
Abstract

Although the presidential election in the United States of America (USA) in November 2020 took
place under the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has become one of the important points in terms
of digitalization and the agenda. Donald Trump, who lost the election to Joe Biden, challenged the re-
sults, and even refused to concede for some time. Joe Biden, who based his election campaign on
democracy and diversity, took the oath of office as the 46th President of the United States on January
20, 2021. His inauguration ceremony was marked by a call for “unity”. The ceremony became the
agenda of social media as well as traditional media, and users simultaneously shared posts reflecting
their views and attitudes on social media platforms. Most of these posts (on Twitter) were made using
the hashtags #DonaldTrump and #inaugurationday. The discussion and political polarization that start-
ed during the election process continued after the election through social networks. In the study, the
role of Twitter in digital democracy as well as its potential to serve as a public space were examined
through the network and its features, interactions, and factions that were formed within the framework
of the related hashtags on the inauguration day (January 20, 2021). Methodologically, social network
analysis was utilized. The results indicate that the political agenda-setters on Twitter are dominating
and resonate with users in terms of interaction. 

Keywords: Democracy, Post-Truth, Political Polarization

Introduction

Democracy revolves around having the right to vote and exercising it on ballots. The ide-
al electoral system in a representative democracy is one that “enables all eligible citizens to
vote with equal weight and allows joint electorate groups with the exception of underage in-
dividuals to elect one or more of their candidates to the administrative body” (Amat et al.,
2017; Zimmerman, 1994). Elections, which play a role in the healthy functioning of democ-
racy, undoubtedly have supra-political importance and influence. Although democratic process-
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es change over time, what is important is that the individual is able to make a choice based
on free will and choose the tools they will use in this process. Every element that increases
and diversifies participation is important in terms of democracy. In this respect, great impor-
tance is attributed to increasing the participation of citizens in democratic processes through
media and technological tools, and the phenomenon of digital democracy, which indirectly
mediates this. In the light of these debates and digital phenomena, which impact democracy
in a digital sense, the 59th presidential election in the United States of America (USA) was
held on Tuesday, November 3, 2020, with the 45th President of the United States, Donald
Trump, running for reelection as the candidate of the Republican Party against the Democ-
rat Party candidate Joe Biden. Circumstances such as the COVID-19 pandemic debates on
violence against African-Americans and the changing voter profile was undoubtedly reflect-
ed in the election results. So much so that unexpectedly for himself, Trump lost the race and
Joe Biden, who also served as the vice president between 2009 and 2017, became the 46th elect-
ed President of the United States. While it can be thought that what caused Trump the elec-
tion is his unique style of politics and the failure to effectively manage the coronavirus process
in the country (Peters, 2020), it can be said that what brought Biden the presidency is his ef-
forts with Kamala Harris, the first female, African-American and Asian-American vice pres-
ident, towards democracy, equality and diversity (Nagle & Verhovek, 2020; Choi, 2020; Ray,
2020). This process, which was followed closely all around the world, became the agenda of
social media as well as traditional media. Even the trending gifs on Instagram, a popular so-
cial media platform, were designed with the theme of the inauguration ceremony.

Before and after the inauguration ceremony, users simultaneously shared posts reflecting
their views and attitudes on social networks (particularly Twitter), which are tools of public-
ity. Most of these posts were observed to contain the hashtags #DonaldTrump and #inaugu-
rationday.1 These debates, within the framework of which democratic processes are
reconstructed in digital spheres, revealed the differences in actors, their features, interactions,
and polarization. As an argument for reaching the masses, hashtags can point to the existing
divide on political issues on social networks. Therefore, examining the network and its fea-
tures within the context of the #DonaldTrump and #inaugurationday hashtags is crucial in many
aspects such as publicity, digital democracy, and polarization. Observing and following users’
online discussions on social networks can provide insight into their individual or collective
behaviors and attitudes regarding public issues (Srikanth et al., 2021).

Democracy and Elections

According to O’Donnell (1999), the definition of a democratic regime is realistic and lim-
ited, but not minimalistic. Democracy is not the official presence of a multi-party system, but
the verification of the free and fair election of the governing body in accordance with the will
of the general public (Amundsen, 2007). In order for democracy to survive for a long time, it
is necessary to develop a democratic culture and for the support towards democracy to have
the ability to respond to change with various events and phenomena (Robbins & Tessler, 2007).

Historically, elections have been both authoritarian means of control and tools of demo-
cratic governance (Schedler, 2012, p. 36). There are many controversial aspects to democra-
cy. These are generally concentrated around electoral systems, representation, and voting.
However, it is observed that one of the most controversial situations is that politicians accused
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or convicted of corruption in court are reelected by voters. So much so that corruption ap-
pears to have no impact on the development of politicians’ careers in certain cases. Democ-
racies are organized with rules and institutional mechanisms that prevent corruption from
reaching severe levels. Despite all these mechanisms, it is argued that corruption is still pres-
ent in democracies, leading to destructive outcomes in terms of their legitimacy (De Souza
& Moriconi, 2013, p. 471; Anderson, 2012). It would also be reasonable to add that the gov-
ernment systems adopted by countries run by democracy are determinative of the budget
processes in these countries (Yegen, 2020, p. 153).

Elections are of great importance for the nature of modern democratic governance, and
cause governments to be “responsive and accountable towards their citizens” (Bormann &
Golder, 2013, pp. 360-361). Elections are tools of democracy, they belong to citizens and
play a mediating role in linking the choices of citizens with the behavior of policy-makers.
The principles of democratic elections are based on the fact that citizens have the right to
participate in implementational procedures within their country (Aarts & Thomassen, 2005;
Merloe, 2008). Electoral processes, which are carried out under circumstances that meet glob-
al and regional standards in order to ensure reliability, add meaning to the fundamental val-
ues of democracy, involving political equality and the accountability of administrators (Sisk,
2017, p. 2). On the other hand, according to Mvukiyehe & Samii (2015), one way of charac-
terizing the “quality” of elections is in the form of the degree of clarity to which voters ex-
press their policy preferences. In “fragile states”, which are defined by a lack of political
authority, there are several factors interfering with the quality of elections, including challenges
with citizens’ access to information, coordination opportunities, and political factions’ vul-
nerability to threats from those who influence them. 

According to Blais (1999), two key reasons stand out for assuming that functioning with
elected representatives is preferable to a dictator: the fact that it is more likely for the poli-
cies specified by elected representatives to reflect the views of the majority and for conflicts
to be handled peacefully in democracies. Blais (1999) argues that policy-makers are not guar-
anteed to always follow the public sentiment in the legislative process. So much so that mem-
bers of parliament and governments are free to do whatever they want after being elected.
However, voters cannot re-elect their representatives if they are displeased. Voters have “A
posteriori” authority over their representatives, which provides an incentive for them to be
responsive to their constituents’ concerns. Reilly (2002, p. 156) argues that elections are al-
so important in terms of the idea that electoral systems can help promote both democracy
and successful dispute resolution. According to him, “election engineering” has become in-
creasingly appealing to those attempting to establish democracy in a divided society during
the previous two decades (Egorov & Sonin, 2018, p. 1). Menocal (2008, p. 2), who argues
that electoral systems, or the form of voting in general elections, alter the dimensions and dy-
namics of governance, also states that electoral systems can assist politicians in shaping their
calculations regarding policy selection. As pointed out by Drumond (2015), international and
local actors engage in a variety of actions involving election monitoring and observation,
technical and logistical assistance, and the organization and supervision of elections to en-
sure that elections are free and fair. 
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Digital Democracy

While public opinion is an integral element of democratic theory, it is also a critical phe-
nomenon for political representation (Druckman, 2012). Today, many forms of the digital
revolution are occurring in a wide variety of fields, and even processes such as education and
training are being transformed within the framework of digitalization (Simon et al., 2017, p.
8). Digitalization has also altered the concept of democracy, resulting in the emergence of the
term “digital democracy” in discourse and literature. Hacker & van Dijk (2000) define digi-
tal democracy as “the use of information and communication technologies as well as com-
puter-mediated communication in all forms of media in order to improve political democracy
or the participation of citizens in democracy”. On the other hand, in addition to this defini-
tion, it is observed that comparable terms such as “virtual democracy”, “teledemocracy”,
“electronic democracy” and “cyber democracy” are also used (Hacker & van Dijk, 2000). 

Digital democracy is structured in a way that alters the way in which citizens participate
in democracy and the way they perceive it, together with the political sphere. According to van
Dijk (2000), the effects of digital democracy were drawn with the perspective of “revolution
in the sense of a technological rectification to the trust issue experienced by citizens towards
the government in politics and public administration”. The use of technology in this context
was also viewed as a means of subverting institutional politics and forms of policy-making.
Whatever form digital media take in the online and offline processes of political communica-
tion, digital democracy is defined as the “pursuit” and “implementation” of democracy.

As stated by Vedel (2006), although the idea of improving democratic processes with the
use of information technologies did not emerge with the Internet, it has been developing since
the end of World War II and the emergence of computers. In this context, three phases can be
mentioned with regards to the relationship between democracy, the public and information-
communication technologies (Vedel, 2006). The first phase is the post-cold war era, the sec-
ond phase is the period between 1970 and 1980, and the third phase is the period between
1990 and 2000. In all three phases, the use of technical and technological elements, and their
relationship with the state have been decisive. The following claims affirming digital democ-
racy, put forward in the last quarter, are remarkable and significant (Tsagarousianou, 1999;
van Dijk, 2000):

1. Digital democracy improves the access and exchange of political information between public ad-
ministrations, representatives, political and social organizations, and citizens.
2. Digital democracy supports public discussion, debate, and the formation of communities.
3. Digital democracy increases citizens’ participation in political decision-making processes.

Today, social networks have significant ergonomics in terms of digital democracy due to their
structurality. Social network platforms, which reinforce public debates and promote diversity
and visibility, have made it possible to shorten the distance between politics and citizens. 

Political Polarization and the Role of Social Networks 
in Political Polarization

Due to the fact that political institutions and policy-making processes are based on sharp
divisions between parties, it is known that political polarization did not emerge as a new con-
cept (Walker, 2006). Apart from the behavior and perception of voters, ideological polariza-
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tion should also be added to this phenomenon (Körösényi, 2013, p. 11). Additionally, the phe-
nomenon of change is observed here, as well. Changes in political beliefs become clearer
based on race and ethnicity, and it is observed that individuals percieve the world to be more
polarized than it actually is. “Political polarization”, which is among the popular concepts of
today, causes serious problems for democracy and the rate of polarization is rapidly increas-
ing (Autor et al., 2016, p. 7; Lupu, 2015, p. 332; Baldassarri & Bearman, 2007).

With digitalization, traditional forms of political polarization carried on through digital
channels. It is possible to articulate social networks as a different context and domain from
the traditional one (Lazer et al., 2009) to studies suggesting that friendship is the dominant
channel for influencing political attitudes and behaviors among the various types of social
bonds (friendship, respect, time spent together, political talk). This is because political polar-
ization, which was once only seen on the street, in individual conversations or in public ar-
eas, is now increasingly widespread in social networks. The introduction of online
environments’ speed, engagement, and massiveness allowed political divisions to interact
with one another. Many facts and falsehoods that feed political divisiveness, on the other
hand, can spread quickly through social media. One of the findings of a Facebook network
poll in which participants were asked about their own political attitudes as well as their
thoughts about their friends’ attitudes was that friends rarely talk about politics, and when they
do, they don’t learn much from each other’s perspectives (Goel et al., 2010). The rapid de-
velopment of digital media environments, according to Kirdemir (2020), contributes to the
exposure of political polarization, disinformation, and social manipulation efforts in digital
environments. A study published in the United States found that social media contributes to
political division. According to the Stern Center for Business and Human Rights at New York
University, social media corporations generate a social divide since they are unable to regu-
late themselves sufficiently. The report emphasizes that social media is spreading the emo-
tional polarization that has affected American politics, and that the congress raid on January
6 is the most vivid example of right-wing extremism as a result of Donald Trump’s presiden-
cy and its continuing influence on conservatives in the country (TRT Haber, September 13,
2021). Some theories claim that situations that can be the source of crisis and conflict through
political players or politics pique people’s interest in politics. The sentiments of American so-
ciety during the recent elections, for example, are considered current examples. So much so
that, even though voting turnout dropped to 40%, fans and opponents of black leader Barack
Obama’s presidential campaign rallied, and voter turnout surpassed 80%. A similar situation
was noticed in Donald Trump’s candidacy, and the political polarization seen in the person-
alities of the leaders has increased election participation and interest in politics in recent years
in the United States. (Çaha, 2020, p. 256).

Social media sites contribute to political polarization by creating “echo chambers”. There-
fore, it is believed that social media plays an effective role in isolating individuals from op-
posing views on current events (Bail et al., 2018). That is because websites record shares, likes,
comments and other similar actions and show the user content that is in line with their views.
This way, users’ views echo back to them (Grömping, 2014). In addition to arguments claim-
ing that the Internet, and spaces such as Twitter and Facebook in particular, function as spaces
for public debate (political, cultural, economic, etc.) (Güz et al., 2019), there are also those
arguing that the related spaces are do not fully meet the definition of the concept of public
space. In order to understand whether Twitter functions as an echo chamber for users based
on the ongoing debates on whether the Internet is a public space or an echo chamber, Takikawa
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& Nagayoshi (2017), emphasizes that it is necessary to investigate the structure of the plat-
form and the content of its political sphere, as well. The findings of the study carried out by
the researchers showed that whether Twitter serves as an echo chamber depends on the top-
ic (Takikawa & Nagayoshi, 2017). Due to the algorithms in social networks, the individual,
who is the user of the network, lives in an echo chamber (Kocabey ªener, 2018), and rein-
forcing their existing ideology while also adopting it as more accurate and universal gener-
ates an illusion. The metaphorical terms “echo chamber” and “filter bubble” refer to the
consumption and limitations of social media use in the context of information. On the inter-
net, the filter bubble is about feeding on similar ideas and viewpoints and not being able to
reach out to those who have opposing views. In customised filter bubbles, the user is almost
imprisoned, preventing them from encountering conflicting perspectives. The term “echo
chamber” refers to how the internet records a user’s online activities (likes, comments, shop-
ping habits, and so on) and displays content within the context of their own thoughts and be-
haviors. The sound that users hear in these surroundings is essentially an echo of their own
voice, not the voices of the individuals they communicate with. Echo chambers are also said
to assist users to enhance their beliefs by communicating with like-minded people. The fil-
ter bubble, which has resurfaced in the aftermath of Donald Trump’s election as President of
the United States, came to the fore when the sources from which liberal, left democratic vot-
ers and conservative, right republican voters obtained information about the agenda were
completely different. In fact, the fact that both sides now believe in diametrically opposed re-
alities, rather than differing perceptions of reality, is seen as an issue, with platforms that pro-
vide individualized results to their users being blamed as the source of the problem. Facebook
and Google were the most often referenced channels in the filter bubble conversations (Bruns,
2021; Kitchens, 2020; ªener, 2017). 

The echo chamber effect is a criticism of optimistic ideas claiming that opposing views
are circulated on the Internet and the new media serves as a surrogate for the public sphere.
The “Filter Bubble”, which is regarded as being mostly used to influence political decisions,
has been criticized for trapping users knowingly or unconsciously in micro-domains where
facts are delivered in an erroneous and biased manner. The filter bubble, a criticism of per-
sonalized content on the grounds that it results in a narrow worldview, also serves as an ob-
stacle to the diversity of social discourse (Narin, 2018, pp. 240-242). 

Furthermore, it is argued that social media contributes to polarization and the dissemina-
tion of “disinformation”, which is detrimental to the quality of democracy. On the other hand,
social media should not be regarded as the sole cause of political polarization, and other fac-
tors should also be taken into consideration (Tucker et al., 2018, pp. 2-3). Due to its polariz-
ing nature, disinformation is highly problematic on social networks, particularly with fake
news. The spread of polarized masses and information flow in social networks is occasion-
ally accompanied by fake news. According to some perspectives, the real concern is extreme
polarization, not fake news or “the features of social media platforms that enable the rapid
dissemination of misinformation;” the primary concern is not that partisan hostility encour-
ages the dissemination of fake news, but that partisan hostility drives all news dissemination
(Osmundsen et al., 2021). On the other hand, some perspectives propose that “situations gen-
erated by misinformation and political polarization can be overcome by ‘checking journal-
ism’” (Hameleers & van der Meer, 2020). 

The networked public sphere, which emerged with the dissemination of digital communi-
cation technologies, characterized an alternative arena for public discourse and political de-
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bates. The networked public sphere is also important in terms of interaction and diversity as
an arena that is less dominated by large media institutions, less subject to government regula-
tion and more open to wider participation (Benkler et al., 2013, p. 5). So much so that the dig-
ital appearance of political polarization is present in many shapes in Twitter, a platform of
public discussion that forms a basis for social consensus. In the case of any political debate,
event or election, this polarization becomes apparent in the form of social media posts shared
by users of various affiliations. For example, the hashtags #DonaldTrump and #inauguration-
day, which trended within the context of the inauguration ceremony of Joe Biden, the 46th

President of the United States, on January 20, 2021, can be interpreted as contemporary re-
flections of the digital political polarization on Twitter. That is because while many posts were
shared with the hashtag #inaugurationday, during the ceremony, the hashtag #DonaldTrump
was also visible on the site. In the posts made by the supporters of both politicians using the
related hashtags, opposing views that can be regarded within the context of political polariza-
tion were shared. This event is a current example. It has been mentioned before. On the day
Biden was sworn in, tweets with hashtags such as #DonaldTrump, #inaugurationday, #Not-
MyPresident, and #TrumpsLastDay attracted attention. Similarly, during the ongoing Russia-
Ukraine conflict, persons with a variety of viewpoints (opposing, supporting) may be found
posting under various hashtags on social media platforms, particularly Twitter. The echo cham-
ber and the filter bubble are reintroduced in this scenario. So much so that digital propagan-
da, as well as phenomena like the digital environment of the war and social media deception,
have been heavily studied since the beginning of the war. In the face of Russia’s deliberate prop-
aganda, Ukraine appeared to have a lot of support on social media. The international commu-
nity’s backing also highlighted the war’s digital dimension. At 21.00 on Ukraine’s Unity Day
(February 16), advocates of the country’s territorial integrity used hashtags on Twitter to show
their support. The Ukrainian Embassy in Ankara also used its social media account to call for
support for Ukraine, inviting supporters to use the hashtags #StandWithUkraine, #Support-
Ukraine, and #ProudofUkrainianPeople on Twitter (Crimean News Agency, February 16, 2022).
According to an NBC report, Twitter suspended over 100 accounts using the #IStandWith-
Putin hashtag, which is thought to be associated with pro-Russian President Vladimir Putin,
for violating the “manipulation and spam policies” (Sözcü, March 6, 2022). Despite these dis-
agreements, “slacktivism”, a sort of digital activism that refers to “sluggish activism,” in which
individuals give online support to something/anyone to relieve themselves but do not actual-
ly take action (Yegen, 2014), is at the center of the digital context of conflict. There are also
ways that believe there is no such thing as a “cure.” So much so that, despite the fact that ‘glob-
al networks’ blocked Russian-backed media during the war, and Ukraine’s “sympathetic re-
sistance videos” were backed by hashtags and broke records all over the world, it is thought
that in today’s world, individuals making their voices heard through hashtag actions pushes
them even further into laziness. According to this perspective, while the country appeared to
be benefiting from social media tagging in the early days of the war in Ukraine, there is now
a besieged Ukraine and a massively powerful Russian army, and slacktivist practices are not
regarded as sufficient to win, lose, or terminate the war (Ertem, 2022). 
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Twitter in Debates on Political Polarization and Post-Truth

Social media is interpreted as an opportunity within the context of the relationship be-
tween civil society and collective movements. According to certain approaches, social me-
dia platforms may not be a suitable forum to communicate with civil society regarding certain
topics (e.g. themes of sustainability such as climate change). Certain situations observed in
the flow of information on social networks have also mediated the sphere to be discussed in
terms of accuracy and truthfulness. Misinformation distorts the line between truth and false-
hood and alters the way users consume and interact with information, and this situation has
been labeled among the general public as the Post-Truth era (Kumar & Thapa, 2015; Jaques
et al., 2019). Although Post-Truth is observed to be a new and current phenomenon of the post-
modern age, according to Salgado (2018, p. 329), postmodernism itself does not fully ex-
plain the policy of Post-Truth. Although postmodernism has laid the groundwork for the
development and success of the phenomenon, truth and information take the form of fields
of ideological struggle. Due to the fact that various meanings can be attributed to the same
text or facts, meaning always constitutes a potential field of interpretation and dissidence. 

According to Kelkar (2019), the transition to the Post-Truth era in the United States of
America (USA) has been influenced by the fact that even seemingly proven facts are regard-
ed to be open for debate. Although debates on the phenomenon of truth are deep-seated, the
events that occurred in the years 2016-2017 played a dominant role in the formation of Post-
Truth. Based on the fact that Donald Trump achieved a compelling result against Hillary Clin-
ton in the 2016 Presidential Election, Kolbert (2017) reviewed the pages of the New Yorker,
thought about why facts do not alter personal views, and studied the phenomenon of Post-
Truth, which was used to characterize the public debates emerging in the United States as part
of epistemology. With the objection of the Trump administration towards global warming and
vaccines, which had been among the hot topics of discussion at the time, the term fake news2

became apparent in political discourse, and mainstream media outlets were labeled as sup-
pliers of fake news (Kelkar, 2019, pp. 86-87). In 2017 at 16:32, President Trump posted the
tweet “The FAKE NEWS media (failing @nytimes, @CNN, @NBCNews and many more) is
not my enemy, it is the enemy of the American people. SICK” and this tweet was quickly delet-
ed to be replaced 16 minutes later with the following: “The FAKE NEWS media (failing @ny-
times, @NBCNews, @ABC, @CBS, and @CNN) is not my enemy, it is the enemy of the
American People!”. In the changed tweet, the statement “and many more” written in refer-
ence to media outlets was changed to specifically refer to @ABC and @CBS, the extra spaces
following the parentheses were removed, the letter p in the word “people” was capitalized
and the expression “SICK!” was removed (Drum, 2017; Kelkar, 2019). Drum (2017) dis-
cussed whether Trump’s Hitleresque tweets were corrected after someone warned him or he
did so on his own decision and, based on the presence of previous posts in his social media
account that he seemingly composed himself, concluded that this change was likely made on
his own decision. Drum, who described this situation as Hitleresque, expressed his concern
that many of Trump’s supporters might not see this as such a bad thing, and stated that Trump’s
tweets always have an audience (2017). As pointed out by Wells et al. (2016), Trump used
social networks effectively. In addition to Stelter (2020), who focused on the claim that Trump
distorts reality in a dangerous manner, and Dean & Altemeyer (2020), aiming to understand
why his grassroots voters are so devoted to him, there have also been other current and sig-
nificant studies conducted on analyzing Trump’s followers and understanding their behavior
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and the factors that motivate them (Berger, 2020). Trump’s tweet in June 2020, which al-
legedly showed a “racist baby”, was also widely debated, and the manipulated video posted
by President Trump3 was labeled as fake news by Twitter (Thorbecke, 2020). Fake news,
which is observed to be frequently put in circulation on social networks for various purpos-
es, also characterizes a social problem beyond an informational one. Rather than “a problem
of critical awareness”, fake news is interpreted as “a part of the political struggle on the bor-
ders of social reality” (Taº & Taº, 2018). The Post-Truth era has introduced a tendency to ap-
proach objective phenomena with emotion and belief, which in turn impacted the acceptance
or denial of news. So much so that individuals accept elements that are close to their own emo-
tions and beliefs in the news they encounter, and reject those that oppose them. This paves
the way for the circulation of fake news (Kocabey ªener, 2018, p. 360). 

The proliferation of fake news and accounts on numerous digital platforms, including
Twitter, attracts attention. On Twitter, fake and bot profiles serve a variety of propaganda pur-
poses. Fake, offensive accounts are quite prevalent and jeopardize the credibility of social me-
dia platforms (Elmas et al., 2021a). Twitter’s algorithm identifies popular hashtag-driven
topics and informs users about the context of top words, phrases, topics, and popular hash-
tags worldwide and locally. Additionally, Twitter Trends serves as an indicator in the form of
an “influencer mechanism4. In a previous study (Elmas et al., 2021a), it was reported that
47% of local trends in Turkey and 20% of worldwide trends were fake and manufactured
from scratch by bots. Additionally, the study determined that Twitter does not consider delet-
ed tweets when evaluating which terms should be trending, leaving it vulnerable to tempo-
rary attacks (Elmas et al., 2021a). In a 2016 study (Uzun, 2016) that collected data through
fake account detection tools on social network platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and In-
stagram, it was determined that the web programs built to detect fake accounts were insuffi-
cient. Therefore, the concept of public opinion formed/created by social media is a highly
contentious and fairly technical subject.

The study conducted by Conover et al. showed that two main mechanisms for public politi-
cal interaction (mentions and retweets) stimulated different network topologies. According to
another finding of the study, it was observed that users applying hashtags with impartial or mixed
values had a higher possibility of communicating with opposing communities (2011, p. 95).

Based on a report prepared by the European Parliamentary Research Service (EPRS 2019:
17-24), Giordano (2020) points out the phenomena of polarization through social media and
polarization through manipulation. Polarization by design emphasizes the underlying struc-
ture of social media platforms and suggests that citizens can be polarized through the promo-
tion of increasingly partisan and emotionally-charged content. Polarization induced by
manipulation is even more detrimental. Because social media is not only capable of ampli-
fying the reach of polarization and conspiratorial information and disseminating it to the gen-
eral public, it also hosts influence campaigns aimed at sowing division and influencing the
public via bot accounts, insignificant news, and propaganda. It is observed that these tech-
niques are widely adopted in the political discourses of foreign and domestic actors. Post-truth
and polarization endanger democracy by emphasizing undesirable emotions in order to af-
fect collective or individual opinion and decision-making. However, it has been suggested that
many countries impose traditional censorship tactics on social media platforms, and that many
social media services, such as Twitter, adopt the position of not removing content but rather
concealing it from the country concerned (Elmas et al., 2021b).
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In the study conducted by Del Valle & Bravo, based on the social media-induced transfor-
mation of the relationships between members of parliament, it was aimed to clarify whether
MPs utilized new media with the aim of expanding their parties and environment of ideolog-
ical communication or to mainly communicate with other party members and ideologically-
compatible colleagues. According to some of the conclusions reached by the study, the sample
of which consisted of Catalan members of parliament, it is observed that flows of information
are polarized throughout parties and ideological lines and the network’s degree of polarization
depends on where interactions take place: the network of relations is the most polarized frac-
tion while cross-party and cross-ideological interactions are more common in the retweet net-
work (2018). Weaver et al. (2018) also believe that the information provided by online contact
can be used to explore political ties. According to Haman and Školník (2021), politicians can
use Twitter to not only inform citizens about their activities, but also to communicate direct-
ly with the electorate. The drivers of MP Twitter adoption were also studied by Haman and
Školník (2021), who conducted a study in which they assessed the MPs’ Twitter adoption sta-
tus and how active they were on the platform. In this regard, the study, which encompasses 32
European countries and concentrates on the European Union, the European Free Trade Asso-
ciation, and the United Kingdom, finds remarkable results. So much so that the study’s analy-
sis indicated that the majority of MPs in Western European countries like France, Ireland, the
Netherlands, Spain, and the United Kingdom use Twitter, while MPs in Bulgaria, Hungary, Ro-
mania, and Slovakia use it the least. According to the study, whereas politicians in Spain and
the United Kingdom use Twitter extensively, MPs in Bulgaria and Romania are the least ac-
tive on the platform. However, there was a clear link between the number of Twitter users in
a country and the usage of Twitter by MPs (Haman & Školník, 2021).

According to Kelkar (2019, p. 102), it appears that in an age of polarization, the future of
media objectivity in the context of Trump and social media platforms depends on understand-
ing how certain actors form new civil epistemologies. According to certain approaches, al-
though Twitter has facilitated the Post-Truth political rhetoric, if this order is regarded as a
game, ways to resist being affected by the said order can be found based on learning to play
the game better or forming logical relations. It is thought that the infrastructural difficulty
here is the fact that the logic supporting the rhetoric of Post-Truth is encrypted in the design
of Twitter (Oliver, 2020). 

Method

In the present study, the social network analysis method was used. Social network analy-
sis aims to understand networks and their participants and focuses on two points: The actors
within a specific social context and the relationship between these actors (Serrat, 2017, p.
39). As users engage in interaction through social media networks such as Twitter, they cre-
ate connections that turn into complex social network structures. These connections are in-
dicators of content sharing and network structures reflect information flow models (Himelboim
et al,. 2017, p. 1). Social network analysis, which is a very useful method to analyze the com-
plex network structures created by Twitter, is important in terms of using distinctive meas-
urements as well as presenting usual statistical data. Social network analysis is a very beneficial
method in terms of understanding the dependencies between actors based on data acquired
from Twitter, and characterizing behaviors and their effects on the network as a whole over
time (Tabassum et al,. 2018, p. 1). Social network analysis was chosen as the method for the
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present study in order to accurately evaluate the data in a social network that connects a di-
verse range of autonomous actors, such as Twitter, around specific topics, and it is intended
to evaluate the actors who are autonomous from one another, their dominance within the net-
works, and the prestige attributed to the said dominance. The social network analysis to be
carried out in the study will seek answers to the following research questions:

– RQ1. Is it true that political politicians are the most active users on Twitter?

– RQ2. Does Twitter increase political polarization?

– RQ3. Do political actors use hashtags to their advantage?

– RQ4. Do troll/fake accounts, as well as hashtags, have an impact on mediated interactions?

Data Collection Technique

Data related to the hashtags #inaugurationday and #DonaldTrump, created on Twitter on
January 20, 2021, were collected using the NodeXL software. This software, which operates
as an extension of Microsoft Excel, provides certain possibilities for the analysis and visual-
ization of the networks as well as acquiring a general overview of the network. Through this
software, multifaceted analyses can be performed, ranging from importing data from net-
works, calculating network statistics, and improving network visualization through the func-
tions of sorting, filtering and clustering (Smith, et al., 2009, p. 255). In the study, the data on
the related network were imported using the imported function of the Twitter Search Net-
work. While the Betweenness Centrality value displaying the dominant actors on the net-
works was visualized using the Fruchterman Reingold method, the Eigenvector Centrality
value displaying the prestige of the actors on the network was visualized using the Harel-Ko-
ren Fast Multiscale method. 

According to Freeman, high nodes in betweenness centrality have network control abili-
ty (1978-1979). The centrality of the vertices in the graph is measured with this measure-
ment. The goal of betweenness is to figure out how much of an individual is in a
transition/bridge position between other people. That is, it displays the significance of each
node in acting as a “bridge” between various areas of the network. Betweenness Centrality
emphasizes nodes that would cause a network to scatter if they were eliminated. As a result,
they are powerful nodes, according to Loosemore (1998), because they are crucial to the in-
formation flow’s continuity. Eigenvector centrality, a measure of a node’s importance in a
network, displays the network’s nodes’ relative values dependent on the type of the link.
Eigenvector centrality is affected by both the quality and the number of ties, thus a node with
a few high-quality linkages contributes more than one with many low-quality links. This
refers to the high-value-added node’s eigenvector centrality with a big number of average
connections. PageRank is a type of eigenvector centrality measurement used by the Google
search engine to rank web pages (Gürsakal, 2009, pp. 97-98). The degree of the node itself,
as well as the degrees of the nodes to which it is connected, are taken into account by Eigen-
vector centrality.

The Fruchterman Reingold layout algorithm is part of the force-oriented algorithm fam-
ily. Force-oriented graph drawing techniques are a subset of aesthetically pleasing graph draw-
ing methods. Harel-Koren (HK) employs colors to distinguish vertices in different clusters
in this study’s multi-scale architecture of the clustered network of Twitter users. This design
creates a graph with overlapping cluster placements.
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A social network graph was created using the Harel-Koren Fast Multiscale algorithm to
assess the #inaugurationday and #DonaldTrump hashtags examined in the study in terms of
intensity and interaction. The goal is to uncover the feature of density as a function of inter-
action and centrality as a function of density. The colors in the created graph represent the
network’s density, while the lines between the nodes represent the actors’ connection and
density. The density of the graph reduces as it is opened. The 46th President of the United States,
Joe Biden, was sworn in for the president at an official event on January 20, 2021, which is
why these hashtags were chosen for study. Biden was sworn in as President of the United States
after the inauguration. Since January 2020, the hashtags #inaugurationday and #DonaldTrump
have been trending on Twitter. The hashtags #inaugurationday and #DonaldTrump were used
on Twitter on January 21, 2021, in the context of the Oath Ceremony, and were studied as
part of this sample. While the #inaugurationday hashtags produced on this date are pro-Joe
Biden, the #DonaldTrump hashtags are pro-former President Donald Trump supporters.

Findings

Tweets using the hashtag #DonaldTrump, which was also highly trending on the global
agenda during the US Presidential Elections, on January 20, 2021, were accessed using the
search function of the Twitter Search Network and analyzed using the NodeXL software. A
total of 2689 links were established between 1521 actors related to the hashtag #DonaldTrump,
trending on January 20, 2021. This shows that the strength of the relations between the ac-
tors is moderate.

When the general overview of the hashtag #inaugurationday is examined, it is observed
that a total of 278 links were established between 372 actors. This shows that this network is
of lower density compared to the hashtag #DonaldTrump. The strength of the relations be-
tween the actors is high. 

The Betweenness Centrality value of the hashtag #DonaldTrump was calculated as
100347.663. The Betweenness Centrality value displayed with the Fruchterman Reingold vi-
sualization is a strength-oriented layout algorithm established based on the assumption of
strength between two nodes. The Betweenness Centrality value displays the links between the
actors in the network and other, unlinked actors. In other words, this value expresses the con-
nection of dominant actors with other actors. High values correspond to the strength of the
relationship between the actors in the network and unlinked actors. As shown in the Figure,
the dominant actor of the network is the official Twitter account of Joe Biden. Tweets were
sent to Joe Biden’s official Twitter account by unlinked actors through mentions. This shows
that Biden’s account is the dominant actor and constitutes the strength of the relationship be-
tween unlinked actors (Graph1).

When the Fruchterman Reingold analysis showing the Betweenness Centrality value of
the hashtag #inaugurationday is examined, it is observed that the link between the networks
is weak. The fact that the Betweenness Centrality value of this network is 958.000 shows that
the link between the actors is weak. With regards to this situation in which the link between
the nodes of individuals in the position of dominant actors is weak, it can be said that accounts
regarded as “fake” and “troll” are dominant in the network, thus weakening the prevalance
of the actors (Graph 2).
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Graph 1. Fruchterman Reingold Analysis showing the Betweenness Centrality value of the
hashtag #DonaldTrump

Graph 2. Fruchterman Reingold Analysis showing the Betweenness Centrality value of the
hashtag #inaugurationday
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Graph 3. Harel-Koren Fast Multiscale Analysis showing the Eigenvector Centrality val-
ue of the hashtag #DonaldTrump

Graph 4. Harel-Koren Fast Multiscale Analysis showing the Eigenvector Centrality val-
ue of the hashtag #inaugurationday
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The Eigenvector Centrality value of the hashtag #DonaldTrump was calculated as 0.078.
This shows that the actors in the network maintained their prestige as the dominant actors.
Within this value, the nodes between the actors in the network are not equal. Particularly in
terms of the fact that accounts regarded as fake and troll are included in the network, this val-
ue being high is significant. The high Eigenvector Centrality score suggests that the network’s
actors maintain their reputation and that no ‘fake’ or ‘troll’ accounts exist. The agenda is set
by the actors in the network, and they have a say in it. 

High values of this metric indicate that the actors in the network are prestigious and dom-
inant. In order to display the prestige of the dominant actors in the network, the Eigenvector
Centrality value was visualized using the Harel-Koren Fast Multiscale method. This visual-
ization method can produce very large-scale graphics to exhibit the prestige of the dominant
actors in the network (Graph 3).

When the Harel-Koren Fast Multiscale table displaying the Eigenvector Centrality value
of the #inaugurationday network is examined, it is observed that dominant actors are concen-
trated in one point, and that intensive links could not be established between scattered groups.
This shows that the dominant actors in the network have low prestige. The Eigenvector Cen-
trality value of the #inaugurationday network was calculated as 0.032. (Grap 4).

Discussion

It is critical to discuss the findings relating to the following questions, taking into account
the study’s research questions, literature, and findings.

RQ1. Are politicians the most dominant users on Twitter?: It’s critical to identify the
dominating actors in complicated networks like Twitter. Dominant actors are effective in re-
solving existing network difficulties and ensuring contact between the center and the periph-
ery. As seen in previous studies, in different cases, political actors draw attention to
social/cultural issues (Demir & Ayhan, 2020), social interaction (Yon & Park, 2012), direct
their followers with functions such as retweets and hashtags (Yoshida & Toriumi), and be-
comes the dominant actor in order to act as a bridge to their supporters (Khan et al., 2020).
The dominant actors, who are the target of the created hashtags and mentions, are also the
ones who direct the engagement from the perimeter to the center. While the policy agenda
continues to impact the media agenda, politicians, who are the network’s prominent actors,
are seen strengthening centralization, which in turn strengthens direction and centralization
with secondary actors via hashtags (Demir and Ayhan, 2020). According to the findings of
this study, political actors assume the position of dominant actors on political issues, and mu-
tual interaction is maintained, particularly in the context of center-periphery and periphery-
center relationships. This demonstrates that political actors have established authority over
the network and serve as guides on political topics.

RQ2. Does Twitter increase political polarization: Networked places, such as Twitter,
are gaining traction as new public spaces where rapid and intensive organization takes place,
particularly around political concerns. Political polarization on Twitter appears to increase
with the intensive clustering of the same content among the supporters of the parties (Gruzd
& Roy, 2014), and users partisanly tamper with the flow of information provided by dissi-
dent users (Conover, et al., 2011; Yardi & Boyd, 2010). The fact that politicians and politi-
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cal groups from many political philosophies use Twitter appears to exacerbate divisiveness
(Hong & Kim, 2016). Furthermore, depending on the nature of issues that espouse different
ideologies, Twitter might act as an echo chamber (Takikawa & Nagayoshi, 2017). However,
it is critical to undertake several studies on the current polarizing phenomena in order to pro-
vide more accurate and clear information regarding political polarization while these analy-
ses are being conducted (Urman, 2020). According to the findings of this study, Twitter, like
prior studies, enhances political division (Hong & Kim, 2016; Takikawa & Nagayoshi, 2017).
In this study, the opposition to the #DonaldTrump hashtag, i.e., Joe Biden supporters, shared
partisanally, and Joe Biden emerged as the dominating player in this network, similar to
Conover, et al. (2011) and Yardi & Boyd (2010)’s studies. According to Urman (2020), this
study comprises of mutually reinforcing outcomes and enhances political division as a result
of its findings.

RQ3. Do political actors use hashtags to their advantage?: The main actors in net-
works are political actors, who determine and drive the agenda. Twitter, as one of the digital
age’s policy-making arenas, shines out in every policy-related event, particularly during elec-
tion seasons. According to Small (2011), hashtags are used more for information sharing than
for political debate and reporting during political events. Larsson and Moe (2014) discovered
that minor politicians utilize Twitter a lot, although not to a great degree, in their election
campaigns, and that users behave in ways that are counter to what high-end politicians pre-
dict. Political wrangling, on the other hand, has been seen to be effective in public-interest
campaigns (Vicari et al., 2020). According to Soares and Recuero (2021), hashtags polarize
some groups and expose them to excessive information, opposition media strengthens the
polarized structure through framing, and opinion leaders boost political content and become
major actors. The hashtag process is being continued by the key players. Users urge political
players to be proactive, and actors produce difficult problems, according to Neyazi (2020, p.
51). As a result, performers employ hashtags in the fields in which they work. According to
the findings of our research, Joe Biden’s Twitter posts receive a lot of interaction in the form
of retweets and mentions, and this network is controlled by Joe Biden’s fans. The actors in
the election are disabled, and the actors in the network are made up of supporters, according
to the #inaugurationday hashtag. Joe Biden is the network’s top actor in the #DonaldTrump
hashtag, and his high status demonstrates the network’s participatory structure. The accounts
of Donald Trump supporters make up a significant portion of this network (heavily troll or
bot profiles).

RQ4. Do troll/fake accounts, as well as hashtags, have an impact on mediated inter-
actions?: Twitter has issues with political contact in general, and the root of these issues is
policymakers’ use of the state communication and interaction network, as well as corporate
freedom policies (Albertus & Makoza, 2022). This, of course, has an impact on the interac-
tion and the agenda. Fake and bot accounts are one of the most common topics of conversa-
tion when it comes to the issues. Both freedom and interaction are harmed by these accounts.
Bot accounts influenced the argument in online protests, according to Suarez-Serrato et al.
(2016). Bot accounts enhance polarization, according to Özer et al. (2017), and when auto-
matic accounts are removed, polarization diminishes. Bot accounts, on the other hand, play
a crucial role for patients (Zhang et al., 2017). Fake accounts, according to Chong (2019), boost
interaction in Twitter trends. Troll accounts, fake news, and hashtags have all been seen to
be actively directed and utilized to generate or influence the topic. Our findings, on the oth-
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er hand, show that troll and bot accounts, which are frequently employed as a technique, par-
ticularly during election seasons, raise political polarization on Twitter and influence politi-
cal rhetoric in a corrupting direction.

Following the discussion of the research findings, it can be suggested that a number of
different discussions and studies be conducted, given that this study focuses on political po-
larization (via Twitter) specific to the inauguration ceremony of the 46th President of the Unit-
ed States, Joe Biden, and has a limitation in this direction. In reality, it is encouraged to initiate
debates on various literature and communities on Twitter, particularly on political polariza-
tion talks, based on data such as country economic-political structures, level of use of digi-
tal media tools, digital literacy, and similar abilities and orientations.

Conclusion

Before proposing solutions that are technological as well as socio-political with regards
to combating disinformation and fake news, it is important and necessary to discuss the fun-
damental theoretical and regulatory concepts of digital democracy and the network society
(Iosifidis & Nicoli, 2020). Social networks, which stand out as the public domains of the dig-
ital world, have also caused the digitalization of democracy and changed the course of polit-
ical polarization. The fact that the presidential elections in the United States took part under
the shadow of the COVID-19 pandemic and within the framework of the measures related to
it has caused the electoral atmosphere to take place on social networks and particularly Twit-
ter. In the election process that took place between Donald Trump and Joe Biden, the sup-
porters of each side shared their reactions using the hashtags #DonaldTrump and
#inaugurationday, and caused political polarization as well as digital democracy to reach ex-
treme points. 

These hashtags created during the course of the election process allow for the measure-
ment of individuals’ reactions as well as causing political polarization to increase. In a plat-
form that is susceptible to manipulation, such as Twitter, the Social Network Analysis method
is used to make accurate interpretations. The NodeXL utility program, which is among the
measurement tools of social network analysis, is significant in terms of acquiring accurate da-
ta and measuring the strength and prestige of the actors in a specific network.

When the hashtags examined within the scope of the present study are examined, the di-
mensions of political polarization stand out. The fact that Joe Biden is the dominant actor in
the #DonaldTrump network and has high prestige within this network at the same time indi-
cates the presence of an interactive structure. On the other hand, it was also revealed that sup-
porters of Donald Trump - largely accounts that are regarded as troll or bot accounts -
functioned within this network. The presence of fake and bot accounts on Twitter and the
agenda established through these accounts are problematic in terms of validity and certain re-
cent studies have revealed this (Güz et al., 2019). Some studies even suggest that the ‘COVID-
19 infodemic is partially fueled by Twitter bots (Lanius et al., 2021).

The posts shared by the Twitter account of Joe Biden receive heavy interaction through
retweets and mentions, and this network is directed by Joe Biden’s supporters. When the
hashtag #inaugurationday is examined, it is observed that the actors of the election are out of
the equation, and the network actors consist of supporters. While this shows that political op-
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ponents have left interaction and channelization to other accounts during the electoral process,
it is also revealed that the interaction coming from these actors is low. 

Although the interactive structure of Twitter creates a new public sphere in which views
can be shared among various mass groups, the presence of troll or bot accounts within this
sphere causes political polarization to increase. Troll and bot accounts, which are part of a
strategy that is frequently employed during important political periods such as elections, in-
crease political polarization within Twitter and cause political language to be degraded.

Notes

1 The #DonaldTrump and #inaugurationday hashtags were selected by simple random sampling after the
authors observed the posts on Twitter on the day of the inauguration. It was observed on Twitter that related
hashtags were used extensively by the supporters of both sides. In addition, tweets including hashtags such as
#NotMyPresident and #TrumpsLastDay were also observed before and throughout the ceremony on Twitter.
See also: “TEARS FOR TRUMP Inauguration Day – #NotMyPresident trends on Twitter during Biden cere-
mony as Trump leaves Office”. Joseph Gamp, 15:51 ET, Jan 20 2021Updated: 16:35 ET, Jan 20 2021,
https://www.the-sun.com/news/2177629/inauguration-day-biden-twitter-not-my-president-trending-trump/, “Die
besten Tweets zu #TrumpsLastDay und #InaugurationDay”. 20. Januar 2021, Autor*in Business Punk Redak-
tion, https://www.business-punk.com/2021/01/die-besten-tweets-zu-trumpslastday-und-inaugurationday/

2 Deceptions in any subject (religion, etc.) can cause harm to the foundations of nations. Since individ-
uals tend to be negatively affected by deceptions, it is known that legal sanctions should take online content
into consideration, as well (Alimi, 2019, p. 215-216).

3 It is clearly observed that Trump has a unique rhetoric. Some definitions of “Trumpocalypse”, which
was put forward as a concept that points out to the Trump order are as follows: “the potential catastrophe
that will be triggered by the election of Donald Trump as US president” (Macmillan Dictionary, 2017). “The
universal wide spread destruction, disaster and collapse of the United States due to Donald Trump’s corrup-
tion, lack of experience and hard work, malignant narcissism and his relationship with Putin of Russia. Which
includes the encouragement of the extreme military right wing” (Urban Dictionary, 2017).

4 See “Mass scale manipulation of Twitter Trends discovered”, Tanya Petersen, 02.06.21, https://actu.epfl.
ch/news/mass-scale-manipulation-of-twitter-trends-discov-2/
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