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Abstract

One of the tools that has been able to greatly influence the political and cultural
developments of different societies in recent years is social media. By providing a
space for extensive communication, exchange of information, and expression of
different thoughts and opinions, these media have played an important role in shaping
the political behaviors of citizens. This research was conducted to investigate this issue
using the latest wave of data from the Global Values Survey on Turkey. In this regard,
the secondary data statistical analysis method and SPSS software were used to answer
the research questions, and they were analyzed using statistical methods. The
descriptive results of the research show that the level of social media use among
Turkish citizens is high, their tendency towards secular and emancipatory values is
low, and their tendency towards democracy is high. The inferential results also
indicate that, firstly, social media in Turkey has had a negative and significant effect
on democracy and has reduced people's tendency towards democracy. Secondly, the
results indicate that although social media increases and strengthens citizens' tendency
towards democracy through the mediating variable of emancipatory values, the same
media negatively affects democracy and reduces citizens' tendency towards
democracy through the mediating variable of secular values.
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Extended Abstract

Social media has become one of the most important factors influencing political and
cultural developments in societies in the last two decades, and its role in strengthening
or weakening democracy has become a controversial issue in the literature of political
science and communication. The present study aims to provide a model for measuring
the impact of social media on democratic political culture in Turkey and attempts to
examine this impact not only directly, but also through two mediating variables:
“liberation values” and “secular values”. The choice of Turkey as a case study is
important because this country has experienced significant fluctuations in the
democratization process over the last two decades; in such a way that after democratic
growth in the 2000s, it has faced a downward trend in democracy indicators since the
2010s. This situation provides a suitable context for analyzing the dual function of
social media.

The theoretical framework of the research is developed using actor-network theory,
mediatization of politics theory, network governance theory, and Castells’s network
society perspective. Based on these approaches, social media are not simply neutral
tools for transmitting messages, but rather play an active role as a network of human
and non-human actors (users, algorithms, platforms, and political institutions) in
shaping public opinion and political culture. Also, relying on Inglehart and Welzel’s
value transformation theory, it is assumed that emancipatory values (including
individual autonomy, gender equality, the right to choose, and acceptance of citizens’
voices) and secular-rational values can mediate the path of social media’s impact on
democracy.

The research method is quantitative and based on the analysis of secondary data from
the seventh wave of the Global Values Survey (2020) in Turkey. The sample size was
2415 Turkish citizens, and the data were analyzed using SPSS software and the
bootstrap path analysis method (Preacher and Hayes). The independent variable was
the amount of social media use for news; the mediating variables were emancipatory
values and secular values; and the dependent variable was democratic political culture
(based on support for free elections, civil liberties, equal rights, and opposition to
authoritarianism).

Descriptive findings show that the amount of social media use among Turkish citizens
is above average. In contrast, the average of emancipatory values and secular values
was assessed to be below average, indicating the continued weight of traditional
values in Turkish society. However, the average tendency towards democratic political
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culture was relatively high, indicating the existence of democratic attitudes at the
societal level.

The analytical results show that social media has a direct and significant negative
effect on democracy; That is, the increase in the use of these media has been
accompanied by a decrease in the tendency towards democratic political culture. This
finding is consistent with views that emphasize the role of social media in spreading
polarization, spreading misinformation, and weakening public trust. However, the
mediation analysis shows that the effect of social media on democracy is not uniform
and simple. Specifically, social media has a positive and significant effect on the
tendency towards democracy by reinforcing emancipatory values, but it has a negative
and significant effect on democracy by reinforcing secular values. Therefore, the
function of social media in Turkey is dual and depends on the value paths that are
activated.

The coefficient of determination of the model shows that the included variables
explain about 4.7% of the variance in democracy; therefore, a major part of the
changes in democracy are related to other structural, institutional, and economic
factors. However, the significance of the direct and indirect paths indicates that social
media, as one of the new cultural-communication variables, plays a role in shaping
democratic attitudes.

Overall, the research findings show that the impact of social media on democracy in
Turkey is neither entirely positive nor entirely negative, but rather conditional and
multifaceted. These media can help deepen democratic culture by strengthening
emancipatory values, but at the same time, they can weaken it through some value
developments and political-institutional contexts. Therefore, the impact of social
media on democracy depends on the social context, the level of institutionalization of
democracy, and the type of interaction between technology, values, and power
structure. This result emphasizes the need for more case studies and avoiding
generalizations about the relationship between social media and democracy.
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