It created a phenomenon that can be called ‘retweet

planet’. To ‘retweet’™

something over Twitter, or sharing a critical text over
Facebook can be enough for the people to convince both themselves and others that
he/she is a politically active and responsible person. It became a universal
phenomenon that people were engaged in it nearly every part of the world, so it has
created its own ‘planet’, online, and squeezed whole society inside this online
planet. While people enjoy a degree of freedom of expression, they are easily kept
away from streets and protests which have the possibility to raise more awareness
for an issue, or to cause a real change. Social media creates an illusion that when
someone shares or ‘likes’ a post, this person is so relieved as if he/she has done
his/her duty to the society. This illusion is so strong that there had been even some
Facebook campaigns named like “Like this post 1000 times so that little girl in the

picture can finally get the medicine/treatment she needs!”. From a range from this to

organising real-world events online, social media directly penetrated into peoples’

53 Placek, Matthew A., “#Democracy: Social Media Use and Democratic Legitimacy in Central and
Eastern Europe”, Democratization, 24 (4), 2017, p. 634.

54 Van Laer, Jeroen and Peter Van Aelst, “Internet and Social Movement Action Repertoires”,
Information, Communication & Society, 13 (8), 2010, p. 1162.

55 Sharing another user’s message by clicking “retweet” button on Twitter. The same post is shared
in one’s own timeline with a reference to the original poster.
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lives. This is something that a government could wish for since in this way people
are really kept away from streets and the system could be kept as it is. This is the
‘freedom’ that internet provides people with, and with the economic benefits,
sharing everything that someone does enables governments to ‘adjust’ this freedom
more easier than ever. Social media is free as much as a country is free in reality.
Otherwise, there are a variety of ways to limit this freedom and orchestrate the
content as an authority wants to be. These ways are going to be explained in the

Chapter 3 while examining the Turkish internet experience.
2.2.2. A Platform To Be Followed

Social media made ‘following’ people lot more easier than before, in two different
meanings of the word. First meaning, to be followed as a ‘person of interest’, and to
be followed as a social media user. Being followed as a ‘person of interest” can be
both in reality or being stalked by someone who is overly interested in other person.
On Facebook, people shares their photos, and ideas. On another social media
platform, Swarm (Foursquare) the same people check themselves into a place where
they visit, get badges and other titles according to their visited locations and
statistics. Google Maps has an option to save a person’s location history, which
Google can create a timeline and show a complete history of a person’s travels, and
movements around a city. With just three applications, an official or commercial
institution/agency who were granted access to these data by paying for it with
advertisement interest or with a court decree, can easily know what a certain person
thinks, believes, opposes or supports; what this person likes to eat the most; what
places this person visits the most; what could be this person’s next holiday
destination; what can be sold to this person; who are this person’s close friends;
what these friends also think, eat, where they visit, and what can be sold to them as

well.

For security forces, these data can be priceless, for companies, these data are the
most valuable capital for advertisement. In this thesis, this dimension of being

followed is kept in background and the second meaning, to be followed as just a
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social media user is emphasised more, but this surveillance dimension shall never be

ignored while thinking over social media.

Social media provides users the opportunity to create their ‘channels’, also provides
people an opportunity to choose what they want to share, though as a result of
algorithms and great social interaction that the internet has, they have a similar
problem with the traditional mass media: ‘rating’. Users are both ‘followers’ and
‘posters’, and as a poster, a person needs to keep in mind the environment he/she
posts, otherwise he/she would lose followers and become unpopular. This brings a
pressure on users that could mean that a part of social media users do not even post
according to their true opinions, beliefs or lifestyle. Even more, there are cases
sometimes people doing frantic things only to get posted on social media, to feel
‘famous’, such as live posting a rape incident online®. Being followed has also a
financial dimension, since it was argued above that the internet is potentially a very
fertile place for advertisement sector. A person who publishes videos on Youtube,
who is called ‘Youtuber’, can earn a reasonable amount of money from the
advertisements he/she get while video is being viewed by others. These are similar
ads to the ones that are seen on television, when a user watches a video, there are
several commercial pauses during the stream. So, a publisher would not want to lose
that oppurtunity in a capitalist society and could try to be ‘nicer’ for as many people

as possible.

Social media is a place which does not actually bring multivocality to society since
most of the users are what is called ‘partisan readers’. According to this hypothesis,
“... people will avoid information that they expect will be discrepant of disagreeable
and seek out information that is expected to be congruent with their pre-existing
attitudes.”’” This means that a user on Twitter for example, would follow only like-

minded users and would read only the stories he may mostly like, while -as a feature

56 “Ohio woman accused of live-streaming rape on Periscope”, CNN, 14.04.2016,
://edition.cnn.com/2016/04/14/us/ohio-periscope-rape-case/index.html (Accessed: 15.05.2017)

57 Bennett, W. Lance and Shanto lyengar, “A New Era of Minimal Effects? The Changing Foundations
of Political Communication”, Journal of Communication, 58 (4), 2008, p. 719.
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of the platform- ignoring and hiding all other -disappointing- content from the
timeline. “In the era of “old media,” ..., it made little difference where voters got
their news. The offerings of all news organizations were sufficiently homogeneous
and standardized to represent an ‘“‘information commons.””*® Today internet users
have the ability to read alternative news, change and choose what to read. However,
with filtering and hiding mechanisms on social media, a user would never have the
chance to come across an alternative message and realise or at least witness any
other option around his/her environment. In that sense, there is no difference
between traditional mass media and social media, since it is possible to get exposed

to only one type of content without being able to see an alternative one.

Besides being partisan readers, people can also be gatekeepers on social media.
They have the chance to help social media in deciding which content needs to be
promoted or which needs to be hidden, or less promoted, or completely deleted,
even such people are able to point to another user to censor him/her completely.
Nearly in every social media platform, including Facebook and Twitter, users have
the option of ‘reporting’ other users for their inappropriate/abusive behaviour on
website. In addition to that, by ‘liking’ or ‘sharing’ the content, users also help the
website in deciding which content to be promoted. ‘Trends’ are one of the most
important things now in cyber space, because of their relation to the advertisement
sector. ‘Trends’ section on Twitter shows the most ‘retweeted’ and liked content or
‘hashtags’ (#), which work like name tags or labels to organise messages according
to these labels. When a user uses a hashtag in his/her message, then this message is
shown along with same tagged messages, thus it creates an organised platform,

while also easing the determination of trends.

Apart from Twitter, on another platform, Instela’®, users have the chance to hide a

user’s all entries from readers by voting or directly blocking a specific entry as well

58 Ibid., p. 717.

59 Instela was founded in 2004 as /TU Sézliik at that time, as a collaborative ‘dictionary’ which has
its own ‘authors’ and ‘moderators’ to create its content. It is based on the same concept as Eksi
Sézliik, which is the most popular of this genre.
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as blocking the user him/herself. An algorithm then decides according to some
parameters, if the content from this specific user should be prevented from being
shown in timelines of other users and readers®. By enabling that kind of feature, the
contributors of Instela, theoretically have the chance to determine the environment
of the website and decide what to be shown to readers who arrive from search
engines or other websites to Instela. This takes the privilege of creating content for a

website from its owner and administrators, shares it to the all registered users of it.

With two examples above, it is clear to say that with financial and political interests,
people also tend to be cautious on social media when they share something online.
When they are not cautious, their followers can easily stop seeing the content these
users share, thus anybody can easily become a gatekeeper/partisan reader on a social
media platform, and can even moderate the content to some extent on behalf of other

users.
2.2.3. A Platform To Be Convinced

With the so-called freedom and interaction, social media enables users to have
instant conversations with people around the world. On Twitter, for example,
‘mentioning’ feature makes it possible to answer or comment to a tweet that has
been posted by another user. People can then answer to that ‘mention’ and so on. A
dialogue appears. On Facebook, again the same is possible by ‘commenting’ to the
posts other people have shared on timeline. With these features, a public and instant

dialogue can be established, just like a coffee house chatter.

By commenting and mentioning, political discussions can be made on social media
and naturally, the classical mechanisms that have been mentioned above can also be
practised here, too. Some celebrity accounts, for example, are being flooded with
mentions on Twitter because these celebrities expose their political views freely on
Twitter. Supporters of opposite political thoughts comment on their messages, swear

at these people and in some occasions even take legal actions against them. A tweet

60 https://tr.instela.com/instela-da-fazla-eksi-oy-alan-girinin-gorunmemesi---15424857 ,

https://tr.instela.com/instela-moderasyonu---16352188 (Accessed: 19.05.2017)
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like this: “300 Akhisar residents, they salute you all, tomorrow Salihli, and Manisa

9961

on Thursday” can get answers like this: “@LeventUzumcu those who love the

motherland, the flag, the nation would ever care to spit on your face because that

” 62 a5 the

spit would be wasted even people listening to you would know what the
first reaction, since Levent Uziimcii is a dissident actor. Some users hence try to
provoke him even replying a tweet that only contains greetings and information

about the location of his next plays.

So, the interactivity does not only make it possible to hold meaningful and
progressive discussions on social media, but also enables a group of people to attack
others a lot easier than they could do in real life. This characteristic contributes to
spiral of silence and any other oppressive action since it enables to reach a group of
people easily, quickly and anonymously. Indeed, on social media, a user does not
have to give true information about him/herself. This fact makes it harder to take
legal actions against people who use their social media accounts to attack or bully
others online. These type of users are called ‘trolls’ and they represent a downside of
online living. Although it is not difficult to locate such users as their connection
details are usually being saved by ISPs (Internet Service Provider)®, and trolling (or
online bullying) is not a prosecution-free act, in countries like Turkey and Russia,
where the impartiality of judiciary system is disputable, some hate crimes may be
committed without any obstacles, while some others are strictly prosecuted. Russia,
for example used trolls “to oppress political dissidents, journalists and others
publishing facts that show Russia’s authoritarian regime...”*. Where an oppressive

government enjoys its powers, Twitter or any other social media platform does not

61 “300 Akhisarli, selamlari var hepinize, yarin Salihli, persembe de Manisa.”, 28.03.2017,
https://twitter.com/LeventUzumcu/status/846816369828155392 (Accessed 29.03.2017)

62 “@LeventUzumcu vatan bayrak millet sevgisi olanlar sizin yizlinlze tiiklirmez bile ¢linkl o
tukdruge yazik sizi dinleyenler bile ne oldugunu iyi”, 28.03.2017,
https://twitter.com/SERDARBAYRAK69/status/846823968417959938 (Accessed 29.03.2017)
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make any sense in terms of freedom, since the government still has ways to silence
the opposition. Muting the opposition is sometimes practised through prosecuting
individuals®, while sometimes it can occur as a total blockage of a specific platform
to be reached from a specific geography, like Bahrain and Jordan did in 2006 by
blocking Google Earth and Skype®, or complete shut down of internet, as it had
happened in Tunisia, Algeria, and Egypt during the Arab Spring®’. There were

instances that online activists were even arrested®®.
2.2.4. A Platform to Set the Agenda

As a platform to set and follow an agenda, social media have similar functions with
other communication mediums. But still, there is a distinction needs to be made
between two actions that relate to internet or social media: 1) “Real actions that are
supported ... by the internet”®, and 2) ...”virtual actions that are internet based.””
Simply, the first type of actions “... refer to the traditional tools of social movements

»7such as

that have become easier to organize and coordinate thanks to the internet
creating events on Facebook that give details of a real world event like a concert or a
sit-in, enabling people to connect with like-minded people or enabling people simply
to get the updates about that event. Second type of actions are the ones totally based
on internet, which means that there is no chance to talk about them otherwise. These

actions are various but main acts include some hacking and cyber attack attempts

which aim to damage or exploit an individual’s or a state’s cyber capabilities”. Since
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the main focus of this thesis is in agenda setting and public opinion, first type of

actions will be examined.

Real actions which are supported by internet mean that internet is being used as a
means, instead of the primary weapon to reach a political goal. Social media “...were
singularly powerful in spreading protest messages, driving coverage by mainstream
broadcasters...””. But, again quoting Howard and Hussain, “In the MENA, dissent

existed long before the internet...””

and internet cannot be credited alone in creating
social movements or shaping the public opinion. Except intentional messages that
aimed to form an organisation which requires partisan reading in reality, there is a
great gap in the system that prevents governments from pushing the content that
they want to be highlighted. China’s efforts to censor Google search results that
being shown in China and force Google to remove warning messages when
‘politically sensitive’ content is being searched” or to block popular services™
reflect the Chinese government’s will to control the information flow even online.
While there are not many examples of attempts similar to China’s from other
countries yet, there is a great possibility that other countries also may try to control
the online information flows. Manipulating, completely censoring search results or
blocking certain services indicate that the Chinese government is trying to control
the online agenda. The main Chinese method is keeping social media alive but under

boundaries and interrupt with it when needed.

To control and shape social media environment, China employ social media users
who are getting paid to drive social media conversations and general agenda to a
desired way. These type of paid social media experts are called “Fifty Cents Army”

by the public since they are earning 50 cents per message they post. The Chinese
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government chose this way, because, Rongbin argues, “on the one hand, state
propaganda is becoming increasingly ineffective. [...] some studies have found a
negative correlation between the exposure of official propaganda and citizen’s trust
in the government.””” So China tries to tackle the problem of ineffectiveness by
actually doing what is called ‘black propaganda’, which “...describes material
emanating from an undisclosed source, so that the receiver either has no idea where
it is coming from or incorrectly identifies the source.”” There are differences among
the paid commentators, according to their duties and their capabilities. Some of them
“...work like reporters or columnists in traditional media” and others are “more like
online ‘trolls’””. The difference between the two is that the latter group acts as
average citizens®. However, the main goal is to control the content that is published
and to manipulate the online discussions by posting pro-government messages. Poell
also claimed that Chinese example of censorship is a little different from other
states’, because in reality the Chinese government does not intervene jokes or
criticisms about the government or officials but deletes any message related to a
collective action or protest movement®'. It proves that Chinese authorities are in an
effort to lock citizens in the boundaries of ‘keyboard activism’ and prevent any real

world action, so to say, in really changing things in the country.

To tackle censorship and filtering, people are using coded languages, pseudonyms,
misspelled words, but using these symbolic language frequently can be seen,
according to Poell, as a self-censorship®. This self-censorship then can be seen as a

successful spiral of silence practice and it is clear to say that social media is not
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‘that’ free in a country which is not free in general. For example, in Iran, the
Revolutionary Guard monitors online activity, and there is a widespread fear of
using anti-filter software, therefore one can deduce that self-censorship is “very

extensive” in Iran®.

Here Facebook should be mentioned for its two steps, since states also try to control
online environment and news sources to keep citizens under more pressure.
Facebook’s first step is called “Free Basics”, and the other is a mechanism that
detects fake news on Facebook and hides them from users. “Free Basics” is a
software that enables a user to reach internet free of charge, but with a ‘limited’
content. As argued by Nyabola, “Free Basics” should be a dictator’s dream since a
standard user can only see news which were already curated by an authority, only
use some portion of the internet that the authority allows*. The second step has
come up after the United States Presidency race as there were criticisms about the
fake news that has been posted on Facebook during the 2016 Presidential Election in
the United States®. According to news reports, this feature was introduced to work
as a fact checker and will notify the user if a post flagged as fake or disputed. It is
not difficult to assume that once a post is flagged as fake news it will become
‘unarguably’ fake and still there is not enough explanation what would happen if
something is falsely flagged as fake, or what would happen to some not well known

but honest websites’ news reports.

These two features are actually two different things that threaten the freedom and
reachability of internet and do not fit in the liberal ideals. One should keep in mind,
after all, Facebook (and any other social media platform) is a commercial body and
activists online are dependent on a social media environment that they cannot do

otherwise if a social media platform one day changes policies at the expense of
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activists. This is to say, one day Facebook can decide that allowing protestors,
dissents to post whatever they like is not financially profitable and start deleting

these posts and users, without any intervention from an authority at all.

However, fake news is a real problem on internet. The authenticity and accuracy of
the messages shared through social media should always be questioned. While
blogging is argued to be an alternative journalism®, it is claimed that “bloggers, in
general, know little about independent verification of information and data”®. That
is because, news networks like RT offers a “Fake Check™ page that provides real
stories behind some of the most shared fake news. The problem here is that, being
able to post anything without ‘fact checking’ can be presented as freedom and
objectiveness, while checking what users are posting may be abused by the
commercial entity. Therefore, Facebook’s attempt to tackle fake news can be
considered to be both positive and negative. It would reduce fake news shared but
this can be read as a granted authority to Facebook to withdraw anything that
disturbs a corporation, as the source of a considerably ‘non-mainstream’ news would
be disadvantaged against a corporate giant’s power. In terms of tackling false
information on internet, one could trust his/her knowledge and intellectual capacity,
though it is not always possible to have a background knowledge on everything and
easily differentiate lie from truth. Therefore the content on social media could
actually bring more trust in mainstream news sources rather than the bloggers or
other distinctive sources on internet for well-educated and intellectual people.

However the partisan reading would still be an effective phenomenon for the people.

In that environment, the public’s interest in foreign policy is important. As it was
argued above, social media is not totally immune to propaganda and control. One

can conclude, that on the internet it may not be possible to enrich one’s knowledge
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and effectiveness on a country’s foreign policy applications. On the contrary, it can
be argued that a government can use the social media in order to affect its citizens’
foreign policy perceptions and therefore ‘manufacture’ and get those citizens’
consent for a foreign policy move, such as declaring a war on another country, or
sending troops to an oversea country in order to ‘bring that country democracy and
prosperity’. Social media seem to be as useful as traditional mass media in terms of

creating an agenda by political authorities.

Until here, mentioned mostly the questionable and semi-legal ways of manipulating
the agenda online. However, also governments and other official bodies use social
media as a formal propaganda/public relations tool, just like dissents. Presidents,
prime ministers, ministers and institutions’ official accounts, heads of universities,
mayors, governors and holders of other official posts have their own accounts and
sometimes they get into arguments on social media. Official accounts are sharing
messages and news everyday on social media prepared by their public relations
branches or their private handlers. For example, the President of the United States
has an official Twitter account, @POTUS, which stays the official account of
Presidency and changes display names with the Presidents elected. British Prime
Minister Theresa May has an account on Twitter, (@theresa may, while there is also
an official account of the Conservative Party as @Conservatives. While these social
media accounts are powerful in informing citizens about official events, press
releases, they are also acting as a counter-propaganda agent on internet as they are

official and publishing information at first hand.

Social media accounts of traditional news media and news websites are also working
as an agenda-setting factor. Nearly all newspapers or news TV channels have their
own social media accounts, like @BBCWorld. They are mostly working by posting
headlines of news on Twitter and linking the post to the website of that news channel
as follows: “@BBCWorld: US beefs up muscle in Somalia fight
https://t.co/DAUUBVnFjI”¥ They are considered to be trustworthy because they are
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peoples’ ‘old well-known’ news sources. Because they are already credible among
citizens and their names are known, thus they are followed by a great majority on
social media also for reaching to news. For example, @BBCWorld account has 20.7
Millions followers August, 2017, it was 18.8 millions in March, 2017. Therefore, the
content they share becomes important in terms of agenda-setting online. It is safe to
say that the same process with gatekeeping engages with the online posting
processes of these newspaper accounts, because as already mentioned, these
accounts’ messages are mostly referring to news articles and reports on their own
websites, which are already prepared according to traditional news-making

understanding.

It may seem to difficult to set a uniform agenda online, since it seems to be limitless
and easy to distract. As Bennet and Iyengar stressed, “the kind of communication
that reaches such personalized audiences tends to travel through multiple channels
and may require interactive shaping in order to be credible and authentic.”” But the
efforts that have been demonstrated above show an increasing effort that states and

traditional media actors try to control online presence as well.

As argued in this chapter, social media and internet, like any other fields of life, are
directly connected to the general freedom of people living in a country and the
state’s loyalty and commitment to human rights. Internet can be argued to reflect the
freedom a person has in real life in his/her country. Therefore, internet solely does
not mean that an X national is as equal online as a Y national in sharing thoughts and
reaching information. Economic and political interests of a corporate firm or a
political institution could lead to direct blockade, prosecution of individuals, and
manipulation of content online with trolls and other fake news sources. An
individual’s own knowledge and attention are important in finding an online-only
source credible, and these are not for granted for everyone. Therefore it can be
argued that social media is actually not a reliable source of information without

verifying the content every time. While emerging efforts to prevent misinformation
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could be said to have positive effects, it is not clear if it can be used to silence the
legitimate dissident information flow. As it was in traditional media, being today’s
million dollar worth companies, platforms like Facebook and Twitter would care
about their own interests rather than users’. Loader and Mercea argues that,

equipped with social media, the citizen no longer has to be a passive consumer

of political party propaganda, government spin or mass media news, but is

instead actually enabled to challenge discourses, share alternative perspectives
and publish their own opinions.”

This seems to assume that internet is totally free from political intervention, and the
users are well informed, thus they are totally engaging with alternative sources on
the internet. However, they already accept the fact that “the most active political
users are social movement activists, politicians, party workers and those who are
already fully committed to political causes.””* Therefore, it can be argued that those
who use social media to reach alternative content should already be committed to
political activism and expected that they are already uninterested in traditional mass
media’s framing of news. As it was shown in this chapter, Loader and Mercea’s
arguments cannot be accepted as a universal reality, and it can be argued that these
assumptions can even be regarded as exceptions. More than it is asserted, the online
community would be politically limited, manipulated with false information,
democratically intolerant. The next chapter will focus on the Turkish case of internet
use and country-specific dimensions of agenda setting and other experiences will be
discussed. In addition to these general observations and practises that was
highlighted in this chapter will be tried to be explained in terms of a country with a

political, social and economic climate like Turkey.
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CHAPTER 3

TURKISH PUBLIC OPINION ONLINE AND TURKISH FOREIGN

AFFAIRS

Turkish online presence has its own characteristics in addition to general facts which
were discussed in the previous chapter. In this chapter, the online habits of the
Turkish public, control endeavours and methods of the political authority and the

results of such characteristics will be discussed.

As Herman and Chomsky asserts, mass media relies on ads*, and the Turkish mass
media is not an exception to that, therefore the dominant climate in corporate
relations affects mass media’s behaviour. Turkish public opinion has therefore been
relied on the content that this ad-dependent, economically concerned mass media
supply. According to what Loader and Mercea argued, the social media should have
changed this dynamic and made it possible to reach original content different than
what traditional media could provide also in Turkey. The aim of this chapter is to
show that the traditional media in Turkey was not any different then others around
the world in terms of gatekeeping, creating a spiral of silence and serving for
economic and political interests and to present a picture of Turkish online public.
Turkish public’s interest and knowledge related to foreign policy issues and public’s

reaction in general will tried to be explained.
3.1. Turkish Online Presence

Turkish public is very engaged with internet in general. According to Turkish
Statistical Institute, the number of Turkish internet subscribers in 2016 was
approximately 62 millions®. International Telecommunication Union’s (ITU)

numbers also indicate that around 78% of Turkish population have an internet

93 Herman and Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent, p. 14.

94 “Number of Fixed Telephone, Mobile Telephone and Internet Subscribers”, Turkish Statistical
Institute, http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/PrelstatistikTablo.do?istab_id=1580 (Accessed: 25.06.2017)

34


http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/PreIstatistikTablo.do?istab_id=1580

subscription in their households®. According to Giiliim Sener et.al.’s study on social
media habits of Turkish population in 2014, 96% of all participants said that they
were using Facebook and 32% of all participants were also using Twitter®®, while
Statista’s study shows that in 2016 26% of respondents were using Facebook and
18% were using Twitter”’, and the total number of social media users in 2016 was
projected to be 34 million by Statista®™. With these high numbers, it should be
expected that Turkish public would engage in conversations, be open to discussion,
free from government propaganda and could be able to reach the content alternative
to mass media. Based on such assumptions, some Turkish scholars even claimed that
“social media is more objective in comparison with traditional media because it is

harder to censor”®.

The nature of this objective environment has the risk of being full of wrong
information, as it was shown in the previous chapter. Indeed, teyit.org'®”, a Turkish
website founded in 2016, analyses news being shared through social media that are
mostly coming from ‘anonymous’ or internet sources, provides accurate results with
the news article or reports in question by checking the facts with state officials who
can be responsible about the claims in the report or with other real life sources.

According to its own statistics, as of August 2017, 236 Turkish news that being
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shared massively on social media that they have analysed out of 308 total are false
news, which equals nearly 77% of the news that have been checked'®'. On the basis
of this information, it can be argued that freedom and objectiveness that social
media offer can easily be regarded as the illusion of partisan reading. This also
shows that people using social media are not always well-informed, rational and
responsible citizens since they believed and shared these news on a massive scale
without checking their authenticity. From that point, the claim that social media
enabled objectiveness should not be accepted as 100% true, as false news can be
also used for provocation and propaganda, which cannot be regarded as ‘objective’.
A false new that was printed on a newspaper or broadcasted on TV, or posted on a
corporate news website can easily face an official disavowal by the victim of that
false news report, the authors and their agency can be forced to apologize and share
the truth with their audience, they can face other legal sanctions as well. While it is
not completely impossible to do that on social media, the speed of that false news’
dissemination through users, most of the times the primary source of this new is
forgotten and therefore, even if a legal action is taken against this falsity and the
source corrected its wrongdoing bona fides, the false news may still be travelling
around the internet and even can get more attention than the disavowal. 77% false
news statistic shows that the last argument would not be disregarded in the Turkish

casc.

The numbers show that fake news are disseminating on a massive scale among
Turkish users. A citizen sharing fake news may also show another dimension of
question of freedom. People mostly share news articles that they find ‘informative’
and which they think that it would provide them with social status'®. It can be
argued that people in countries experiencing governmental control over internet
refrain from sharing messages which could face legal or other types of sanctions, or

cause heated arguments with other users. With data mining capabilities of social
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media, people are again refraining from getting involved in politics on social media.
Therefore, fake news’ popularity on social media could be seen as a move similar to
the Chinese users using coded languages or pseudonyms in order to escape from
prosecution. People abstain from sharing direct opinions, and rather share news
reports that fit their political view, it can be argued. However, Tosunay and Colak
discuss that because of the marginalisation of dissident opinions in traditional media;
and the things happen to the people supporting these ‘marginalised’ ideas affect
people’s eagerness to auto-censor themselves'®. Through the media, people are
subconsciously made believe that they are the minority and they are not entitled to
voice their opinions. Again this exemplifies the spiral of silence, or in Turkey what
is called “mahalle baskis1” (peer pressure)'®. According to the study of Giiliim Sener
et.al., sharing news or messages related to political/social problems is not popular in
Turkey (Writing posts: 36% and sharing news: 37%) in comparison with
“following”(43%) and “liking”(52%) these kind of posts'®. It gives the idea that
Turkish online population tends to ‘follow’ and get news from social media but not
interested in sharing their own opinion or getting involved in political discussions as
much. According to Osman Metin, “Every Twitter user does not post messages with
political content. Very few share their political opinions. The majority keeps quiet
and observes what is happening.”' Even though it was argued that the social media

enables dissident propaganda'”’

, as a result of ‘partisan reading’, the propaganda
itself may not be as effective as it is intended in terms of changing one’s opinions. In
the case of Turkey, according to 2015 data, 34% of Turkish Twitter users reported

that they followed users with opposing views'®, and people who were replying posts
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with opposing thoughts were fewer (14%)'”

. Tosunay and Colak’s study shows that
Turkish users do not accept friendship requests from users who they do not know
personally''’. This can be seen as a sign that partisan reading should be observed
among Turkish online public. It is clear that, this observatory audience is silent in
both sharing and reacting to political opinions. With fake news that are being shared
added to this inaction, the environment in which the Turkish audience is active

cannot be regarded as an homogeneous place that provides users with an objective

and healthy platform to exchange opinions and information.

According to the 2015 study of Eroglu and Yilmaz, more than 60% of Turkish
scholars that were participated in the survey conducted by the authors believed that
the censorship online has affected their academic research (63,8%) and their
motivation to post their thoughts online (68,1%)"'. Both with devaluating the
meaning of an act and discouraging people from sharing thoughts openly, social
media contributes more than anticipated to the spiral of silence in that sense.
Therefore, it seems that it is too optimistic to think about internet’s ability to give
people a sudden freedom, independent from what they are experiencing in their lives
outside. The overall profile of an ordinary citizen from the information above would
be a person, who continuously scrolls down in his/her social media account and sees
posts other people share, likes these posts, shares him/herself some of them in own
account and does not have the real opportunity to check which of the ‘important’
posts are based on real stories and which are based on false news. The person would
also be thinking that the news from other than major sources are more accurate. This
point, however, is not specific to Turkey. In the United Kingdom for example, as
Anstead et.al. quotes from Coleman et.al.’s study, “for working class citizens,

information posted on the internet by people like them had more credibility than
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92.
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news from elite journalists”''. It is an environment that is possible to bomb people
with well-engineered manipulative messages, because actually, trusting ordinary
people can be a sign of partisan reading since it is clear that a person makes a choice
between two sources according to his/her belief. It is similar to what is called ‘bush
telegraph’, or ‘fisilti gazetesi’ in Turkish. ‘Bush telegraph’ mostly refers to ‘false
news’ that are disseminated by ordinary people. While these news may not be
produced especially for agitating public, the outcome, especially online, would be

agitating.

Also people with official power may use social media and messages similar to ‘bush
telegraph’ in style. Social media can be controlled and kept inside desired
boundaries by officially supplying the content that wanted to be debated by the
citizens. This can be done by having user accounts, just like any other person. In the
Turkish case, as well as in some foreign cases, even municipalities have social
media accounts that interact with users. Some of the most famous Turkish official
Twitter accounts are Ankara Metropolitan Mayor I. Melih Gokgek’s account
(@06bmelihgokcek) and  Municipality of Kadikdy’s official account
(@kadikoybelediye). Former is a personal account of Gokgek himself which, he has
been using to communicate with people living in his area of responsibility -in
appearence- and the latter is an official social media account of the Municipality’s
public affairs department which is established for interacting people residing there.
Turkish President and Prime Minister, other ministers have their own Twitter
accounts, thereby they are already engaged in politics on social media'”. These
accounts are different in terms of effects and their messages’ magnitudes comparing

with ordinary citizens.

An ordinary message that been shared through an official account or a political

figure may steer a discussion easily and because of the authoritative power the

112 Ampofo, Lawrance, Nick Anstead and Ben O’Loughlin, “Trust, Confidence, Credibility: Citizen
Responses on Twitter to Opinion Polls During the 2010 UK General Election”, in Social Media and
Democracy, Loader and Mercea (eds.), p. 95. Emphasis in original.

113 President of Turkey: @RT_Erdogan and @tcbestepe ; Prime Minister: @TC_Basbakan.
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person has, these messages can even be seen as direct signals of threat. For example
in 2011, 1. Melih Gokgek has posted a message on Twitter, saying that his attorney
would be screening all tweets that being posted in reply to Melih Gok¢ek and would
take necessary legal actions against the users who insulted Gokgek'*. This was more
than enough to discourage people from expressing themselves openly on social
media. According to the 2013 publication of Tiirk Saglik-Sen (Turkish Health
Union), civil servants had been subjected to investigations because of their actions
on social media'”. On different dates, various people were either investigated or
jailed over charges related “insulting the President of Turkish Republic” because of
their messages on social media''®. Especially celebrities and politicians who have
been prosecuted because of their messages on social media drew attention because
of these people’s status among citizens. For example, Fazil Say, a very famous
Turkish pianist and compositor was sentenced because of one of his tweets that
allegedly insulted “religious beliefs of a part of the society”'"”. Because of the lack
of sufficient legal protection of users’ rights online, it can be argued that Turkish
public is restricted in terms of social media activities. Prosecutions of celebrities are
empowering the situation. It can help creating the perception among ordinary
citizens such as, “they even prosecute these whealthy and famous individuals”.
Threatening people with prosecution, a person with a governmental authority in the
background can be argued to be very different from an ordinary citizen’s messages
on social media. The gravity an official body’s messages have should be expected to

be stronger than an ordinary citizen.
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Apart from the legal action threats from officials and their messages that contribute
in setting the agenda online and silence other users, another one of the main factors
that contributes to spiral of silence on social media in contemporary Turkey is a
group of people who are called “aktrol”s. They are a great number of users on
various social media platforms who support AKP and its policies fanatically and try
to saturate major dissident users on a platform by ‘trolling’''®; verbally abusing,
insulting, threatening with -personal- legal action and physical harm. Although the
term “aktrol” has first been mentioned in 2012'°, Adakli argues that their activity
has increased after the election held in 7™ of June, 2014'%. This increase of activity
can be understood, since this election was the first loss of power of single party
government in past 12 years. These “aktrol” groups are similar to “fifty cents army”
of China, which was mentioned in the previous chapter, though in Chinese
experience, this “fifty cents army” can be argued to act like a mediator between the
government and citizens in most situations'?!, therefore some of them cannot be
called directly as trolls, and there is no proof that all aktrols are being paid by the
government at that time. However, AKP has an official social media office that
determines the content of propaganda of AKP and general public relations agenda'*.
This proves that there is a body that affects the content and the ‘unofficial’
supporters of AKP would share on social media. With the contribution of aktrols and
its online public affairs office, the ruling party has already engaged with social

media in Turkey, thus it can be argued that the agenda setting is a matter of social

media usage in Turkey.

118 “Trolling: (7) to post inflammatory or inappropriate messages or comments on (the Internet,
especially a message board) for the purpose of upsetting other users and provoking a response”,
http://www.dictionary.com/browse/trolling (Accessed: 26.04.2017)
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Miilkiye Dergisi, 39 (4), 2015, p. 33.
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Cift Vardiya.” Radikal, 08.05.2015, http://www.radikal.com.tr/politika/iste-akpnin-yeni-turkiye-
digital-ofisi-200-kisi-24-saat-cift-vardiya-1352335/ (Accessed: 24.04.2017)
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The efforts do not stop with actively influencing content by creating alternative
contents and discouraging people by bullying, but also blocking what is being
shared on social media and the internet can be observed. This is where the
government institutions turn out to be the biggest gatekeepers on internet. In 2007,
Law No. 5651 on the Regulation of Publications on the Internet and Suppression of
Crimes Committed by means of Such Publication has entered in force'”. It gave
Telecommunications Communications Presidency (TIB) the authority of ex officio

124

blocking of a web page'**. With this law, it is clear to say that the online censorship
has been now codified and legalized in Turkey. After the implementation of it,
between November 2007 until October 2008, authorities blocked accessing to 1115
web pages from Turkey, while 77% of these actions were taken ex officio by TIB'®.
With the amendment to the Law in 2016, TIB was repealed and the person to ex
oficio block access is now the president of Information and Communications
Technologies Authority (BTK)'?®. This means that one institution acts as the
gatekeeper about the content on the internet and one person, the president of BTK
himself can block any web site that he would like to. The number of blocked

websites were 110,700 in 2015™’. One of the most recent and the most famous

blocking order was issued about Wikipedia.org on 29 April, 2017'*,

However, internet is a universe that its boundaries are not so rigid. Most of the

blockade of authorities could be surpassed by different methods, the most popular
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Swiss Institute of Comparative Law: Lausanne, 2015, p. 711.
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Talep Ediyor”, 30.04.2017, https://blog.wikimedia.org/tr/2017/04/30/wikimedia-vakfi-turk-
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ones are changing the DNS (Domain Name System) numbers, using proxy or VPN
(Virtual Private Network) servers. DNS servers are like address books of internet.
Every web page that is known as, for example, abc.com has a unique IP (Internet
Protocol) number which works like a constant address of a house. abc.com is a
domain name, and it is associated with a constant [P number which points to a
physical server location, every time a domain name changes its location, the IP
number changes, just as it happens in real life when Holmes family moves from
Baker Street 201B to Downing Street 10. They are the same Holmes family, though
their address has changed. Therefore, every time a user writes a web page address to
the address bar, the browser first sends this address to a DNS server, this server

seeks for the indexed IP number of that name and directs user to the desired web

page.

TIB (later BTK) used to make blocking by only deleting -or forcing the services to
delete- related web page’s DNS records from the Turkish DNS services, which could
be easily surpassed by changing DNS numbers to another one. Then TIB began
forcing ISPs (Internet Service Providers, e.g. Superonline) to block directly reaching
dedicated IPs of these web sites from inside of Turkey. Then Turkish users started
using VPN services. While VPN is commonly used by various commercial and
governmental agencies for security reasons, since it actually sets an encrypted tunnel
between two computers that theoretically no one can see the transmission and steal
important data, these security features enable users to by-pass web-pages blockades.
With a VPN software, the computer first establishes a secure connection with
another server abroad (e.g. Germany), then the desired web page is reached from
that location. Thus, the ISPs in Turkey can only see that the user is connected to a
‘legitimate’ web server in Germany and since they cannot read the data between the
user and the German server because of the encryption, the censorship is by-passed.
There are lots of VPN services that basically work in that logic, both paid and free.
The most popular ones in Turkey are ZenMate, TunnelBear, Private Tunnel, Hotspot

Shield. After they became too popular in Turkey, the government started blocking
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these VPN services, t00'”. Even if there are different methods that a person can
establish one’s own VPN server abroad by using hosting services'’, with blocking
user-friendly options, the government seems to gain an excessive control over online
content being presented to Turkish public, since it is impossible to expect everybody
using computer is both interested in DIY (Do It Yourself) culture and has enough
technical knowledge to do it. Neither people have enough information and desire to
be engaged with such complex methods to overcome internet censors, nor it would

be the way people could reach information in a free and democratic society.

Government’s and its institutions’ efforts in controlling online environment were not
left without responses on legal basis. Some scholars have already appealed in
different high courts of Turkey. One of them is the appeal to the decision of a court
that blocks 357 different websites"' because of images and videos assistant of
private secretary of the then Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan kicking a citizen during
a demonstration after an accident happened in a coal mine in 2014, with 301

deaths'*?. Oher appeals are to a decision that blocks 309 another websites on the

133

ground that they are making terrorist propaganda”, to the decision of blocking

Charlie Hebdo websites of which office was attacked by Islamist terrorists'**,

135

decisions to block accessing to Youtube'** and Twitter'*® websites. However, even if

some of the appeals are accepted by the courts, the need of going to a court to lift a
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ban decision for a website means that there is a de-facto censorship and when
nobody resists to it, it would become the rule. With all the facts that were written
above, it is safe to say that Cildan et.al.’s arguments on neutrality of social media are
not accurate enough, when there is a political body that wants to control the
environment on internet and there are already masses that being bombed with a great
amount of false information and refrain from sharing opinion because of the actions
of the political authority. And the relative power that an individual would have on
social media cannot be argued to be equal to the effectiveness of a politically
popular figure or a person that politically feels confident of being ideologically
supported by the political authority. Political authority has various methods to limit
the reachability of internet and to transform the cyber environment by engaging own
users and misinformation channels on social media. These efforts result in creation

of a spiral of silence and strenghtening gatekeeping.
3.2. Turkish Public Opinion and Foreign Policy

Ersin Kalaycioglu in his 2009 work argues that “International relations and foreign
policy rarely captures the attention of voters in Turkey; most voters are oriented
towards the major political parties through party identification and economic
concerns”’. While Kalaycioglu also says that “voters ... show little interest or
understanding in foreign policy matters.”'*®, with the finding, it should be read that
voters are totally dependent to their parties for information and stance when it comes
to foreign policy towards a country or in general. It also makes it possible to say that
a voter’s opinion regarding to foreign policy can also be manipulated by external
factors, since he/she is dependent on information given by others. Being open to
information sent by anybody on internet without verification, one risks being
vulnerable to propaganda. With a mass media which is under control by political
figures, which has other reasons to be self-censored or politically one-sided, it is

clear that one can never be sure that he/she is getting accurate information.

137 Kalaycioglu, Ersin, “Public Choice and Foreign Affairs: Democracy and International Relations in
Turkey”, New Perspectives on Turkey, 40 (40), 2009, p. 80.

138 Ibid., p. 60.
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According to studies conducted in the United States during 1950s, scholars argued
that individuals’ opinions on foreign policy would not affect their voting
preferences™. That is to say, that governments’ foreign policy actions have less
importance in the eyes of the voters and therefore it can be said that governments are
more independent while determining their foreign policies. On the contrary, there
are some findings that individuals’ opinions on foreign policy are affected the most
by their political party choices'. It can be attributed to the lack of information of
public regarding to foreign policy decisions and decision making process itself.
However, according to a research conducted in the past years in the USA concluded
that very few people from the public have information about foreign policy issues'*'.
With the commercialisation of internet, now it can be expected that the public is
well-informed and more interested in foreign issues. Boundaries of domestic politics

and international politics seem to be more transparent and interactive'*?

. However,
based on the arguments in the previous pages, it can be said that internet’s
contribution in acquiring true information on foreign policy in Turkey would also be
limited, need a level of intellectual background to differentiate and reach meaningful
information. The general problems regarding social media and internet such as
partisan reading, agenda setting and false information’s relative unavoidability is
expected to be effective also on shaping of a online public opinion on foreign
relations. To see whether internet and social media made any difference regarding to

public opinion’s relation to foreign policy issues in Turkey, a general understanding

of public opinion — foreign policy relation regarding Turkey is needed.
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Some studies show that Turkish individuals’ attitudes toward foreign policy are
mostly affected by their economic expectations'®. This is to say that Turkish
individuals’ opinions on a certain foreign policy issue can easily change or can
easily be manipulated, as it is not bound with an ethical or other philosophical
stance. During AKP’s first ten years of ruling, Turkish foreign policy became
something that AKP tried to highlight as a governmental success. “Zero problems
with neighbours” has been the ‘motto’ of then the Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Ahmet Davutoglu and was pointing to a break from the defensive foreign policy
understanding and aimed to a pro-active foreign policy towards economic/cultural
peripheries of Turkey, which are ex-Ottoman Empire countries'*. This was a great
propaganda material for AKP at that time as it was presented as a great
transformation in understanding of Balkan and Arab states in the eyes of Turkish
public. In addition to its uniqueness in terms of perception of these regions, the
economic dimension of this foreign policy on itself was a plus for AKP in domestic
politics, because one of the goals of this policy was to make Turkish foreign trade
take off, both export and import. This activism has helped AKP in terms of domestic
politics, as Duran suggests'®. It gave a momentum which arguably brought some
economic prosperity to the country through foreign trade as the export has

increased!*.

With this momentum, when the Arab Spring wave hit Syria, Tukey’s neighbour and
one of the countries that Turkey had a good economic relationship, it can be said that
it did not cause too much public concern especially among AKP supporters. On the
scale of official policies, refugees were welcomed as guests who fled from the war
in their home country. Some time after the influx of refugees into country, the

government began a bargaining operation with the European Union (EU) in return
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for visa-free travel for Turkish citizens within the Schengen Area, even sometimes
threatening the EU countries with releasing all the refugees through the borders with
Bulgaria'?’. In 2016, Turkey reported to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC) $6.0 Billion
donation, and 99% of it was directed to assist Syrian refugees'*®. The thing here is
that Turkey donated the second highest amount, while the USA is the one who
donated the most. While the two countries’ donated amount is close to each, their
GDP (Gross National Produt) and GNI (Gross National Income) numbers are in no
comparison'?’. Therefore it is clear that the donations have an effect on Turkish
economy, in addition, the economic burden that around 3 million refugees cause
started being felt by the public and thoughts against refugees and news relating the
adverse effects of taking so many refugees are expressed and shown more than
before. According to a German Marshall Funds survey conducted in Turkey in 2015,
84% of the respondents were worried about refugees from Syria'*’. While there is
only one fact, people tend to see it as it fits to their prejudices and other concerns, in
other words, interpreting the situation according to their world beliefs. Foreign
policy is not an exception to that. While there is not too much attention to the
foreign policy, the attention towards it tends to be affected by some limited concerns

when there is an exceptional situation in international relations.

During the referendum campaigns in Turkey before the voting on 16 April 2017, a
series of small-medium scale diplomatic crises occurred. The mainstream media

gave the news of the crisis in the Netherlands, in which the Minister of Family and
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Social Policies, Dr. Fatma Kaya were refused to enter to the country to have a pre-
referendum meeting with Turkish voters. The news were focused on the human
rights, segregation, and drew a picture as Turkish mission was fighting for human
rights without any other intention and the European countries were fascist countries

as a whole®!

. The meetings were cancelled in the Netherlands, Germany, and
Switzerland, and these cancellations were criticized by the President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan'””>. The situation seems to be used by AKP as a means to raise the
nationalistic and Islamist reactions in the public against the ‘Christian’ Europe
before the 16 April referendum, one can conclude, if the attitudes of presenting the
situation by television channels and newspapers were observed. Here it is clear that
Herman and Chomsky’s observations about media’s ability to serve societal
purposes by “framing of issues, filtering of information and emphasis and tone”'>?
were coherent, as Turkish mass media presented European countries as non-
democratic and Turkey as a world-class democracy, so to say. Resulted in

gatekeeping, media acted according to their common interests with the political

authority and set the agenda accordingly.

The Turkish online public regarding to foreign affairs, can be argued, to have lacked
accurate information for a long time, as their means of getting information have
been manipulated and used by political powers in order to get desired result
(consent) from the public. Public in general lacks democratic tools to challenge the
established order especially in countries where elites in power experience great
authority. While it was argued that internet and social media could change the
situation in favour of public in reaching the information from different sources and

could provide them with a platform to express themselves freely and feel ‘out of the

151 “Hollanda'da neler yasandi? Bakan Kaya'dan 6nemli agiklamalar”, TRT Haber, 12.03.2017,
http://www.trthaber.com/haber/gundem/hollandada-neler-yasandi-bakan-kayadan-onemli-
aciklamalar-303462.html (Accessed: 22.05.2017)

152 “Bakanlarin katilacagi etkmllkler hangl queIerde neden |ptaI edildi?”, 724, 11 03. 2017

(Accessed 22. 05 2017)

153 Herman and Chomsky, Manufacturing Consent, p. 298.
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box’, the internet can also serve the quite opposite purposes, in a country like Turkey
for example, as it was presented in this chapter. For Turkish public opinion, these
conclusions can be made: The intellectual capacity of a user is important, which is
dependent to the education that one gets through his/her life, as it is important to
check facts on the internet and have an opinion based on them. Second, the internet
is not totally immune to control of government in Turkey, as there is always a way to
control it. So, the internet is not for granted, and the political authority can simply
totally or partially block a content and hide it from its citizens. While this censorship
could be overtaken by individual efforts, it is not easy for a person who is not an
expert on computers. In addition to that, the prosecution of individuals based on
their messages on social media is also a limiting factor to the online public opinion.
Third, through both manipulated content and other users’ (A4ktrols, for example)
interventions, the environment can be steered to a desired way and the climate of it
can be easily changed. In the end, having the means of democracy would not mean
as much as it was argued, and the efforts would be left premature because of the
actors’ intellectual deficiencies. Even though a well aware, educated person who
succeeded in reaching accurate information and intellectually capable of analysing
what is objectively true and false does not mean that this person is not going to
become apolitical and more open-minded. Because of partisan reading, internet
usage does not guarantee consumption of pluralistic information'>*, and this person
could simply prefer which of the sources please him/her most. Even if this user
could connect with opposite thoughts and can read other news than his/her
personal/ideological preferences, “the heightened heterogeneity of the social media
networks does not necessarily mean that individuals become more open-minded and

99155

moderate” >, and the person can simply stay politically polarized. Indeed, Lee et.al.

suggests that the high heterogeneity and political discussion are associated with

154 Ceron, Andrea and Vincenzo Memoli, “Flames and Debates: Do Social Media Affect Satisfaction
with Democracy?”, Social Indicators Research, 126 (1), 2016, p. 229.

155 Lee, Jae Kook, Jihyang Choi, Cheonsoo Kim and Yonghwan Kim, “Social Media, Network
Heterogeneity, and Opinion Polarization”, Journal of Communication, 64 (4), 2014, p. 715.
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156 This deduction also seems to be

more polarized opinion about party and ideology
coherent with the Turkish case. Since the public opinion on foreign policy issues is
highly affected by preferred political party’s stance, online public opinion would

also be in accordance with this.

In addition to these, as discussed in the previous chapter, a majority of social media
users still rely on accounts of traditional mass media and therefore use them as a
source in terms of news. While this could be a positive point in terms of tackling
fake news, it also reflects that people are getting news from traditional media, and
using social media for ‘sharing’ them. In that regard, it can be argued that social
media is a factor that helps disseminating the views that were on traditional media,
therefore amplifying them. As it was shown in this chapter, Turkish users mostly
follow others and rarely participate in discussions, while mostly share news articles
and others’ messages. In other words, actions and interaction on social media, in
some countries and in some situations, could be so limited and passive that the
existence of it does not make any difference in terms of democratising public
opinion and enriching knowledge of the public and interaction. In the next chapter,
these two assumptions will be exemplified by analysing the tweets that were posted
in the aftermath of a foreign policy incident, caused by the downing of a Russian

war plane near the border between Turkey and Syria on 24" of the November, 20135.

156 Ibid.
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CHAPTER 4

THE RUSSIAN PLANE CRISIS (2015) AND TURKISH PUBLIC OPINION

ONLINE

The Russian plane crisis, which happened right after a heated election period in
Turkey in 2015, is chosen to test the main arguments of this thesis which were put
forward in the previous chapters, as it involved different dimensions of interests of
Turkish public, from political to economic, and it affected the stance of Turkey
regarding different foreign policy issues, especially in the Syrian Civil War.
Economically, it has not just affected the stance of Turkey, but it also directly
affected the Turkish economy, thus it affected the public indirectly but practically. It
is one of the biggest crises that happened during the AKP rule, and it is the only
occasion in this era that Turkey had to militarily face with a power that competes
with the United States. Because of these aspects, it created a massive interest among
the public, as well as online. That is why this crisis is selected as a perfect test case

to study public opinion online regarding to foreign policy issues.

International crises are different from domestic ones, as they occur in the name of
two or more states and usually disregard the individuals included in a nation. One
person can be affected by an international crisis even if that person is in another
country thousands of kilometers away, by just being the citizen of the country that is
subjected to the crisis. Therefore international crises would provide a good setting
for nation-wide propaganda, and mass media’s importance can also be argued to
increase. Also, during these crises, all citizens can be expected to aim their country’s
well-being, however it is not to argue that everybody should act in the same way.
Their methods or ideas could differ in ensuring the state’s well-being, or survival,
though the aim would be common. This is what would be evident in social media
data. While as argued previous chapter, some users may not be using social media in
their accounts but for some specific goal or reason, such as promoting a desired

message or idea, the content in the collected data should be regarded as citizens’
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different ideas on their state’s well-being by others, and then be seperated according

to their real aims.

As argued in the previous chapter, however, it can be said that knowledge of the
Turkish public on foreign affairs is limited. This makes public’s reactions to the
international incidents more interesting and worth examining to see the approximate
level of knowledge of the public about foreign policy. As was shown that Turkish
online public opinion is vulnerable to all of the concepts that were discussed in the
second chapter such as spiral of silence, agenda setting and gatekeeping. The
combination of this vulnerability with a foreign incident would uncover problems
which could not be seen otherwise, since the public’s knowledge is more dependent

on official accounts when it comes to a foreign policy incident.

The Russian plane crisis is also important because of the fact that the newly elected
government immediately found itself in one of the biggest crises in Turkish history.
The summer before the crisis has witnessed one election and a period of uncertainty
in Turkey, when then the ruling party AKP could not get enough majority in the
parliament to form a government on its own. After the half-hearted efforts to form a
coalition, the elections are renewed on the 1* of November, 2015, and the newly

elected AKP cabinet officially started working on the 25" of November, 2015.

The crisis also happened after the Russian and American military forces agreed on
some of the details related to the future of Syria and the groups fighting. Turkey’s
position in the Syrian Civil War therefore became uncertain after the United States
changed its stance with other western countries. In addition, Turkmens in the
Bayirbucak region started to be used as a propaganda material in Turkish media
before the plane crisis, that can be said to legitimise Turkish interventionist
behaviour, however it can be said that Turkey was left alone in that matter in
international arena. Therefore the Russian plane crisis was an incident that tested

Turkish foreign policy in a very fragile environment.
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4.1. The Russian Plane Crisis
4.1.1. The Incident and the International Response

On the 24" of November, 2015, Turkish news sources announced that the Turkish
General Staff declared that the Turkish Air Force shot down a warplane near the
border with Syria. The first news report about this was at 09:31'¥". This report,
quoting Office of the Presidency, said that the plane was a Russian one. However,
according to the same report, the Turkish General Staff announced that the plane’s
nationality was unknown. Sabah, known as a pro-government newspaper, gave the
news about this incident as “nationality of the plane is unidentified”, while using the
“the Russian Plane” statement in the title of this report'>®, which was released around
11 o’clock, while it had already reported that the downed plane is to be a Russian
plane at 09:37". The official statement by the Turkish General Staff was made at

: 160

10:55, according to archive.org’s'® snapshot of the Turkish military’s official

website!®!

, because the original statement is not available on the official website
itself anymore. While the General Staff said that the plane’s nationality was
unidentified, the Turkish Presidency has made an announcement, stating that the
nationality of the downed plane was ‘presumed to be’ a Russian plane, according to

news reports at 10:45', which is before the Turkish General Staff’s now-

157 “Suriye Sinirinda Rus Savas Uc¢agi Diistirtldi”, Habertiirk, 24.11.2015,
http://www.haberturk.com/dunya/haber/1157674-suriye-sinirinda-ucak-dustu (Accessed:
11.02.2017)

158 “TSK’dan flas Rus ugagi aciklamasi”, Sabah, 24.11.2015,
http://www.sabah.com.tr/gundem/2015/11/24/tskdan-flas-rus-ucagi-aciklamasi (Accessed:
10.05.2017)

159 “Suriye Sinirinda Ugak Dusurildu”, Sabah, 24.11.2015, http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/suriye-
sinirinda-ucak-dusuruldu-40017924 (Accessed: 11.02.2017)

160 A website that takes snapshots of websites on different dates. See: https://web.archive.org/
(Accessed: 31.07.2017)
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unavailable statement. The Russian Ministry of Defence has declared that “... an
aircraft from the Russian air group in the Syrian Arab Republic crashed on the
territory of Syria supposedly shot down from the ground.”'® The time of the
announcement was 11:59 (UTC+3), 10:59 in Turkish local time (UTC+2). Before
that, Sputnik, a Russian newspaper reported that an “unidentified” plane was shot
down near Turkish — Syrian border referring to Turkish news sites'®. As it can be
seen, the first fours hours after the incident the information was confused and a clear
impression of what happened cannot be understood. However, these conflicting
statements and news reports from the Turkish side show that, at that time either the
Turkish side was not sure about the nationality of the plane and there were only
speculations about it among the Turkish newspapers, or the Turkish side tried to
soften the reactions from both the Russian officials and the Turkish opposition,

making confusing statements as a diplomatic manoeuvrer.

The incident recieved a great coverage on international scale, as it has happened
right on the border between Syria and Turkey. Since there are different armed groups
in Syria and major states like the USA and the Russian Federation have been
supporting different fractions in the civil war since 2011, a NATO member’s
downing of a Russian military plane got great attention especially from the other
NATO members. Under international spotlight, the Turkish side announced, as
reported in the Turkish daily newspaper Hiirriyet, that the government immediately
began taking necessary actions in order to inform the United Nations and NATO,
relating the incident, informed the then Secretary General of the United Nations,

Ban ki Mun with a diplomatic letter and emphasized that Turkey defended its

aciklama-40017980 (Accessed 11.02.2017)

163 “Russian aircraft Su-24 crashed in Syria”, Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation,
24.11.2015, http://eng.mil.ru/en/news_page/country/more.htm?id=12066609 @egNews (Accessed:
02.08.2017)
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https://sputniknews.com/middleeast/201511241030636232-military-plane-crash-syria-turkey/
(Accessed: 30.07.2017)
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airspace according to the rules of engagement'®

. Furthermore, according to the
British newspaper The Guardian, Turkey called on an emergency meeting with
NATO the day the incident happened, and informed its allies, including the United
States'®. Hiirriyet’s report was posted at 19:24 Turkish local time (UTC+2), while
The Guardian’s was at 15:01 Eastern Standard Time (UTC-5), which was 22:01

Turkish local time.

The Turkish claims were based on “repetitive violation of Turkish airspace” by the
Russian military aircraft and continuation of these violations despite the diplomatic
notes exchanged with the Russian side regarding the issue in October in that year'®’.
Russia’s counter arguments were based on the claims that the downed plane has not
been in Turkish airspace when it was shot down'®. Right after that the Turkish Chief
of Staff released a radar trace image which belonged to the downed plane’s flying
path according to Turkish military radars and claimed that the Russian aircraft flew

over Turkish airspace for 17 seconds before it was shot down'?

. According to the
Russian accounts, though, the Russian plane had not violated the Turkish airspace
and been flying parallel to the Turkish border over Syrian airspace. They claimed
that they had a proof that the Russian plane did not violate the Turkish airspace'”.

However, then they announced that “it will take time to decipher the black box™ of
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the downed plane'”'. Therefore, the Russian side could not present any evidence

from the black box and the incident is still unclear.

The main arguments from both sides can be considered partly unproven, and these
caused a speculation over whether the Russian plane was cruising in Turkish
airspace when it was shot by a missile from Turkish F-16 fighter jets. Different news
sources and officials of different countries judged situation differently. Three main
arguments were: 1) The Russian plane never violated Turkish airspace'” 2) The jet
violated the Turkish airspace but shot by a missile while it was flying over Syrian

territory already'”

and 3) The jet violated the Turkish airspace and shot while still
flying over the Turkish territory, therefore Turkey had the right to shoot the plane.
Each of these claims were accepted as truth by the different parties of the incident. It
is not clear which of these claims is true, thus it is clear that the public as well as
international community and states would have believed and supported the idea
what is objectively plausible in their judgement, or fitting one’s interests in their

opinions.
4.1.2. The Official Responses

About the crisis, three main actors can be mentioned whose statements have
determined the agenda time to time. The first actor is Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan. Erdogan, as the head of the state, had announced on 26" November,

2015, that “the warnings could be different if it was known that this was a Russian
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»174 While this statement can be understood as if the Turkish side would have

plane
never shot the plane down if they knew it was a Russian plane, it can also mean that
different, maybe some extra, measures could have been taken before shooting it
down. The mass media, especially the oppositional news have used these words with
emphasizing the first meaning. The spokesperson of Turkish government, Numan
Kurtulmus also made a similar statement on the 27™ November, saying that “this
incident would have not happened if it was known that it was a Russian plane”'”.
The second important statement that Erdogan made was the one that he claimed that
“the pilots are the ones who made the mistake”'” on the 14™ December, 2015. In its
context, the statement claimed that the ‘Russian’ pilots were the ones who made the
mistake of violating the Turkish airspace, thus rejecting the Turkish state’s
wrongdoing. It can even be understood as a diplomatic move indicates that Russian
state did not officially intend or order to violate the Turkish airspace and the incident
was caused by pilots’ fault, therefore the Turkish side did not have hostile thoughts
on the Russian government or did not believe that Russians had an agenda on
harming relations between two countries. From the tension between two countries,
the latter would be accepted as the motive of the statement, since the companies in
the Russian Federation, especially tour operators started boycotting Turkey,
according to a news article on the 25" of November, 2015'”". In addition to this,
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s statements which will be shown in following

pages on Turkey’s role and motives in shooting the plane might have caused the

change in stance of the Turkish President. Around 20 days after the boycott news,
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and some 15 days after Putin’s statements, Erdogan claims in his statement that the
incident should not affect the economic relations between two countries, probably in
order to soften the Russian economic reaction. While on the 26" November he was
saying it would have ended differently if it was known that it was a Russian plane,
on the 14™ December the rhetoric changed into something implying that the Russian
pilots are responsible for it and actually the important part of the 14™ December
speech was the part about the economic measures. It could be understood that in this
20 days period the Turkish side experienced or calculated the probable economic

consequences of the incident.

The second political actor is then the Prime Minister of Turkey, Ahmet Davutoglu. A
day after the incident, he spoke in the AKP’s group meeting in the parliament, and
emphasized the fact that the rules of engagement was ordered by himself in person.
While nearly every news source reported it as “I personally ordered the shooting of
the Russian plane”, the exact statement should be heard to understand what he
meant. The part regarding the issue says:

In this regard, as the operations in Bayirbucak region intensified especially last

week, this matter has been highlighted in the security summit that we had right

before our oath-taking ceremony on Sunday, it was stated that we will take any

measures if any of these developments concludes with a violation of Turkish
airspace and necessary orders were given to our armed forces by me in person'™

This statement was used by mass media regardless of their alignment with the
government as “Davutoglu ordered the shooting himself in person”. While the two
sentences sound similar, there is a difference as in his original statement Davutoglu
emphasizes the fact that he gave an order according to rules of engagement and
regardless of the single incident, the latter suggests that Davutoglu had time to
decide whether to order the shooting of the plane, as if it was a one time decision.

This difference makes sense when it comes to the pilots’ accusation of being

178 “Bu gercevede, ozellikle son bir hafta icinde, Bayirbucak bolgesinde saldirilarin yogunlasmasi
zerine, Pazar gilinii yemin térenimizden hemen 6nce yaptigimiz glivenlik zirvesinde de bu husus bir
kez daha vurgulanmis, bu gelismeler eger Tirk hava sahasi ihlaline yol agacak bir sonug dogurursa
her tirli tedbiri alacagimiz dile getirilmis ve o toplantida da silahli kuvvetlerimize de gerekli
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members of Fethullah Giilen’s terrorist organisation (FETO)'”, or comments that
points to the conspiracy of some powers’ interference by intentionally shooting the
plane down in order to weaken Turkey’s position in international arena'®’. The first
statement does not seem to conflict with the claim as pilots and others who were
authorised to execute rules of engagement that were decided by the government. The
second, and manipulated, version indicates that Davutoglu was directly involved this
single situation and he ordered the shooting of Russian plane in that moment, thus
the claims about FETO pilots or other conspiracy theories point directly to Ahmet
Davutoglu. He rejected his direct involvement in the Russian plane incident on the
31* December, 2015, according to news articles''. However, as the head of the
government, in his first statement he took the political responsibility of the incident
and actually in his both statements he highlighted the fact that the pilots or other
decision makers in the army followed the orders that were given by the government.
The another fact that should be kept in mind that, according to his statement in the
Parliament on 25™ of November 2015, he underlined that the orders were revised
after the airspace violations made by aircraft coming from Syrian airspace. The
changing rhetoric at the end of December 2015, can again be attributed to the

economic situation Turkey faced after the boycott decisions of Russian companies.

The third actor was the President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Putin. In a
press conference after meeting with then French President Frangois Hollande, on the
26" of November, 2015, Putin rejected the claim that the Turkish side had not

known the nationality of the plane at the time of violation, saying “Our planes have
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»182 and

identification marks that are easily visible. They were obviously our planes
emphasizing that they already “warned [their] US partners in advance about where
[Russian] pilots would be operating”'®. On the 30" of November, he answered a
question relating Turkey as follows:
We have just received additional information proving that unfortunately, large
volumes of oil, industrial volumes coming from oil fields controlled by ISIS and
other terrorist organisations, enter Turkey’s territory. And we have every reason to

believe that the decision to shoot down our plane was dictated by the desire to ensure
the security of these oil supply routes to Turkey.'**

Russian news sources emphasized the claim that Turkey conducted an oil business
with ISIS, however they argued that it is nothing to do with accusing Turkey and
they are just “using these facts in their war on terror”'®. But the statements made by
Putin had a strong effect on Russian press and therefore it became internationally

popular.

The crisis deflated after some time, yet was not completely resolved, and it affected
the relations between the Russian Federation and Turkish Republic for a long time
period. The incident had economic and political consequences for both countries.
Turkish tourism and agriculture sectors were affected on a large scale because of the
embargo Russia issued on Turkish goods and lack of Russian tourists coming to
Turkey later in 2016. While it was presented as “grocery is going to be cheaper in
local markets” by Turkish newspapers'*, the decrease in export can be said to shake

Turkish economy. In January, 2016, the overall export fell 22% comparing to the
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previous year’s numbers'’. Because of the fact that Russian customers did stop
travelling to Turkey for holiday, the loss broadened when the summer season has
started and the total tourist numbers fell 30% in 2016 comparing to the previous

year'®®,

The Turkish public went into discussions within this climate during the first days
and weeks, while everything was yet to be clear and especially Turkish officials
were adjusting their positions according to the international community’s and
Russia’s responses, economic expectations and domestic political goals. Therefore,

the Turkish public opinion on Twitter seems to be conflicted as well.
4.2. The Turkish Public Opinion According to the Twitter Data

It is clear from this case study and before mentioned statistical data, that the Turkish
audience is using Twitter actively. Though, being active does not always mean that
there is productivity. In this section, collected data related to the Russian plane crisis

are going to be analysed to test the arguments made in the previous chapter.
4.2.1. The Collected Data

The term “Rus ucag1” (the Russian plane) was searched through the Twitter’s search
function and the whole results page was saved as text, chronologically. According to
number of results, the tweets were saved on a 24 hour basis or these time span
extended because of the fewer numbers. For the first day of the incident
(24.11.2015), 7137 tweets came up from the search, and on second day
(25.11.2015), this number has decreased to 2791. The search conducted from 24"
November, 2015 to 31* July, 2016. A total of 31,500 tweets were collected. After the
incident was uncovered, the tweet counts show differences from month to month.

After the high number in November for only six days, in December, there were
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5,056 tweets, in January 2016, 2,250; February, 1,024; March, 556; April, 903; May,
1,085; June, 1,363; and in July, the number was 2,211. While it is understood that
the popularity of the incident decreased between January and April, then the tweets
increased because of some other incidents that were either connected to the incident
or the audience and mass media claimed a coherence with it. These factors will be

discussed in the following pages.

The tweets were then read through and patterns, repetitive messages, content that
otherwise would be unrelated but posted in order to target some groups were noted
and analysed to understand what they meant and why they were posted. Tweets were
divided into some artificial groups according to their contents, as ‘nationalistic’,
‘pro-government’, ‘dissident’, ‘news/information’, and ‘bullying’. Nationalistic
tweets included tweets that only promote Turkish national identity, implicating that
Turks should defend their territories and righteousness of the action the Turkish side
took without consisting a hate speech or targeting any individual or group of people.
Pro-government tweets are tweets that highlight the fact that the government is right
about executing the rules of engagement and with this action these tweets are
implying that this was the right action to take because of the interests of Turkey and
because it was the right thing. Dissident tweets are tweets both making fun of the
incident because of the possible consequences and the struggle these consequences
might bring to Turkey; and tweets that criticise the government about provoking a
conflict with a super power and a major actor in Syria, and/or the legitimacy and
timing of the action. The tweets that are included in news/information are the tweets
that mostly share information that is either neutral or claimed to be neutral and news
articles on other news websites and social platforms. Since these news/information
tweets are theoretically following a lead and sharing the content which is already on
the internet or on traditional media, they actually make an example of the idea that
social media has not got as much original content as it seems. The last group, the
bullying tweets are the tweets especially focus on silencing people or discouraging
them from defending an idea, by accusing, threatening, sometimes doing them based

on false or manipulated facts.
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4.2.2. The Analysis of Tweets

The majority of tweets are outgoing links to other web platforms, including other
social media platforms and news websites, being in the above mentioned
news/informational group of tweets. The most popular sources are Cumhuriyet, Sol
Haber, Hiirriyet, T24, OdaTV, Sozcii, Yeni Safak and Yeni Akit. The result was
reached by searching the web adresses of news websites. These are the news

websites that a link to their pages were shared more than 100 times for each of them.

The first group of tweets to be analysed are bullying tweets. These tweets were
shared mostly at the beginning of the incident, and changed characteristics after the
nature of the incident and stance of the government have changed. These tweets,
according to data in hand, have mostly been shared when the government had a
powerful stance on the issue, or something happened that positively affects

governments credibility.

From the tweets, it can be understood that some accounts try to legitimise downing
of the jet regardless of the plane was inside or outside of the Turkish airspace. As
exemplified and discussed below, there are many tweets that try to associate any
critical reaction to alleged treason and Turkish hatred. It is already popular in Turkey
to portray people who had any strong criticism or opposition to the government as
traitors, or to try associating a dissident movement with any other criminal groups in
order to supress it. Indeed, all anti-AKP individual and groups were portrayed as if
they were all so scared and sad about the downing incident and as if they were all
pro-Russian in this situation, while all the opposing ideas about the Russian plane
incident were portrayed as treason. And while a nationalistic discourse was used to
label everyone who criticises the act of Turkish Airforce as traitor, all the critics are
also reduced as the groups that are already anti-AKP and therefore criticising the
incident just because their only aim is to criticise AKP. These two set of tweets draw
a picture that show 1) Criticising the act of Turkey is an act of treason, 2) All anti-
AKP groups or groups that AKP was already fighting against were assumed to be
critical of the downing incident, because they are already enemies of AKP and they

were traitors or supporting traitors. In some examples, all critics, terrorist groups are
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degraded into one united body against AKP and Turkey, the differences between
them has been disregarded, so even legal and legitimate criticisms were tried to be

criminalized.

There are high number of tweets that called the incident as a help to Turkmens
fighting against the Syrian (Assad) regime, because allegedly Russians were
bombing Turkmens by claiming that they were bombing ISIS. The reaction from
these users are in line with the discussion made in previous chapters that partisan
reading limits a person’s perception about an information or an event. The prejudices
could be used in legitimising an act. In a tweet it says, “The russian aircraft we
downed is just another humanitarian aid that we gave our Turkmen brothers.”'® In
another tweet it says, “Our limits were tested. We know how to defend our Turkmen
brothers. Even if it requires downing a Russian plane.”'”® With these tweets the
incident can be understood as if the Turkish government was already at an operation
which was aimed at helping Turkmens and it gave the moral reason to shot down the
plane, not the claim that the Russian plane violated the Turkish airspace. Secondly,
Putin argued that there were no Turkmens or any other civilians in the area that the
Russian Airforce operated in his statements on the 30™ of November, 2015"". Indeed
there was no proof presented by the Turkish government which falsified Putin. In
addition to this nationalist rhetoric, also religious proximity was used to legitimise
and confront critics about the incident: “There was no voice from people while
Turkmens and Muslims were being killed. The world is shaken because of two

downed Russian planes. Everyone panicked when we say stop to a tyrant.”'%?
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“Assume the Russian plane didn’t commit a flying violation. Did not it take off to
kill the muslims in Syria. You’ll be shattered infidel #Rus”"". With these type of
tweets a psychological pressure on the public which suggests “if you are a
nationalist (a Turk) or a good Muslim, you should not be criticising the downing the
jet or question the legitimacy of it in terms of international law because it helped our
kin” was tried to be constituted. This is consistent with AKP’s self-acknowledged
pro-active foreign policy stance and the insistence on interfering with the Syrian
Civil War. However, the official stance of downing the jet is clear and it seems that
on social media this stance has been bent. Even if there are Ahmet Davutoglu’s
above mentioned statements about Bayirbucak, it is clear to say that the
government’s official response to the plane incident was far from directly involving

Turkmens in the situation.

Some tweets associated the incident with a former tension happened between the
opposition and the government and again tried to legitimise the shooting of the plane
as it helped to Turkmens. “The Turkish government gave the Russian plane to
Turkmens as a gift, instead of MIT trucks that were blocked because of the

99194

traitors.”'*, “The mentality that interfered with the MIT trucks mourns for the

Russian plane.”"

are two examples of that associates an alleged scandal known as
“MIT trucks” among Turkish public. In early 2014, three trucks were stopped by
Turkish gendarme and then some of the personnel travelling with the trucks had
declared themselves as personnel from National Intelligence Agency of Turkey
(Milli istihbarat Teskilat:, MIT), therefore those trucks had to be released as these

personnel declared that the load was state secret'”. On the 29™ of May, 2015, a
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journalist, Can Diindar published an article claiming that these trucks were carrying
firearms bound to ISIS headquarters, which meant that Turkey was helping terrorists

7 While Can Diindar and the newspaper’s chief of

via its own national intelligence
Ankara bureau Erdem Giil were prosecuted on the base of espionage by publishing a
state secret'”®, the government claimed that the weapons were bound to Turkmens

19 The journalists were jailed on the 26" of November,

who were fighting in Syria
2015. After that, the rhetoric “The problem is not the Russian plane, but the Russian
servant”™ has risen. This was tweeted around 60 times at this day by different
accounts. The claim that Turkey is supporting a terrorist organisation (ISIS) made by
Russia is confronted with the claim that Turkey supported Turkmens in Syria,
however it is not clear whether these Turkmens were also members of ISIS or they
were just fighting for their lives and freedom against the Syrian government.
According to international law, in both situation, Turkey might be acting against the
law. Here it is seen that the online public does not seem to know that a country
sending weapons to a combatant group fighting against a legitimate government in
another country may be considered an unlawful act®, or ethically does not have a
problem with this in certain circumstances, for example when the combatant group
is culturally close enough. Actually, Erdogan himself does not seem to be aware
what he implied on the 24" of November, 2015, when he said “what difference does

it make if there are weapons in these trucks bound to Turkmens?”?* The date of that

statement is important, as it is the day that the Russian plane was shot. The users
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supporting the act would not know about the international law, but it is clear to say

that the political authority’s affirmation increases the degree of ignorance.

Another group of tweets mention different opposition newspapers and attributed
them fake headlines, aligning them with Russians or demonstrating as they were
already known as liars. One of the most posted tweets is “Hurriyet: The downed
plane was out for buying bread”*®. These group of tweets refer to a killing of a 15
year old boy, Berkin Elvan. He was shot with a tear gas capsule on his head by a
police officer during Gezi protests on the 16™ of June, 2013. He entered in a coma
after the shooting and died after 269 days. Some witnesses said that the boy raised
his hands and shouted at police “I’m going to buy bread, don’t shoot”**. These
witness testimonies and the claims were considered to be a lie by the pro-
government people as then Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan claimed that he was a
terrorist®”. By referring to that incident in 2013, these group of tweets attempted to
create an assumption that Hiirriyet would be lying again for the sake of its “anti-
AKP” stance, whatever the truth about the downing incident was. The same was
done for some other dissident newspapers such as Sézcii and Cumhuriyet and the
one that mostly associated with Fethullah Giilen, Zaman. While on the 25"
November, Zaman had published an article that does not openly criticize the
government about the incident, on the contrary found the Turkish side right referring
to the international law and reflected Turkish scholars’ comments on the ongoing
situation’®®, because of the tension between Fethullah Giilen’s movement and the

AKP that peaked in 2013, Tiwitter users seem to position themselves against the
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newspaper directly from the beginning and put it in the same pot with all other
critical newspapers, as a result of what it is explained above as a political strategy of
AKP. There are tweets that reflect this strategy. One example is, “Zaman, hiirriyet,
sOzcii, cumhuriyet, aydinlik etc. newspapers are mourning after the Russian plane
was downed. What a pity.. Not sorry for your loss.”*®” In more than 100 tweets,
Zaman newspaper is mentioned as if it had a headline saying “AKP shot down the
innocent plane®. It is again to refer to a news item that Zaman published and then

again claimed to be a lie by pro-government newspapers*”

. According to these
tweets, it is assumed without any other proof that these oppositional newspapers
would already be opposing the incident because they were just liars and they would
lie again or try to discredit the AKP government, making them traitors. So these
tweets are to discredit these newspapers as news sources. This behaviour can be
argued to be an effort to establish a monodic environment on Twitter. According to
these examples about newspapers, it can be said that Turkish online public acted
according to their general political stance and their already polarized views about

newspapers, without really assessing these newspapers’ positions on the Russian

plane incident.

Next group of tweets are which mention “Pray for x” campaigns on social media.
There were some spontaneous reactions to bombings happened in different
European cities on social media, which was changing profile pictures to another
photo with a transparent flag of the country that the bombing happened. It was done

in the past when Paris attacks were happened?®'’. In tweets posted after the downing
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of the Russian plane, again a discourse of “traitors” and “cowards” have been used
to refer to these social media reactions and tweets like followings were posted: “The
Russian plane is down. Change your profile pictures to the Russian flag you
humanists!!”?", “Those who oversaw the Turkmen massacre the Russian plane is
shot down now go and raise your Russian flags [...]"*"%, “The Russian plane was shot
because there has been a violation of borders Traitors inside our country now would
change their profiles to the RUSSIAN flag!!!!”*"*) “The Russian plane is downed
let’s make your profile the Russian flag you Armenian ...”*"*. These flag focused
tweets seem to use a discourse that labels humanists as traitors, or “Armenian
descents” (a highly popular pejorative use of ethnicity among Turkish nationalists,
labelling anyone who is in treason to Turkish interests as having Armenian blood).
Also the Gezi movement and a similar campaign to changing profile pictures to
flags were mentioned together, “I wonder if Gezi supporters would meet at Taksim
and make a demonstration saying we’re all natashas because the Russian plane was
shot down™*"*. This rhetoric refers to two different ideas. First reference is to “we are
all Armenians” campaigns carried in Turkey after a Turkish-Armenian journalist,
Hrant Dink was shot dead by an alleged nationalist. The slogan was first used during
the funeral of Dink and then became a popular slogan among the leftists in general

as it is claimed to reflect solidarity with the minorities of Turkey. The second
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reference is to a name which is popular among Russians, Natasha (Which is a kind
of abbreviation of Natalia). In Turkey, Natasha is used as a pejorative name because
of the flow of people from ex-Soviet countries during the 1990s. Immigrating from
their homes because of poverty, and sometimes illegally smuggled into the country,
many Slav women have chosen or forced to work as prostitutes in Turkey and they
were called Natashas while referring to them. With that references it can be said that
tweets also used a racist and sexist discourse to identify critics of the downing of the

Russian plane.

This sexist rhetoric was also used solely as an argument to alienate the critics. One
of the most popular expression is “The borders are our honor (purity)”, associating it
to the honor of a person. “According to trace analysis the Russian jet has violated
the borders without question. The border means honour, Turk never lets his/her
honour to be harmed!”*'®, highlighting that the Russian plane had to be shot in order
to protect the Turkish honour. Atilla Tas, a Turkish singer who has been using
Twitter actively and very popular until his imprisonment, has criticized the situation
in a humoristic way and one of the users replied him as follows: “The state would
again be the one that wrong if this plane crosses the border and comes into your
mother’s bed. The borders mean honour. How can a person without honour
understand that !!”*"7. Or this tweet which says “People who criticise our country
about the Russian plane incident are the enemies of motherland and honour, my
friends. The border is our honour and nobody can cross it, period”*'® suggests that
anyone who criticises the incident in any way would be the enemies of motherland,

meaning: traitor.

216 “iz analizine gér Rus Ucagi sinir ihlalini net bir sekilde yapmis,Sinir Namustur,Tiirk namusuna

halel getirmez.!”, 24.11.2015, https://twitter.com/Assos39/status/669098141464059904 (Accessed:
09.05.2017)
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https://twitter.com/Ferhat034/status/669194431728259072 (Accessed: 09.05.2017)

218 “Duslrilen Rus ugagl meselesinde iilkemizi elestirenler vatan ve namus diismanidir arkadaslar
Hudut namustur ve kimse o siniri gecemez nokta.”, 25.11.2015,

https://twitter.com/mus0795/status/669466384703889408 (Accessed: 09.05.2017)

71


https://twitter.com/mus0795/status/669466384703889408
https://twitter.com/Ferhat034/status/669194431728259072
https://twitter.com/Assos39/status/669098141464059904

Leftists who were labelled pejoratively as “communists” are the one other group that
were portrayed as worried because of the incident. An example of it is, “The
communists who called Turkey coward two months ago as we didn’t shoot down a
Russian plane are now shitting themselves saying why did you do that :d”*". There
are also tweets like, “When the communists will react I wonder because as you
know their owners’ (Russian) plane destroyed.. #tiirkmendagi”**, “Isn’t there any
leftists yet to say that the Russian plane was in Turkey to buy bread?”**'. From these
tweets it is understood that there is still an understanding of old “leftists are the spies
of Moscow” rhetoric (similar to the McCarthysm in the USA), which was popular in
Turkey until the late 1980s, in the environment of the Cold War. Obviously, today
the Russian Federation is neither a communist country nor leftists are proven to be
spies of that non-communist country, but some users, even if they have not
experienced the Cold War era engaged with such stereotypes and used such

stereotypes to create spiral of silence.

The main opposition party in the Parliament, Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (CHP —
Republican People’s Party) was also targeted by associating the initial responses
from the party with treason-like acts. The party’s leader, Kemal Kilicdaroglu’s first
tweet about the incident reads, “I am wathcing the worrying incidents on the Syrian
border with a great attention and concern for the sake of our country.”*** Bullying
tweets attributed the reactions from parties like CHP, opposition groups like Gezi
movement to their sadness about the incident itself, as if they are sad because of

their “camp’s” plane was shot, not an “enemy” one. Thus, the legal and legitimate
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opposition tried to be substituted for an enemy and portrayed as traitors, or reinforce
the treason rhetoric which was also popular in pro-AKP news media. There are
tweets such as, “We are shooting at a Russian plane and CHP is crying. You were
saying that you are soldiers of Atatiirk, weren’t you son of bitches Moscows ...”*%,
“Guess that the Russian plane has crashed on the roof of CHP headquarters. [...]
Strange, very strange statements™**, Such tweets can be seen as a contributor to the

spiral of silence, since they try to marginalise the main opposition party’s reactions

and by doing that try to control the dissident reactions and minimise them.

It is also important to look at some tweets that have referred to different popular
figures in Turkey. In one tweet, Nasuh Mahruki, a well-known search & rescue
figure especially famous for his Search and Rescue Team (AKUT)’s efforts after the
earthquake disaster in 1999 in Marmara region, was bullied because he criticised the
downing of the jet posting a message saying, “Those who voted for AKP for a fake
stability, are you happy now with confronting world’s super power because of a war
that was not ours, instead of 0 problems?”*** The tweet got a response as follows:
“(@nasuhmahruki Treason is not for sale It is not the same as saving goats Those
who kept silent while Turkmens were shot at now make fuss about the russian
plane.”?¢ In some tweets, political figures such as opposition party leaders were
accused of treason or being silent about killings of Turkmens, or meaning that some
terrorist groups are supported by Russia. Selahattin Demirtas, now imprisoned for

prosecution on the accusations such as “founding or leading armed terrorist
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organisation” and “making propaganda of terrorist organisations”, then the leader of
HDP (People’s Democracy Party), which allegedly has relations with PKK (a
terrorist organisation that had killed thousands of civilians and soldiers in the name
of freedom of Kurds), was mentioned saying, “@hdpdemirtas you are looking like a
dumb aren’t you [...] how the russian plane is shot it has a great meaning”**’,
implying that HDP (and PKK) was also hit by shooting down the Russian plane.
However this account did not post a message on that date. There was however a
news report on the 24™ of November that quotes Selahattin Demirtas saying “You
cannot do anything when Russians violate the Turkish airspace” on the 7™ of
October™*®. Other opposition leaders such as Kemal Kiligdaroglu, the leader of CHP
and Devlet Bahgeli, leader of MHP (Nationalist Movement Party) were also accused
of not being patriotic, in tweets like this: “@kilicdarogluk and @dbdevletbahceli
There is not a single statement a single tweet from both of you about the downed
Russian plane. Is this your patriotism?”**, “Hey Kiligdaroglu, the Russian jet is
down but not a single word from you. You defended Russia just in order to criticise
Erdogan. Shame on you”*°. While there was no open criticism on Twitter from
Kemal Kiligdaroglu, these tweets imply that the main opposition has not supported
the Turkish claims as it should have done by a patriot, and they are not patriotic
enough that even opposition leader is supporting Russians. It creates a perception
that suggests the main opposition party in Turkish politics is cooperating with the

‘enemy’. The tweets regarding Devlet Bahgeli are demanding a statement from him
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and criticizing his silence: “@dbdevletbahceli The Russian plane? Where is your
opinion?”*' It can be seen that the user replies a tweet dated 21* of November, 2015
from Devlet Bahgeli in which he shows solidarity with Turkmens, saying, “Dear
Turkmen brothers, don’t worry, you are rightful, you have faith and you will
definitely win. I am always with you”*”. Another user mentions him and asks,
“@dbdevletbahceli where are you great leader...! I wonder if you are angry with
your? country”?. Again, as it can be seen, it is a reply to a tweet of Bahgeli which

criticises the government because of its inaction in helping Turkmens.

One of the tweets actually manipulated the facts in order to support the legitimacy of
the downing of the jet. The tweet reads, “The Russian plane wasn’t shot while it was
on a touristic trip. It deliberately entered our territories with full speed, was warned
10 times both in Russian and English and then shot down. Read it right!”** So, the
tweet suggests that in the light of correct information, Turkey was right to shoot the
plane down, while the tweet has a mixture of manipulated content deliberately, or it
is a proof of lack of information that the audience has. First, the exact speed of the
plane cannot be known as it was not mentioned by any official, including the letter
sent by Turkey to the UN Secretary General. But, according to time and distance
information on the letter, it can be calculated that the plane was flying with a speed
of approximately 390 kilometres per hour, which is around one in eight of its real
full speed. Again, according to the letter adressed to the UN and the news sources,
the plane was warned only in English and also it was not proven or clear that the

plane has deliberately entered into the Turkish airspace. This claim has been made
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also in the following day, however there is not such information that the warnings
were made in Russian. On the 26" of November, after the statement of Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, a user posted a message saying, “Why did you do the so called warnings
(that you fictionalised) in Russian instead of Assyrian if you did not know that it was
a Russian plane?”** As it is understood from the recordings shared by the Chief of
Staff, the warnings were made in English®, which is the ‘Lingua Franca’ of
international aviation. But highlighting them as if they were proven facts, the user
tried to manipulate the perception of the incident and set the minds of the readers in
a desired way. In another tweet it says, “There was a martyr caused by a russian
plane in 2012... you can now rest in peace the Chiefcommander got your
revenge...””’ Again this tweet has both some correct and wrong information. In June

28 However, the tweet was

2012, a Turkish jet was downed by the Syrian air defence
written as if the jet was shot by Russian planes and therefore associated the incident

on 24™ November, 2015 with this, arguing that this should feel as a revenge.

These tweets can be considered to be efforts to minimise the opposing thoughts and
arguments about the downing of the jet. As it is shown with this analysis, critics of
the downing of jet were tried to be portrayed as traitors; who were, as it was shown,
also supporters of the Gezi movements, Fethullah Giilen’s movement, PKK and
communists. There is a double process of creating a spiral of silence, while critics
were pictured as traitors, the picture of traitors were drawn as these different
movements and organisations are one united entity. While claiming that only PKK

supporters are criticising the incident, it was added that Gezi supporters are also
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criticising the downing of this jet and therefore they conclude that the Gezi
movement supporters are aligned with terrorists. As argued in Chapter 2, spiral of
silence starts when people with dissent ideas remain silent as they assess that there is
another dominant, or popular, and even fancy voice. Then the spiral is closed as any
opposite voice is labelled to be “radical”, “enemy”, “extreme” and exterior to the
real values of the community. With the efforts of users supporting government at the

time of the incident, opposition was totally marginalised and therefore their voice

was tried to be silenced.

Majority of the tweets seem to be affected by the officials’ statements and the news
articles about these statements, thus suggest that the agenda on social media was
largely set by either officials or has followed the traditional mass media. However as
shown in the examples, even with a controlled mass media, and even if the majority
get the information from the mass media, this information is somehow

misinterpreted and misunderstood.

There are examples that reflects the lack of knowledge and information of some
users, with oppositional views, on Twitter. One of them is referring to Ahmet
Davutoglu’s above-mentioned statement that had been served as “I ordered the
shooting”, saying: “The man who made ten warnings in 17 seconds and
simultaneously called the Prime minister and explained the situation, plus shot

»2% This is most

Russian plane should be brought to the You Got Talent show
probably caused by the fact that all the news sources used the same or similar
headline for it in their websites, which was “I ordered the shooting”, and this
headline did of course not offer any additional information about it. The tweet may
seem to be making an ironical statement, which implies that there is no way ordering
a shooting of a plane in seconds. However, it also shows that the person did not read
the actual story either. While it is easy to fact check, or click on the links to the news

sources to see the real meaning, otherwise were used either because of users’

239 “17 saniyede 10 uyari yapip Uste Basbakani arayip durumu izah etme vakti bulan, birde Rus ugagi
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understanding and beliefs, which cause partisan reading as mentioned in the Chapter

2, or because of a deliberate manipulative effort.

Again, after Erdogan’s above mentioned statement that briefly quoted as “It is the
pilots who made a mistake”, the tweets mostly assumed that Erdogan implicated
Turkish pilots, and the users with opposing views acted accordingly. One tweet even
progressed the idea, saying: “Erdogan when the Russian plane shot: ‘We acted
according to rules of engagement” Erdogan today: “Our pilots are responsible for
the wrongdoing. We warned them not to shoot””*** While there is no such statement
from the President, it can easily be understood as such when the headlines quoting
“It is the pilots who made the mistake”. Another tweet reacting to the statement says,
“’Downing of the plane is the pilot’s fault.” If you sin, they make you suffer for it.
The situation of the person today who once was cheering over shooting the Russian
plane.”*' It can be argued, based on this tweet, that the user tended to see it as an
apologetic statement, while the same statement can also be seen as an assurance that
the Turkish Air Force was right in shooting the Russian plane because the Russian

pilots have mistakenly violated the Turkish airspace, as argued before.

On the 28" of November, four days after the Russian plane incident, the President of
Diyarbakir Bar, Tahir El¢i was shot dead during a press announcement. After that a
wave of tweets were shared as follows: “One party government of AKP’s: 1* day:
Russian plane shot down 2™ day: Journalists have been arrested 3™ day: Bar
President was shot dead”*** This single tweet was retweeted 185 times, in addition to
95 other tweets that emphasize the same facts with nearly identical words, such as,

“The government was formed. Day 1: Russian plane was shot down. Day 2: Can
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sorumlusu pilotlarimiz. Vurmayin diye uyardik"”, 14.12.2015,
https://twitter.com/UKAIAcAdI_/status/676476614201487361 (Accessed: 09.05.2017)

241 “"Rus ugaginin disirilmesi pilotun hatasi." Yersen harami, maymun ederler adami. Rus ugagi
disirdik diye seving ¢ighig1 atanin buglnku hali”, 14.12.2015,
https://twitter.com/tuncayopcin/status/676631659140149249 (Accessed: 09.05.2017)

242 “Tek basina AKP iktidarinin; 1.GUNU: Rus Ugagi DUSURULDU 2.GUNU: Gazeteciler TUTUKLANDI
3.GUNU: Baro Baskani VURULDU”, 28.11.2015,
https://twitter.com/yahyayavuz0/status/670648175586320384 (Accessed: 09.05.2017)

78


https://twitter.com/yahyayavuz0/status/670648175586320384
https://twitter.com/tuncayopcin/status/676631659140149249
https://twitter.com/UkAlAcAdI_/status/676476614201487361

Diindar and Erdem Giil, who made the news article about MIT trucks, were arrested.
Day 3: The Bar President was killed.”** The tweets refer to the fact that the new
government was formed a few days ago and immediately brought problems to the
country. It shows that the audience engaged with the identical, therefore banal
content while saying nothing at the end, indicating the discussion about the ‘retweet

planet’ is accurate.

Retweeting is important as it can be understood as an affirmation of the content that
is retweeted, and the retweet count contributes to a message’s popularity and
readership. However, this can be abused to highlight a desired message by using
fake accounts, or trolls. This type of action, in the end, would be a manipulation of
the content and therefore would affect the reliability. After the 30™ of November,
these type of tweets increased dramatically. Furkan Foundation is a foundation
established in 1994 by Alparslan Kuytul, who is the leader of the Furkan movement,
a religious movement and community that acts similar to Fethullah Giilen’s
movement. Furkan Foundation turned against AKP after supporting it until 2014
allegedly after local authorities started rejecting their applications for venues to hold
their meetings**. Their supporters and disciples are apparently using the kind of
techniques that mentioned at the beginning of this paragraph, abusing the retweet
feature with fake accounts. They shared statements of the leader of the Foundation
massively every time he made a statement. One statement of Aplarslan Kuytul, the
leader of the Foundation, has been retweeted more than 400 times, which was one of
the most retweeted messages in this dataset which refers to the statement in the

245

website of the foundation™. The importance of this phenomenon is that the retweet
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counts can easily be misperceived as that the most retweeted reflects the dominant
opinion. Therefore, it can be argued that these retweet counts affect the climate of

the Twitter regarding the Russian plane incident.

Another one of the most retweeted messages is a message that claimed the downing
of the Russian plane is a trap. On the 8" of December, 2015, the first argument about
whether the downing of the jet was a trap for Turkey to weaken it on international

246 His article was shared more than

arena was made by a pro-government author
190 times at that day. While on 11" December OdaTV, which is a oppositional news
web site, claimed that there is an ongoing investigation about whether the warnings
did in fact reach to the Russian pilots*’, Cem Kiigiik claimed that the pilots that shot
the Russian plane down might be members of Fethullah Gulen’s terrorist

organisation®*.

These claims were surfaced again when the coup attempt on the 15" of July, 2016
happened. The tweets after the coup attempt mainly suggested that the pilots that
shot the Russian plane were responsible for the shooting and, consequently for the
crisis Turkey had and still has with Russia. While the critics of the shooting were
accused to be members of FETO, after the coup attempt the climate totally changed.
This is consistent with the officials’ statements, as Recep Tayyip Erdogan announced
that the pilots who shot the Russian plane were arrested after the coup attempt®.

However, it is impossible to determine the relationship between the incident and

these pilots’ relation to the terrorist organisation. The fact that these pilots’ ties with

246 “Rus Ugagl Tuzak miydi?”, Yeni Safak, 08.02.2016,
http://www.yenisafak.com/yazarlar/abdulkadirselvi/rus-ucagi-tuzak-
06.07.2017)

miydi-2023471 (Accessed:

247 “Rus Ugag! igin Kumpas Sorusturmasi mi Var”, OdaTV, 11.12.2015, http://odatv.com/rus-ucagi-
icin-kumpas-sorusturmasi-mi-var-1112151200.html (Accessed: 06.07.2017)

248 “Cem Kiigiik: Rus Ugagini Fetullahgilar Dislirmis Olabilir”, Yeni Akit, 27.12.2015,
http://www.yeniakit.com.tr/haber/cem-kucuk-rus-ucagini-fetullahcilar-dusurmus-olabilir-
116518.html (Accessed: 06.07.2017)

249 “Cumhurbaskani Erdogan: Rus Ugagini Dislren Pilotlarin Pensilvanya ile Baglantilari Olabilir!”,
T24,20.07.2016, http://t24.com.tr/haber/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-rus-ucagini-dusuren-pilotlarin-
pensilvanya-ile-baglantilari-olabilir,351051 (Accessed: 06.07.2017)
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a terrorist organisation does not discredit the legitimacy of Turkey’s action against a
foreign plane that violated the Turkish airspace as regularly stated and defended by
the political authorities at that time, the radar records that officials released and the
earlier statements of officials about the legitimacy of the shooting were clearly
ignored by the Twitter users. The deduction and the comparison of the coup attempt
and the Russian plane crisis were like the following: “It was announced that one of
the F-16 pilots that bombed the parliament is the pilot who shot down the Russian
plane. In this case the Russian plane had been shot in order to create chaos.”*°
Similar messages were shared heavily until 31* July 2016. The users again seem to
follow the dominant political discourse that leaders used and accepted it without

questioning the contradictions and statements of the President of Turkey and the

Prime Minister.

As it was discussed in this chapter, the Russian plane crisis caused a wave of
misinformation and bullying online, in order to silence the oppositional voices
which means a formation of spiral of silence as it also aimed to threaten the future
opposition. Supporters of the political authority tried to limit the flow of information
actually deliberately or unintentionally manipulating the facts, in favor of the
government. Since the main information source was proven to be the traditional
media organs, Twitter was also limited in the boundaries of gatekeeping processes of
traditional mass media. Therefore, as it is claimed to happen in traditional media, it
is clear to say that the agenda was set by the political authority about the plane crisis
at the time of crisis, and its after effects were also felt after the coup attempt on the
15" of July, 2016, when again the political authority decided to blame the FETO for
the downing of the jet.

250 “Kendi Milletini bombalayan F 16 pilotlarindan birinin, Rus ugagini disiiren pilot oldugu
aciklandi. Demek ki *Rus uc¢agi* kaos icin dusurilmus.”, 16.07.2016,

https://twitter.com/bulvar7258/status/754269747848572928 (Accessed: 09.05.2017)
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

Social media has been argued to have a positive effect on reaching true information
and enhance democracy by enabling communication among people around the
world. However, as discussed in this thesis, it can be used to manipulate the truth

and control the agenda, even to create a spiral of silence.

As it was argued in the Chapter 2, social media platforms in different countries are
limited and the content on the internet is manipulated and restricted by governments
through prosecutions, legal blockades and employing social media users in order to
steer the conversations. In Chinese example, the government employs social media
users in order to steer conversations on social media and interfere with any type of
criticisms. In the Middle East, activists can face prosecutions for sharing dissident
content. These prove that the social media is not as different as it was argued from
the traditional media in terms of being vulnerable to government propaganda and
agenda setting efforts. It was even shown that to some extent it is possible to engage
in gatekeeping on internet. With its dependence on monetary gain, advertisements,
the internet is proved to be a similar medium to traditional mass media. Internet,
depends on advertisers, big companies and governments in order to survive
economically as traditional media does. Social media, therefore, can act against their
users’ interests in order to sustain its own survival. On the other hand, users also can
affect the popularity of an information on social media and the real information can
never become known by most of the users. All factors together allow an authority to

make black propaganda easily.

Turkish audience engaged with internet well, according to statistics. However,
quality should be seen more important than the quantity. In the Turkish case, the
political authority has taken and sometimes takes some specific measures in order to
block dissent content by closing web sites, blocking their adresses, prosecuting

popular oppositional figures and employing its own troll groups. While it is possible
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to overcome some of the blockades by changing DNS adresses or using VPN
services, it is not feasible as it requires a reasonable knowledge of computer
systems. In this manipulated environment, the public without a basic knowledge and
with a lack of general interest about foreign policy, as it was discussed, cannot have
a reliable opinion by following social media only, and as it was on international
cases, must rely on traditional media to get true information. Also, studies show that
Turkish social media users usually refrain from sharing their own thoughts because
of the legal consequences and the reactions they get online when they share a
dissident thought. This phenomenon contributes to the political authority’s efforts in
controlling the agenda. As it was discussed, the government has used minor crises

and other foreign policy developments in domestic politics as a propaganda means.

Analysis of the tweets related to the Russian plane crisis in 2015, therefore, did not
bring a surprising result. When it comes to a major crisis like this, in Turkish
example, the public could not get required information through social media,
traditional media was needed to rely on an information. In addition to this, there
were instances that some users even lacks basic understandings of some concepts
related to international relations and decision making, therefore acted upon their
false assumptions, therefore created a mass of false information. Dissemination of
false information on social media is proven to be an effective phenomenon in a crisis
on this scale. It can be argued that some groups have used this in order to promote
their own agenda about the Russian plane crisis, in most cases, amplifying the

government’s rhetoric on the crisis.

Bullying was used to silence the dissent users and messages, threatening or implying
their so-called hidden agendas over criticizing the incident, which contributed in
creation of the spiral of silence. All these efforts are responsive to the political
authority’s general stance on opposition in real life, and users who serve to the
government’s interests seem to being encouraged from the fact that they would be
free from legal action after whatever they do on social media. This is, actually, one
of the consequences of a successful spiral of silence. The stance of these users

seemed to change after the coup attempt on the 15™ of July, 2016. When the Russian
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plane crisis began in November 2015, criticals of the shooting were being accused of
being members of FETO, however after the coup attempt, this rhetoric directly
changed to put the blame of the shooting to FETO. This shows that many users
follow the political authority’s stance on issues, and easily change a rhetoric
according to policy changes of the government. This proves the point that Turkish
public relies on their party choices about foreign policy issues, and also it proves
that the political authority has the ability to easily steer the discussions on social
media according to its own rhetoric. The social media is proven to be an amplifier of

the traditional mass media and political authority’s discourse.

Therefore, in a country like Turkey, in which the education statistics according to the
2015 study of OECD, are well below OECD average®', it is clear that the social
media can be used by the political authority to increase its pressure over the public,
control the agenda as well as on traditional mass media, and silence the dissent
voices with legal threats, internet blockades and using trolls. The claimed positive
effects of social media need a basic knowledge of fact checking online, a decent
political and social freedom, well educated citizens and a democratic society.
Otherwise, social media would be another mass media platform which is controlled

or manipulated by the powerful.

251 “PISA 2015”, http://www.compareyourcountry.org/pisa/country/TUR?Ig=en (Accessed:
15.09.2017)
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APPENDICES
A. TURKISH SUMMARY/ TURKCE OZET

SOSYAL MEDYANIN DIS POLITIKAYA ILISKiN TURK KAMUOYU
UZERINDEKI ETKISi: RUS UCAGI KRiZI (2015) UZERINE BiR CALISMA

Bu tez 24 Kasim 2015 giinii Suriye sinir1 yakinlarinda Tiirk Hava Kuvvetleri
tarafindan bir Rus jetinin diisiiriilmesi sonrasinda meydana gelen diplomatik kriz ve
bunun sosyal medyadaki yankilarini analiz etmektedir. Geleneksel medya igin
kullanilagelen kavramlar olan “Esik Bekg¢iligi” (Gatekeeping), “Suskunluk Sarmali”
(Spiral of Silence) ve “Glindem Koyma” (Agenda Setting) gibi kavramlarin aslinda
sosyal medyaya da uyarlanabilir oldugunu ve sosyal medyanin aslinda bir 6zgiirliik
alan1 gibi sunulurken, siyasi otoritenin kamuoyu olusturma ve muhalefeti baskilama
araclarindan birisi haline gelme potansiyelinin bulundugu gosterilmeye calisilmistir.
Bu amagla, ugak krizinden sonra yayinlanan Twitter mesajlar1 toplanmis ve
internetin alternatif bir haber kaynagi olarak islevselligi, Tiirk kullanicilar arasinda
konuya iliskin diyalog olusturmaya uygun bir platform olup olmadigi ve sosyal
medyanin hiikiimet propagandasindan ka¢immmak i¢in uygun bir platform oldugu

iddialar1 stnanmustir.

Sosyal medya platformlari, Fuchs’un tartistigi sekliyle bir reklam ekonomisi
iizerinde varolurlar. Bu nedenle de internet kullanicilarinin esasinda bu ekonomi
icerisinde farkinda olmadan sOmiiriilen bir grup oldugu sdylenebilir. Meraz ve
Papacharissi ise sosyal medyanin giderek bir “hikaye anlatim” mekani oldugundan
bahsederler. Bu argiimanin hareket noktasi, sosyal medyanin aslinda igerigini

kullanicilarin hazirladig: bir ortam olarak tasarlanmig olmasidir.

Hikaye anlatiminin dogrudan kullanicilarin kendilerine geg¢mis olmasi, sosyal
medyanin demokratiklesme ve 6zgiirliik anlaminda ilerlemeye yol agtig1 argiimanini
ortaya ¢ikarmigtir. Ne var ki, Selahattin Turan’1in da belirttigi gibi, radyodan bu yana

her teknolojik gelismenin demokratiklesmeyi ileri tasiyacagi one siiriilmiis ancak
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sonug¢ hep daha fazla baski olmustur. Internetin de bu siirecteki yeni bir evre daha
oldugunu kanitlamak amaciyla, yukarida anilan, geleneksel medyaya ait kimi

kavramlar, internet 6zelinde de tartisiimustir.

Tezin ikinci boliimiinde, ilk paragrafta bahsedilen kimi kavramlar tartisilmis, bu
kavramlarin sosyal medya ve internete uyarlanabilirligi gdsterilmistir. Bu amagla,
farkli farkli tlkelerde sosyal medya ve internete yonelik baski ve kontrol

uygulamalari ile giindem belirleme pratikleri anlatilmistir.

Kamuoyu, bir toplumdaki bireylerce yogun olarak savunulan ve bu nedenle de
baskin hale gelen goriisii ifade etmektedir. Page ve d., bunu demokrasinin ana
unsuru ve hiikiimetlerin ne yapacagini belirleyen ana etken olarak ifade ederler.
Ancak, kamuoyunun bir konuda baskin ya da degil, herhangi bir fikir sahibi
olabilmesi i¢in bilgiye ihtiyact vardir. Bu bilgi kaynag1 geleneksel medya olarak da

anilan radyo, televizyon ve gazete-dergilerdir.

Bu durumda, kamuoyu olusumunda medyanin Onemi biiyiiktiir. Halihazirda
geleneksel medya, bir olayin ya da bilginin nasil sunulacagina dair belirli bir yontem
izlemekte ve aslinda kamuoyunun olusumuna, haberin verilis sekliyle miidahil
olmaktadir. Bir haberde, eger takipei kitleye cografi-kiiltiirel olarak uzak bir konu ve
olaydan bahsediliyorsa, ilgili yayn organinin bu kitleye haberin gectigi yer ile ilgili
ya da haberin anlasilmasina yardimci olacak daha baska seylerle ilgili bir temel
saglamasi, bir c¢erceve sunmasi gerekir. Bu nedenle, 6rnegin, haberi hazirlayan
gazeteci, editor, dogrudan fiziksel olarak olay yerine miidahalede bulunabilir, bazi
gercekleri takipgi kitlenin daha kolay anlayacagi sekilde verebilir ve nihayetinde

ortaya alternatif bir resim ¢ikmis olur.

Bu durumda, ortaya ¢ikan haber ya da sunulan resim bizi énceden belirlenmis bir
noktaya dogru ¢ekme amaci tagimaktadir. Lippmann, insanlarin “siirekli olarak
tavsiyeye maruz kaldiklarimi” soyler. Yani, medya aslinda insanlara ne
diisiineceklerini de sdyleme becerisine sahiptir. Bunu ‘“hikayelere, sembollere ve
ilgili stereotiplere” odaklanarak yapar. McCombs, bu sayede medyanin yalnizca ne

disiiniilecegini degil, o diisiiniilen hakkinda nasil bir diisiince yolu izlenecegini de
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belirledigini iddia eder. Lewis de, medyanin basitge X yerine Y maddesinden

bahsederek insanlarin goriislerini etkiledigini soyler.

Hangi maddeden bahsedileceginin se¢iminin siyasi ve ekonomik sebepleri de dahil
olmak tizere gesitli sebepleri vardir. Ekonomik sebepleriyle ilgili olarak Herman ve
Chomsky, medya kuruluslarinin arkasindaki biiyiik holdingleri ve onlarin ¢ikarlarini,
medya sektorii ve bu holdingler arasindaki reklama dayali iliskiyi gosterir. Siyasi
olarak ise, yine ekonomik temelli olmak {iizere, ilgili medya organinin artik bazi
hiikiimet yanlisi-karsit1 firmalardan reklam alamamasi, ya da dogrudan siyasi erkin
yasal ya da yasadisi tehditleriyle kars1 karsiya kalmasi gibi nedenlerden
bahsedilebilir.

Hem yukarida bahsedilen, medya organinin kendi kendisini yasatabilmesi igin
gerekli kaynaklar1 elde etmek, hem de bir yandan bu ekonominin bir pargasi olan
izleyici-okur kitlesini kaybetmemek igin haber igeriklerinde bir c¢esit kontrol
mekanizmasi uygular. Buna “esik bekciligi” adi1 verilir. Esik bekgisi kavrami ilk
olarak Kurt Lewin tarafindan pazar alisverisinden mutfaga, oradan pisirilip masaya
servis edilene kadar agama asama bir yemegin yapim siirecinden hareketle
kullanilmistir. Her bir kritik noktada kisi ya da kisiler, hangi icerigin alinacagi, bu
icerigin ne sekilde degerlendirilecegi, buradan hangi yemegin ¢ikacagi ve en son
masaya nasil servis edilecegi gibi konularda karar verici noktasinda bulunurlar. Bu
fikir daha sonra David M. White tarafindan, sonrasinda da Johan Galtung ve Mari
Ruge tarafindan iletisim alanina uygulanmistir. Bu yaklasima gore, bir olayin
meydana gelisinden itibaren, basim-yayinina kadar gecen siirecte, belirli kisiler bu
olaym haber olarak verilip verilmemesi, verilecekse nasil verilecegi, ne sekilde
verilecegi konularinda karar vericidirler. Esik bekeiligi herhangi bir gelismis
demokraside, ilgili gazetenin bir haberi kendi okuyucu kitlesine uygun bulup
bulmamasi1 ya da olayin gergekten haber degeri tasiyip tasimadigiyla, gazetenin
kendi goriislerine uyup uymadigi ile sinirliyken, baz iilkelerde ise bunlara ek olarak
‘hiikkiimetin  dikkatini ¢ekmemek’, ‘ana akim medyayla ters diisen bir sey

yayinlayarak tehditlere agik hale gelmemek’ gibi hususlar da eklenmistir.
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Kisi ve kurumlarin baski gérmemek i¢in oto-sansiir uygulamaya baslamalar1 ve
bunun toplumda yaygin bir pratik haline gelmesiyle, tek sesli bir medya ve toplum
ortaya ¢ikar. Bu siirece Noella-Neumann tarafindan “suskunluk sarmali” adi
verilmigtir. Noella-Neumann’a gore, “Kisinin kendi goriislerini agiklikla ifade etme
istegi bu kisinin sosyal ¢evresindeki diger goriislere gore degiskenlik gosterir. Eger
kendi goriislerinin baskin oldugunu sezerse, goriislerini disa vurmasi daha kolaydir.”
Aksi halde kisi kendi goriisiinii kendisine saklayacaktir. Bu bir sarmal olarak yayilir
ve en sonunda toplumda yiiksek sesle disa vurulan tek bir hakim diislince kalir.
Noella-Neumann bu fikri Almanya’da irk¢i Nazi Partisi’nin iktidara gelisi ve
sonrasinda muhalefeti tamamen susturmasindan almistir. Hakim tek bir fikir
kaldiginda, artik muhalif goriisleri dile getirenler de toplumun geri kalani tarafindan

hainlikle, vatansever olmamakla, radikal ve kafir olmakla suclanacaktir.

Sosyal medya, geleneksel medyanin bu simirlayict unsurlarindan arinmis bir ortam
olarak tezahiir eder. Ne var ki, internet ve sosyal medya ortaminda bir haberi ya da
olayr manipiilasyon malzemesi haline getirmek daha kolaydir. Ayrica, internet
ortaminda esik bek¢iligi kavrami, degisiklige ugramakla birlikte yasamini
siirdiirmektedir ve muhalif sesleri susturmak i¢in onlar lizerinde baski kurma imkan1

artmistir.

Cin, Rusya, Misir gibi iilkeler, internet baglantilarini zaman zaman dogrudan
keserek, zaman zaman belirli site ve servislere erisimi engelleyerek, internet
tizerinde esik bekgiligine benzer bir pratik yiriitmektedirler. Sosyal medya
kullanicilar1 ve siyasi aktivistler gozaltina alinmakta, yargilanmakta ve
tutuklanmaktadir. Google’in, Cin’deki kullanicilara gosterdigi arama sonuglarini Cin
hiiklimetinin istegi dogrultusunda revize etmesi, bu konudaki ¢abalarin basarisini

gozler Oniine sermektedir.

Facebook ve Twitter gibi sosyal medya platformlari, igerikleri popiilaritesine gore
siralayarak icerik akigina miidahil olmaktadirlar. Bunun haricinde, Facebook’un,
paylasilan iceriklerdeki sahte haberleri ayiklamaya yonelik algoritmasi, hem sahte

haberlerin temizlenmesi agisindan olumlu, hem de o kadar meshur olmayan, kiigiik
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capl bir haber sitesinin haberinin kimseye gosterilemeden kaybolabilme ihtimalini

yaratmasindan dolay1 da olumsuzdur.

Sosyal medya, yayincilik, etkilesim ve iletisim konusunda bir platform sagladigi i¢in
Ozgiirliik¢lidiir denilebilir. Takip edilmeyi miimkiin kilan, bu nedenle de aslinda
kullanicilar lizerinde, takipgilere hos goriinme baskist kuran bir platformdur. Teoride
herkese fikirlerini yazabilecegi bir serbest kiirsli vermistir. Ancak ayni zamanda,
bliyiik sirketler ve devletlerin biiyiilk oranda kontroliinde kalan bir alan olarak,

glindemin yonetimi ve propaganda agisindan kullanigli bir platform haline gelmistir.

Sosyal medyada gergek ve yalan haberi birbirinden ayirt etmek zordur. Bu durumda
insanlar kolaylikla panige ve siddete sevk edilebilir. Kullanicilar her zaman bir
haberin gercekligini sorgulayabilecek egitim ve genel kiiltliir seviyesinde

olmayabilirler.

Bunun haricinde, troller eliyle, siyasi aktorler ya da sanat¢ilar gibi halk arasindaki
popiiler figiirlere kars1 y1ldirma politikalar1 izlenebilir ve kullanicilarin sosyal medya
tizerinde de kendilerini rahatlikla ifade etmeleri engellenmeye calisilabilir. Tezde bu

konuyla ilgili ¢esitli 6rnekler verilmistir.

Sosyal medyada asir1 vakit ge¢cirmenin sonucunda, ‘retweet gezegeni’ seklinde bir
fenomenin ortaya ¢iktigindan bahsedebiliriz. Sosyal medya {izerinde yiiriitiilen
kampanyalar, her seyi paylasma modas1 ve herkesin o veya bu sekilde goriiniir
olmasi neticesinde, insanlar kendi evlerinde bilgisayar bagindan ‘bu haberi 100 kere
paylagarak bu c¢ocugun tedavisine katki sunabilirsin’ gibi igeriklere maruz
kalmaktadir. Bunun neticesinde ortaya bir mesaj paylastiginda, bir igerigi
begendiginde yurttas sorumlulugunu yerine getirmenin mutluluguyla bagka bir
aktiviteye girismeyen bir kullanici profili ortaya ¢ikmaktadir. En nihayetinde toplum
bir bakima ger¢ekten degisime yol agabilecek kitlesel hareketlerden, evlere
hapsedilmektedir. Bunun halk nezdinde itirazsiz kalmasindaki en biiyiik etken,
diinya capindaki pek ¢ok direnis hareketinin giivenlik gii¢leri tarafindan biiyiik bir

siddetle bastirilmas1 ve gostericilerin baglarina gelen tiirlii olaydir.
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Ucgiincii boliimde, Tiirkiye’de internet kullanim1 ve Tiirk halkinin sosyal medya ve
dis politikaya dair algilar1 arastirilmis, hiikiimetin sosyal medya ve internet alanini
kontrol altinda tutmak i¢in kullandig1 yontemler ve halkin buna tepkisi

orneklendirilmistir. ‘Taraftar’ okuyucu (partisan reader) kavrami tartigilmistir.

Tiirkiye Istatistik Kurumu rakamlarina gére, Tiirkiye’de yaklasik 62 milyon internet
abonesi bulunmaktadir. Gulim Sener ve d. tarafindan 2014 yilinda ytiriitiilen
arastirmaya gore, katilimcilarin %96°s1 Facebook, yine biitiin katilimcilarin %32’si
ise Twitter kullandiklarim1 belirtmistir. Statista’nin verileri ise 2016 yilinda toplam

sosyal medya kullanici sayisin1 34 milyon olarak vermistir.

Cildan ve d., “sosyal medyanin daha nesnel bir platform oldugunu, zira sansiir
uygulamanin daha zor oldugunu” iddia etmislerdir. Ancak, sosyal medya ve
internette dolasan bilgilerin dogrulundan emin olamamas1 bir problem teskil eder.
Internette yayilan haberlerin dogrulugunu teyit etmek amaciyla 2016 yilinda
kurulmus teyit.org’un kendi verilerine gore, Agustos 2017 itibariyle analiz ettikleri
haberlerin yaklasik %77’si yalan haberdir. Bu bagli basina, internetteki yalan haber
dolasiminin bir problem oldugunu gosterir. Internetteki bir bilginin dolasim hizinmn
yiiksekligi ve bir anda pek kisi tarafindan goriiliip tekrar paylasilmasi sebebiyle,
Oornegin bir yalan haberden dolayr magdur olan bir kisinin gerekli yargi yollarina
basvurarak haberin ilk kaynaginin bu yanlisini diizeltmesi, haberi tekzip etmesi
saglanabilse de, ¢oktan dolasima girmis ve pek ¢ok kisi tarafindan paylasilmis olan

bir yalan haber, bu tekzipten ¢ok daha fazla ilgi cekmeye devam edebilir.

Gergekte, yalan haberi ya da belirli tipte bir haberi paylasmak da bir baska seye
isaret eder. Lee ve d., kisilerin kendilerine sosyal statii saglayacagina ve faydali
olduguna inandig1 haberleri paylastigindan bahseder. Bu durumda, kullanicilarin
yogun baski altinda oldugu iilkelerde kisiler dogrudan kendi mesajlarini
paylasmaktansa, kendi fikirlerine uygun diisen haberler yoluna gitmektedirler,
denilebilir. Bu sekilde belki de cesitli yasal sonuclardan bir bakima kaginilmig
olmaktadir. Ancak 6ziinde bu durum ‘taraftar okuyuculugu’ artirmaktadir. Bu da, bir
okurun yalnizca kendi hosuna giden, kendi siyasi goriisiine uygun iceriklere deger

vermesi ve bu nedenle farkli igerikleri gozden kagirmasma yol agmaktadir. Bu
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durumda da, sosyal medyanin gergekten farkli goriisler arasinda bir diyaloga yol

acamadig goriilecektir.

Bunun tizerine, tezde orneklendigi gibi, cesitli hesaplardan Tiirk sanatgilara yonelik
saldir1 mesajlari, hatta bu kisilerin yargilamalarla karst karsiya kalmalari, Tiirk
kullanicilarda bir oto-sansiir mekanizmasini tetikleyebilir. Bu da basl basina, sosyal
medyada da bir suskunluk sarmali pratiginin miimkiin oldugunu kanitlamaktadir.
Istatistiksel veriler de, insanlarin sosyal medya iizerinde aslinda siyasi igerik
paylasmaktan imtina ettiklerini gostermektedir. Koseoglu ve Al, sosyal medyanin
muhalif propagandayr miimkiin kildiginm1 iddia etseler de, ‘taraftar okurlugun’ bir
sonucu olarak, ilgili muhalif igerigin halihazirda o icerikten haberdar olan ve zaten
boyle bir propagandaya ihtiyact olmayan kitle igerisinde kaldig1 ve diger ¢evrelere

ulagamadig1 once siirtilebilir.

Kullanicilarin yalan haberi hizlica yayabilmelerine imkan saglayan bir durum da,
insanlarin bir kisminin biiylik haber merkezlerinden ¢ok, kendileri gibi birinden
gelen habere daha fazla itibar etmeleridir. Coleman ve d. Ingiltere’de yiiriittiigii
calismalarda bunu tespit etmistir. Tiirkiye i¢in de boyle bir gergeklikten
bahsedilebilir, zira bu durum da taraftar okuyuculuga katki sunmaktadir. Bu sekilde
sosyal medyadaki bilgi kirliligi artmakta ve aslinda yerine getirdigi iddia edilen
alternatif haber platformu olma islevini oOzellikle Tiirkiye’de yerine

getirememektedir.

Bu bilgi kirliliginin yan1 sira, sosyal medya resmi propagandaya karsi koymak
konusunda da iddia edildigi gibi basarili bir platform degildir. Halihazirda devlet
baskanlari, bagbakanlar, belediye baskanlar1 ve diger resmi kurumlar ve siyasi
figiirlerin resmi sosyal medya hesaplart bulunmaktadir. Bu hesaplar iizerinden
paylasilan mesajlar da giindemi belirleyici bir etkide bulunmaktadir. Hem, sahip
oldugu siyasi giic sebebiyle bu kisilerin paylastigi mesajlarin agirligi sade bir
vatandasin mesajindan ¢ok daha fazla olacaktir, hem de Melih Gokgek Orneginde
goriildiigi gibi, paylasim yoluyla dogrudan muhalifleri hedef alarak ya da tehdit

ederek, kendilerine yonelik paylasimlarda da otosansiirii tesvik etmektedirler. Buna
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daha Once de bahsedilen trol hesaplar1 eklendiginde, sosyal medyanin aslinda

marjinal gruplar acisindan tehlikeli bir ortam oldugu anlasilmaktadir.

Icerik paylasimiyla suskunluk sarmali yaratimi haricinde, siyasi otorite dogrudan
icerige erisimi engellemek suretiyle de internetteki en biiyiik esik bekeisi roliinii
tistlenmektedir. 5651 sayili Internet Ortaminda Yapilan Yayinlarin Diizenlenmesi ve
Bu Yaywnlar Yoluyla Islenen Suglarla Miicadele Edilmesi Hakkinda Kanun internette
yayinlanan igerik hakkinda pek c¢ok dilizenleme getirmistir. En Onemlisi,
Telekomiinikasyon Iletisim Baskanligi’na re’sen web sayfalarin1 engelleme yetkisi
veren hiikiimdiir. 2016 yilinda ilgili madde degistirilerek TIB kaldirilmis, re’sen
kapatma yetkisi Bilgi ve iletisim Teknolojileri Kurumu baskanma devredilmistir.

2015 yilina kadar erigsime engellenmis site sayis1 110,700’ djir.

Bu yasaklamalarin etrafindan dolagmak anlamina gelecek, DNS (Alanadi Hizmeti)
adreslerinin degistirilmesi ya da VPN (Sanal Ozel Ag) uygulamalari kullanmak gibi
cesitli teknolojik imkanlar bulunsa da, hem resmi kurumlarin bu yollar1 engellemek
konusunda etkin yollar izlemesi, hem de toplumdaki herkesin bilgisayara dair bilgisi
ve ilgisinin bu kadar fazla olmasinin beklenemeyecek olmasi nedeniyle bu cabalar
yeterli olmamaktadir. Demokratik kurumlart diizgiin isleyen ve toplumsal
kiltiiriinde demokrasi yerlesmis olan toplumlarda bdyle bir cabaya da gerek

kalmamasi gerektigi sdylenebilir.

Tirk kamuoyunun dis politikaya dair tutumuna iligkin, Ersin Kalaycioglu, Tiirk
halkinin genel olarak parti tercihleri dogrultusunda hareket ettigi tespitini yapar. Ek
olarak Tiirk halkimin dis politika ve uluslararasi iligkiler gibi konulara dair ilgisi ve
bilgisi de siirlidir. Bu da kamuoyunu esasta propagandaya agik hale getirmektedir.
[k béliimde tartisildigi gibi, kamuoyunun olusumunda bilgi 6nemlidir ve kendisinde
bulunan eksik bilgiyi telafi etmek icin halk geleneksel medya araglarina
yonelmektedir. Bu durumda, bazi arastirmacilarin iddia ettigi gibi sosyal medyanin
bu konuda geleneksel medyaya alternatif bir bilgi kaynagi sunup sunmadigi sorusu

Onem kazanir.
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Eldeki ornekler, hali hazirda AKP hiikiimetinin dig politika meselelerini, ¢esitli ufak
krizleri ya da goreceli basarilarii bir i¢ politika malzemesi olarak kullandigini
gostermektedir. AKP’nin “komsularla sifir sorun” politikas1 dogrultusunda 2011
oncesi donemde eski Osmanli cografyasi ile kurulan iyi ekonomik iligkiler boyle bir

basar1 olarak sunulmustur.

Yakalanan goreli ekonomik gelismeler 1s1¢inda, Suriye’deki i¢ savas neticesinde
Tirkiye’ye akin eden Suriyeli gé¢menler ilk yillarda halkta bir rahatsizlik
yaratmamissa da, Suriyeli go¢menlerin iilke ekonomisine bindirdigi iddia edilen
yiikler neticesinde Suriyeli miiltecilerin varlig1 bir rahatsizlik unsuru olmustur.
Alman Marshall Fonu'nun 2015 yilinda Tirkiye’de yaptigi calismada ankete
katilanlarin %84’linlin gd¢menlerden rahatsizlik duydugu tespit edilmistir. AKP
hiikiimeti de sayilar1 yaklasik 3 milyona yaklasak miiltecileri Avrupa Birligi ile

Schengen bolgesine vizesiz seyahat i¢in bir pazarlik unsuru gibi kullanmistir.

Eldeki bilgiler 1s18inda, Tiirk kamuoyunun sosyal medya iizerinde siirekli bilgi
kirliligi olan bir ortamda oldugu, bunun iizerine siyasi iktidara yakin kullanicilarin
diger kullanicilara yonelik sistematik saldirilar1 ve hiikiimetin yasal kovusturmalari
bir tehdit unsuru gibi kullanmasmin yaninda sitelere ve igeriklere yonelik
engellemeler altinda, sosyal medyadan alternatif ve dogru bir bilgi edinmesinin ¢ok
zor oldugu sodylenebilir. Halihazirda Tiirk halkinin uluslararasi iligkiler alanina dair
bilgisinin azligi, onlar1 bagka bir kaynaga mahkum etmekte ve sosyal medyanin

yetersizligi neticesinde elde yine geleneksel medya organlari kalmaktadir.

Dérdiincii boliimde, Tiirkiye ve Rusya arasinda 2015 yil1 Kasim’da ayindan itibaren
yasanan ugak krizine yonelik Twitter mesajlar1 toplanmis, toplanmis olan bu veri
setindeki mesajlar incelenerek sdylem analizi ¢ercevesinde degerlendirilmistir. Bu

sayede, tezin genelinde One siiriilen iddialar denenmis ve sonug¢landirilmistir.

Rus ucagi krizinin se¢ilme sebebi, Tiirkiye’nin yakin tarihindeki en biiytiik krizlerden
biri olmasidir. Gerek ekonomik, gerek siyasi olarak i¢ ve dis politikada biiyiik yanki
uyandirdi. 24 Kasim 2015 giinii, krizin ilk saatlerinde, Tiirk medyasinda ve

yetkililerin agiklamalarinda bir tutarlilik bulmak zordur. Olay aydinlandikca
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hiikiimetin de tutumu belirginlesmistir. Ozellikle Tiirkiye Cumhurbagskani R. Tayyip
Erdogan, donemin Basbakani Ahmet Davutoglu ve Rusya Federasyonu Baskan
Vladimir Putin’in agiklamalari, gerek geleneksel medyada, gerek sosyal medyada

giindemi belirleyen unsurlar olmustur.

Olayi sosyal medyadaki yankilarini analiz etmek ve savlari test etmek iizere, “Rus
ucag1” ifadesi Twitter lizerinde aranmig, 24 Kasim 2015 ile 31 Temmuz 2016
arasinda yazilmis olan toplam 31.500 adet tweet metin dosyas1 olarak kaydedilmis

ve mesajlari tamami okunmus ve analiz edilmistir.

Toplanan mesajlarda, biiyilkk cogunlugun geleneksel medya organlar1 arasinda
sayilabilecek haber sitelerine verilen baglantilardan olustugu goriildii. Bunlar
haricinde kalan mesajlarda ise c¢esitli siyasi gruplara ve popiiler kisilere yonelik
saldirt nitelikli pek c¢ok mesajin bulundugu tespit edildi. Bu tarz mesajlarin
iceriginde yogun olarak seksist bir sOylem kullanildigr goriildii. En Onemlisi,
mesajlarin ¢ogunda pek ¢ok farkli muhalif grup, AKP’ye karsi tek bir unsurmus gibi
sunulmustu. Bunun haricinde, ¢esitli geleneksel yayin organlarinin ge¢miste
yaptiklar1 haberlere atif yapilarak, yalan haber yaptiklari, ‘yine’ devletin ¢ikarlarina
kars1 hareket ettikleri iddia edildi. Muhalif goriiste olanlarin vatana ihanet igerisinde

oldugu siklikla bagvurulan bir bagka sdylemdi.

Rus ugaginin diistiriilmesini savunan mesajlar hiikiimetin ilk haftalarda olayin siyasi
sorumlulugunu acik¢a sahiplenmesinden hareketle Rus ucaginin diisiiriilmesini
elestirenlere FETO (Fethullahg1 Terdr Orgiitii) iiyesi olduklari iddiastyla saldirirken,
hem izleyen kis aylarinda bazi hiikiimet yanlis1 yazarlarin iddialari, hem de 6zellikle
15 Temmuz darbe girisimi sonrasinda degisen iklimle birlikte Rus ugaginin

diisiiriilmesini de FETO ile iliskilendirme ¢abasinda olmuslardr.

“Hepimiz Ermeniyiz” gibi Tiirkiye’de sol siyaset i¢inde yaygin olan bir sdylem ve
ozellikle Avrupa’daki teror saldirilar1 sonrasinda yayginlasan, sosyal medya profili
fotograflarinin terér kurbani {ilke bayragiyla degistirilmesi gibi dayanigma

hareketlerine de atifla, AKP politikalarin1 elestirenlerin bu sefer de “Hepimiz
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Natasay1z” diyerek sokaklara ¢ikacaklari, profil resimlerini Rus bayragi yapacaklari

gibi mesajlar paylasiimistir.

Milliyet¢i/mukaddesatct bir sOylem tutturularak, Rus ucagi Suriye’nin Bayirbucak
bolgesindeki Tiirkmenler’e yardim etmek i¢in diistiriilmiis gibi mesajlar paylasiimis
ve bu mesjalar lizerinden, yine olay1 elestirenler vatansever/milliyet¢i olmamakla

suclanmustir.

Bazi mesajlar, tamamen yanlis bilgiye dayali olarak yanlis sonuglara varmaktadirlar.
Bir mesajda Rus ucaginin Rus uc¢agi oldugu bilinmiyorduysa neden Rusc¢a uyarildigi
sorulmaktadir. Lakin hi¢ bir resmi belgede bdyle bir bilgi bulunmadig1 gibi, Tiirk
Genelkurmay’1 tarafindan paylasilan telsiz kayitlarmnda da uyarilarin Ingilizce

yapildig1 goriilmektedir.

2014 yili sonrasinda AKP’ye karsi tavir alan Furkan Vakfi’nin, pek cok farklh
hesapla, Twitter iizerindeki paylasim sayilarimi sisirdigi goriilmiistiir. Bu mesajlar
farkli kullanicilar tarafindan 400 kereye varacak kadar fazla sekilde paylasilmistir.
Bu da esasta, sosyal medyada dolasima sokulan bilginin, sitelerin altyapisindaki ya
da isleyis yapisindaki aciklar kullanilarak kolayca manipiile edilebilecegini

gostermektedir.

Analiz edilen Twitter mesajlarindan ve onceki boliimlerde yiiriitiilen tartismalardan
hareketle, sosyal medyanin, geleneksel medyada karsi karsiya kalinan esik bekgiligi
kavramin1 bir miktar degismeyle de olsa miras aldig1, sosyal medyanin da gesitli

sekillerde alternatif bilgiye erismede etkin bir ara¢ olmadig1 tespit edilmistir.

Siyasi otoritenin suskunluk sarmali olusturma ¢abalarinda sosyal medyay: da etkin
bir sekilde kullanabilecegi goriilmiistii. Bu konuda trol hesaplart ve resmi
hesaplardan paylasilan igerigin belirleyici oldugu iddia edilebilir. Ayrica siyasi
iktidar, site kapatma ve igerige erisimin engellenmesi yoluyla hem esik bekgisi

konumunda olmakta, hem de igerik sahiplerini bir bakima cezalandirmaktadir.

Tirk kamuoyu, yanlis haber ve bilgilerle dolu bir sosyal medya ortaminda, alternatif

ve geleneksel medyada bulamayacagi igerige ulasmakta sikinti yasamaktadir.
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%77’ye varan bir oranda yanlis bilginin dolastig1 bir ortamda, etkin bir demokratik
etkilesimden s6z etmek zordur. Ek olarak vatandaslarin maruz kaldig1 yargi tehdidi

ile birlikte halkta otosansiiriin yaygin oldugu sdylenebilir.

Kendisini ifade eden toplulugun, uluslararasi iliskiler ya da dis politikaya dair
bilgileri bir yana, kendilerini ifade etmek i¢in yeterli bir donanima sahip olmadiklar1
sOylenebilir. Mesajlarinda goriilen yogun yazim yanlislart ve anlatim bozukluklar
bunun bir kanmitidir. Sonug itibariyle, siyasi iktidarin gercek hayatta saglamakta
basarisiz kaldigi bir demokrasi ve Ozgiirliik ortaminin, sadece sosyal medya
tizerinden telafi edilebilmesi imkansizdir. Sosyal medyanin alternatif bilgi ve haber
kaynagi olarak etkin bir alternatif olmasi, o iilkenin genel refah ve egitim seviyesiyle
de dogru orantilidir. Aksi halde, sosyal medya da, geleneksel medya araclarinin

yaninda, siyasi iktidarin baskis1 ve kontrolii altinda kalacaktir.
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