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Abstract: With the expanding digital public sphere, social media have worked as tools that construct
and maintain the boundaries and descriptors of social identity among members, by portraying and
reinforcing content shared by communities and cultures. Religious leaders and groups have used
social media to make themselves more visible and to communicate their faith’s mission. The scope
of this study is to use Henri Tajfel’s social identity theory to examine the viewers’ comments on the
content created by a religious individual/group for the production, shaping, and reproduction of
the Muslim identity through YouTube. We have used Corpus Linguistics (CL) methods to examine
relative frequencies and emerging statistical significance of lexical patterns in viewers’ comments.
This analysis shows that a strong “we” versus “you” dichotomization exists between the in-group,
Muslims, and the out-group, persons who are systematically degraded as being low-informed
religious, or non-religious, in street interviews.

Keywords: social identity; Muslim; YouTube; street interviews; Turkey

1. Introduction

The conceptual frame of social identity theory presents the development, maintenance,
and transformation of social identity in terms of the social-psychological process explaining
the formation of awareness of social identity and social comparison (McNamara 1997).
The relations between salient social groups in society lead individuals to make social
comparisons and categorize as in-group (us) versus out-group (them) through learning and
recognizing differences, including ethnic, religious, linguistic, and behavioral differences.

The in-group and out-group comparison and categorization over religion are one
of the mainstream contexts in social identity theory research. The theory proposes that
more frequently religious participation would be associated with closer identification as
a member of one’s religious group (McNamara 1997). Participants are seen to attempt to
maximize a sense of their positive distinctiveness by having higher levels of psycholog-
ical well-being in this process. This process often results in the “depersonalization” and
“stereotyping” of out-group members, and typically consists of pro-ingroup bias rather than
anti-outgroup bias; which causes the perception of in-group members to be more positive
than that of out-group members (McKinley et al. 2014). Hence, this study focuses on the
perception of individuals in a Muslim society towards (re)construction and (re)presentation
of Muslim identity.

Social identity is formed by different tools and methods according to the conditions of
the time in which it exists, and it enables the determination of social identity within society
by highlighting group characteristics. One of these tools is the media, which can convey
the building blocks of social identity to the public through mass media, such as newspa-
pers, radio, and television. Media have worked as a tool that constructs and maintains
the boundaries and descriptors of social identity among its members by portraying and
reinforcing the content shared by communities and cultures (Billig 1995). The influence
of mass media in the formation of social identity has begun to shift towards social media
platforms, such as Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and TikTok, with the expansion
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of the digital public sphere. Although the convergence between these platforms is observed
as a natural result of technological development, market structure, and competition, each of
these social media platforms has different effects on the construction process of individuals
and, naturally, group identity. As sociologist Zygmunt Bauman states, the existence of these
structures causes fluid modernity that enables constant mobility and change in identities
and relationships (Bauman 2000). Therefore, social media platforms, with the potential
of becoming a new public sphere for (re)production of social identity for individuals and
groups, have taken the identity-building process to a different level (Kaakinen et al. 2020).
These platforms allow individuals who want to build the same identity to come together
in very small or large numbers without limitations of space and time when they have the
opportunity to access them. It enables the formation of social identities more easily and
quickly by providing information, support, and role models that individuals may need in
the identity construction process. Hence, social media play a central role in social identity
construction, and formation, and in the development of intergroup discrimination. It is
essential to analyze social media and explore their roles in social identity construction.
Therefore, the study mainly focuses on YouTube, a social media platform.

A significant portion of prosumers (who can both consume and produce) on these
social media platforms are made up of youths who are digital natives (Toffler 1990). As a
natural consequence of this situation, a significant part of the content produced consists of
genres such as music, games, entertainment, and trends that will attract the attention and
appreciation of young viewers. In addition to these genres, some of the content includes
topics such as religion, morality, and politics, which aim to shape young people’s social
identity-building processes. Hence, the target audience of Muslim identity-building content
and the viewers who watch, comment, and disseminate the YouTube content generally will
be these digital native youths.

The primary purpose of this paper is to shed light on the perception of viewers on
YouTube content which is mainly produced towards (re)construction and (re)presentation
of Muslim identity in a Muslim society. YouTube has been used as a primary argumenta-
tive tool among different groups in the current conjuncture to build and maintain social
identities, especially Muslim identity. The methods of influencing and interacting with the
audience of these channels differ. Although the most popular Turkish YouTube channels
promoting Islam are Cübbeli Ahmet Hoca1 and Nihat Hatipoğlu,2 they are not fit for this study
as they contain lectures. The channel most fitting to test our hypotheses is Ahsen TV-Bülent
Yapraklıoğlu, because the street interviews are open to audience comments, have a high
volume of comments, and get attention from mass media.

2. Identity Building through Social Media

The existence of group structures and discriminatory behaviors in society is a factor
that affects the identity-building process. Identities are multi-faceted and fragmented
structures, and the construction of identities takes place across different, often intersecting
and antagonistic, discourses, practices, and positions established inside social structures
(Brewer 2001; Hall 1996). Hence, there are multiple interrelated concepts, theories, and
sub-theories about identities. All these concepts, theories, sub-theories, and approaches
are derived from two main theories: identity theory from sociology (Hogg 2000; Tajfel and
Turner 1979) and social identity theory from psychology (Bigler and Liben 2007; Harris
1995). Identity theory explains how individuals build the meaning of identity, use identity
in social relations, and act according to how others perceive them (Burke and Stets 2009;
Stets and Burke 2000). In contrast, social identity theory is constructed on how a group
identity constructs through intergroup and intragroup dynamics (Hogg 2018; Turner et al.
1987). From the social identity theory perspective, identity enables people to indicate their
position in the social structure by referring to their status category (e.g., race/ethnicity,
gender, religion). Identities are organized into hierarchical priorities, and individuals tend
to act according to more prominent identities, depending on their circumstances.
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Social psychologist Henri Tajfel’s researches the scientific origin of social identity
theory. He studied how categorization affects people’s perceptions (Tajfel 1959), the effect of
the cognitive process on prejudice (Tajfel 1959), and why group members tend to favor their
groups under the circumstances being categorized (Tajfel et al. 1971). According to Tajfel,
social identity is a personal awareness status that belongs to a particular social group whose
membership provides this person with some emotional and value significance. Hence,
group members come together on a common ground where they identify and evaluate
themselves in the same way, with the exact definition of who they are, their attributes,
and how they relate to their group and differ from other groups. Group membership is a
matter of collective self-construal — “we” and “us” versus “them” (Hogg 2018, p. 115). The
social identity theory focuses on people’s self-conception as group members to cognitively
define the group identity phenomenon. A group structure occurs when three or more
people interpret and assess themselves as having common attributes that differentiate them
from others. Groups compete with each other over consensual status and prestige to be
distinctive from each other positively.

Social identity is not a unitary construct (Cameron 2004), and there are qualitative
differences between types of social identity, e.g., ethnicity or religion, stigma, and politics
(Deaux et al. 1995; Hecht 1993). Even though a group has tried to construct a particu-
lar social identity for its members, member perception of social identity has formed by
cognitive accessibility, self-evaluation based on identity, and in-group ties. The factors
that affect the individual’s perception of the group’s social identity prevent the identity
structure from being monolithic. Nevertheless, social identity can occur by providing
the minimum common values and behavioral patterns required for the relevant group’s
social identity. This causes people to cognitively understand a group as a prototype (a
perception based on generalizations, such as norms and stereotypes) made up of attributes,
such as perception, attitude, feeling, and behavior, related to one other in a meaningful
way (Hogg 2018). It helps individuals grasp the contours of a group by showing what
characterizes the group and how that group is different from other groups. Prototype maxi-
mizes the perceived differences between groups while minimizes the perceived differences
intragroup, accentuating the similarities within groups and differences between groups.
This negative distinctiveness causes a belief that “we” are better than “them” in all aspects.

Turkey is a Muslim society with a strictly secular nation-state (Keyman 2007), and has a
“secularist” form in which religious practice and institutions are regulated and administered
by the “state.” (Olson 1985). The two sides of the critical ideological conflict in Turkish
society over the years are Muslim identity and Secular identity. This ideological conflict is
more dialectical than merely oppositional because they have evolved in interaction with
each other. According to the ruler group of the state, the dominant identity in Turkish
society has changed between these two sides with the help of regulation and administrative
power, which constitutes the fundamental characteristics of the state. It is a struggle for a
post-secular condition characterized by the pressure they exert to “conquer” the center and
reshape the central value system according to their pluralism (Rosati 2015). Religion has
acted as a powerful and omnipresent ideology for identity-formation in Turkish society,
even though it declines and fades from time to time. With the rise of Muslim identity
politically, economically, and culturally since the 1990s, the dichotomy of Muslim versus
Secular identity can be easily seen in all elements of Turkish society, primarily in the digital
public sphere.

In street interviews, which aim to promote and strengthen Muslim identity, there
are primarily videos of individuals who gave wrong answers to questions or could not
answer at all. Likewise, the titles selected for the videos are designed to attract attention
and encourage YouTube viewers to watch the video. This situation leads to the interpre-
tation that street interviews aim to show that, contrary to what is thought, individuals in
Turkish society, defined as a Muslim Society, do not fully know the most basic religious
knowledge. In this way, it supports the idea that it aims to identify the requirements of
Muslim identity, by enabling individuals to question their knowledge about the most basic
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religious knowledge. Thus, it reduces the intra-group differences necessary for the ideal
Muslim prototype and increases the differences in the other individuals who do not fit in.
In this context, the first hypothesis formed is as follows:

H1: The comments toward interviewees will have more reproachful and negative words in cases of
the individuals who cannot answer or who give wrong answers.

The prototype affects our perception by acting as a kind of litmus paper that allows
us to make decisions by considering the characteristics of the group to which they belong,
rather than considering that person’s characteristics while evaluating an individual’s
behavior, attitude, and discourse. This results in the depersonalization of individuals
(Turner 1985; Turner et al. 1994). If the group’s perception is positive, the individual’s
perception will also be positive regardless of his/her attributes. If the group’s perception is
negative, the individual’s perception will also be negative or degrading. In this context, the
second hypothesis formed is as follows:

H2: The comments towards the interviewees will have words for depersonalization that co-occur
with negative or degrading words for opposing group members in case the individuals cannot answer
or give wrong answers.

In intergroup conflict, when conflict is getting intense, the individuals of opposing
groups will more likely act towards others as a function of their respective group member-
ship than their characteristics (Tajfel and Turner 1979). Intergroup discrimination needs the
existence of minimal in-group affiliation, the anonymity of group membership, and the
awareness of an out-group.

Social media platforms’ features, such as network structure, minimum control for the
membership process, ability to join and leave the group at any time, and augmentation of
the awareness of an out-group, provide the necessary conditions for intergroup discrimina-
tion. In this area, individuals have social mobility, which states that they have a flexible and
permeable life, where they can move to another group if the group members with whom
they interact are not satisfied with their actions. Therefore, individuals can quickly turn
into group members and show discriminating behavior to the opposite group members
according to their perspective and understanding. Erving Goffman’s (1990) identity theory
stated that individuals are in a theatrical performance in their daily lives. They take on
whatever role is more important according to the relevant situation. This metaphor used
by Goffman for individual identities also applies to social identities. If the importance of
one of the different groups to which the individual feels himself/herself attached increases,
the social identity defined by the membership of that group will come to the fore.

Although these platforms provide social mobility, intergroup subjects, such as religion,
ethnic race, and national identity, are vital elements of stratification, which slows down the
social mobility, and causes individual actions to move away from the pole of interpersonal
patterns toward intergroup patterns. Hence, the stratification causes empowerment of the
in-group affiliation and increases intergroup discrimination on social media platforms.

The registration process for social media platforms, such as Facebook, YouTube, Twit-
ter, and Instagram, can be completed with an email address or phone number. Email
addresses or phone numbers can be easily gotten so that individuals quickly become anony-
mous users on these platforms. When individuals turn into anonymous users, the dose
and scope of intergroup discrimination will increase because that anonymity enables the
words and actions that s/he could not do if her/his identity were to come to light (Hassan
2019; Mikal et al. 2016).

Social media platforms also increase intergroup comparison by making them more
visible and accessible for users. This situation helps individuals decide easily and rapidly
about their social identity according to the groups. When social identity is satisfactory and
positively perceived, individuals will strive to achieve or maintain the social identity. When
social identity is unsatisfactory, individuals will strive to leave their existing group and join
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some more positively distinct group, or they will strive to make their existing group more
positively distinct (Tajfel and Turner 1979).

Social structures and social networks are a fundamental part of the identity process.
The formation and maintenance of identity are based on solidarity, emotional attachment,
and group cohesion. As an outcome, the group actions cause a robust self-identifying
process for individuals to verify their identities through network structure and participation.
In this process, individuals relate their social identity with others who have the same general
status markers. The proliferation of social sharing platforms, such as Twitter, Facebook,
Instagram, and YouTube, provides more options for individuals to support, maintain, and
strengthen their identities by enabling the expansion of the digital public sphere. Thus, the
number of communities with fragmented structures on the network increases, and identity
construction becomes more manageable.

The identity-building process, based on strong class and work-based community
structures in society, has shifted onto more fluid and mobile structures with technolog-
ical advances that provide pluralistic opportunities for individuals. Bauman reminds
us that identity is forged in the social sphere and is located within temporal relations
(Bauman 1988). In the modern world, the identity forging process has been shifting to-
wards the digital public sphere, mainly social media platforms, and the temporal relations
that occur on these platforms. Accordingly, this digital public sphere provides unique
possibilities for religious practices and the construction of religious identities, such as
engaging within the community, expressing religiosity through social media platforms, and
recreating religious meaning; through mediated contexts, spaces, and discourses (Campbell
2017; Mishol-Shauli and Golan 2019; Valibeigi 2018). Concurrently, social media have per-
meated contemporary society to such an extent that the media can no longer be considered
isolated from cultural and other social institutions (Hjarvard 2008). Thus, the platforms
become essential elements in forming understanding of religion and in shaping religious
discourse in the public sphere. The construction of our everyday lives realizes itself through
social media, where users shift from passive spectators and consumers to active producers
of content that shape and circulate identities and cultures (Jenkins et al. 2013). These active
producers use social media to question, articulate and affirm identities through content
circulation, such as texts, videos, and hashtags. Collective identity emerges as individuals
engage with the content, other users, description, and practice associated with the identity
on social media.

Different studies have shown that younger generation users, who make up most
online users, strongly identify with online groups and communities that cause a strong
community identity perception, due to increased use of the Internet (Baym 2015; Flanagin
et al. 2014; Guo and Li 2016; Lehdonvirta and Räsänen 2011; Mikal et al. 2016). One of
the main reasons for this process is that social media platforms focused on user-generated
content (e.g., YouTube and Instagram) have become increasingly popular (van Eldik et al.
2019). As Senft (2008) defined, creators of content have been seen as micro-celebrities by
youth, so the content on the platforms, and engagement in the comment sections, have an
important effect in shaping youth identity. In addition to this, Turkish society, especially
in the last decade, is considered one of the most polarized societies politically (Erdoğan
and Semerci 2018). Individuals carry their thoughts about ethnic, sexual, religious, and
political identities to social media platforms where they can be accessed, alongside lacking
media space for different opinions to express themselves. The move of individuals to these
platforms has caused groups and structures acting on the issues, as mentioned earlier, to
turn to these platforms. These groups and structures shape the social identity construction
process by conveying their thoughts to the large masses on social media platforms.

As Van Dijk (2009) emphasized, identity work is done indirectly through the associa-
tion of meanings, sounds, words, and expressions of a language that are always related
to entire ideological systems. Therefore, the data for this study came from comments
on YouTube videos that include street interviews about Islam and a Muslim’s daily prac-
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tices. Individuals commenting on these videos respond to Muslim identity feedback, the
interviewing reporter’s actions, and the interviewee’s answers.

3. Method

Many YouTube channels focus on Islam and Muslim identity. We made a search
query with “religious interview” words on YouTube and examined the first 30 channels.
These channels can be categorized under three main formats: lecture, talk show, and
street interviews. The lecture channels are based on the idea that one person talks about a
specific subject, based on some questions and comments. In the talk show channels, a host
and his/her guest talk about a specific subject or guest’s personal experience. The street
interview channels have a randomly selected interviewee who gives answers to different
questions on the street. Street interviews have ideal content for understanding identity
construction and intergroup conflicts in terms of social identity theory. According to the
individual’s response, the audience can identify with him or her from the social identity
dimension and leave or strengthen this group identity. Therefore, the work focused on
YouTube channels that do street interviews. We gave preferential treatment to channels
that are open to audience comments, have a high number of views, have content that is
shared outside of the YouTube platform, and have content that is shared by mass media.
As a result of this evaluation, the Ahsen TV YouTube channel was selected.

Different channels have used the Ahsen TV name. Therefore, we selected the most
appropriate channel for this study. The selected channel is the second oldest channel that
uses the Ahsen TV name, with 240 videos, 124 thousand subscribers, and more than 34
million views. We selected the videos according to comments volume, and then we scraped
the comments from them.

The study focuses on the review of YouTube comments, and at this point, the exis-
tence of some ethical and technical problems should not be ignored. Like all social media
platforms, YouTube allows users to be anonymous or use fake accounts to perform ma-
nipulative actions. It should not be forgotten that this situation will cause problems in
evaluating the comments made. The study focuses on determining the scope of the words
used in creating the “we” and “them” dichotomy in the identity construction process,
rather than identifying the authentic or manipulative movements of the users.

The collected text was analyzed with Corpus Linguistics (CL) methods. CL is a quan-
titative method that uses the corpus and sub-corpora as the primary and starting point
(Romaine 2001) with the examination of relative frequencies and emerging statistically
significant lexical patterns (Baker et al. 2008). Keyness and collocation are the two central
theoretical notions in the analysis. Keyness means the statistically significantly higher fre-
quency of particular words in the corpus when different corpora are compared. Collocation
is based on the frequency of a series of words that co-occur together.

The data collection and analysis process took place in these phases. We collected the
publication date, view, likes, dislikes, and comment count data for all videos in the channel
via YouTube API v3. We selected the videos with at least a thousand comments and scraped
the viewer comments from these videos. CL analysis provides the superficial comparisons
of word frequency and, more importantly, the usage of context and the kinds of meaning
these words realize (Caldas-Coulthard and Moon 2010). Therefore, the CL analysis starts
with examining the relative frequencies of words in the corpus.

We used R (R Core Team 2017) and Python (Python Dev Team 2018) programming
languages with tidyverse (Wickham et al. 2019), dplyr (Wickham et al. 2021), and ggplot
(Wickham 2009) packages to count relative frequencies of words. First, the stemming and
lemmatization3 process was applied to the words; then, the words were classified into seven
sub-categories: depersonalize, faith, knowledge, negative expression/action, personalize,
positive expression/action, and practice.4 These categories were created internally by the
authors based on the words in the comments. Afterward, the first ten words with the
highest frequency value in the negative expression/action and depersonalize categories
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were analyzed. Finally, the first ten words with the highest co-occurrence value with “we”
and “you” were identified and analyzed for the depersonalization process.

The selection process left us with 15 videos with more than a thousand comments. The
study was focused on the Muslim identity-building process. Therefore, we only selected
interviews related to Muslim practices and knowledge (see Table 1). The video content
can be classified into two main subjects: practice and knowledge. The first subject has
four videos (v2, v3, v6, v7) that include questions about a Muslim’s daily practices. The
second subject has six videos (v1, v4, v5, v8, v9, v10), including questions about religious
knowledge. The practice videos have questions such as how to do Ghusl ablution, how
many times Salat in a day, when was the last time you Salat, and when was the last time
you read Quran. The knowledge videos have questions such as the five pillars of Islam, the
names and duties of the four archangels, the meaning of Shahadah, and our Qibla.

Table 1. The title, duration, view, like, dislike, and comment information of the videos.

Title Publication Date Duration View Like Dislike Comment

What are the names and duties of the
four archangels? (v1) 6 March 2020 10:32 904,716 7558 792 2671

How to do Ghusl ablution? (v2) 15 December 2019 10:14 1,340,296 11,087 1382 2046
We asked how to Salat, and the

answers desolated us. (v3) 5 November 2020 08:05 995,406 8878 807 1959

We asked Antalyans about religion.
(v4) 28 July 2020 14:21 446,495 4099 540 1566

Religious questions no one can answer.
(v5) 3 July 2020 21:22 716,433 4807 572 1561

When was the last time you read the
Quran? (v6) 26 October 2020 09:22 862,391 7688 926 1390

Would you like to marry a girl with a
headscarf or a girl without a

headscarf? (v7)
11 September 2020 04:02 751,107 10,085 933 1330

Do you know the meaning of
Shahadah? (v8) 25 December 2019 10:01 897,602 6912 612 1313

Where is our Qibla? Where is the
Kaaba? (v9) 24 February 2020 10:01 360,515 3008 249 1174

The interpretation of Hazrat Ali from
the Alevi woman. (v10) 25 February 2020 03:50 1,180,077 5033 1405 1012

The duration range of videos varied between 03:50 and 21:22, and the mean video
duration was 09:29. The highest view count was 1,340,296, while the lowest was 360,515,
and the mean view was 845,509. The total comment number for all videos was 16,022,
and the mean comment number was 1602. The total comments about a Muslim’s daily
practice were 5642, while the total comments about religious knowledge were 8475. The
Muslim’s daily practice corpus consisted of 5642 comments (totaling 61,512 words) sent
by 4736 unique participants. In comparison, the religious knowledge corpus consisted
of 8475 comments (totaling 83,756 words) sent by 6796 unique participants. The average
number of word repetitions in both corpora was 5, so the words with equal or higher
repetition numbers were included in the study.

4. Findings

Analysis of the viewers’ reactions to the street interviews made on YouTube to con-
struct the Muslim identity began by reducing words in the two main categories to their
roots. Then, the authors classified the words reduced to their roots, considering their mean-
ings and context, and this process ended with the seven sub-categories. In determining
the categories, issues such as depersonalization and negation, which occur in identity
formation, and religious knowledge and religious practice, which are essential parts of
religious identity, were kept in the foreground.

The relative frequency values were created by dividing the sum of repetition frequen-
cies of all words in the sub-category by the total frequency value of all words in the corpora.
The relative frequency values of the sub-categories are given in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The word percentages of the seven sub-categories in the corpora.

In both subjects, it is seen that the Depersonalize and Negative Expression/Action
categories make up most of the words in the corpora compared to the other categories. The
overuse of Negative Expression/Action words on the knowledge subject, rather than the
practice subject, can be interpreted as the viewers reacting more to inadequacy in religious
knowledge. The fact that the words belonging to the depersonalize category have the
second-highest rate also supports this view. The viewers turn individuals into out-group
members by excluding individuals who are conveyed as if they do not know the basic
religious knowledge a Muslim should know. Hence, the depersonalized word percentage
is higher in both subjects.

Tajfel et al. (1971) pointed out that group members tend to favor their group under
categorization. Therefore, when viewers tend to exclude out-group members, they are
also more likely to tend to consolidate and develop their religious knowledge to make
their in-group member status more robust. The comments on the knowledge subject also
support this view. The comments about the names and duties of the four archangels
generally mentioned how to memorize them quickly. The comments about the meaning of
the Shahadah also tended to advise repeating the religious knowledge to learn it.

Although the fundamental element of religion is worship, worshiping necessitates
the existence of knowledge. Therefore, while the individual’s religious worship can be
tolerated up to a point, it is less tolerable if the individual does not know the fundamental
religious knowledge. The presence of more negative words in the comments of YouTube
viewers focused on the interviewees being unable to correctly answer the questions that
contained the most fundamental religious knowledge or even failed to answer them at all.

Examining the word frequencies in the negative speech/action subcategory helped in
better understanding the audience’s approach to interviewees on related topics. The first
ten words with the highest frequency value in the negative expression/action category are
shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. The first ten words with the highest frequency value in the negative expression/action
category.

The word pity (the word yazık in Turkish can be used as a word that can upset anyone,
and can express sadness, or condemnation) is the most repeated word in the comments
on both issues. The word pity is often used to describe the viewers’ emotion during the
interview when the individuals could not respond to the most basic religious knowledge or
gave wrong answers. The word pity is generally used as “pity, look at this ignorance”, or
“pity, too much religious inadequacy to answer the simplest question.” Words such as cry,
ashamed, empty, ignorant, forgive, and alas, which are in the list of the most used words,
also clearly reflect the viewers’ emotional state.

The purpose of creating these interviews, especially the use of footage of individuals
who cannot answer the questions, aims to strengthen the desired effect on the Muslim
identity-building process. The viewers are confronted with the fact that a part of the society
does not know the most basic religious knowledge through the individuals participating
in the street interview. As a result of this confrontation, the individual tends to categorize
himself/herself and the person being interviewed, distinguishing between them and us.
As a result of this categorization, the individual tends to use words that would define the
members of the opposite group and the whole opposite group as evil, to reveal the good
aspects of the group he or she belongs to and exalt in that group. All these matters support
the H1 hypothesis.

In the social identity contexts, people view themselves and others as group members
rather than as individuals, and they accentuate prototypical similarities in-group and
prototypical differences out-group (Duck et al. 1999). In this prototypical comparison
process at the group level, words such as we, you, us, them, and these are used in in-group
and out-group evaluations. We needed to examine how often and how these words for
depersonalization were used in the YouTube comments to evaluate the viewers’ reactions
to creating social identity. The first ten words with the highest frequency value in the
depersonalize category are shown in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. The first ten words with the highest frequency value in the depersonalize category.

The most frequently used word for depersonalization in the knowledge subject is
Muslim. The street interviews focused on the fundamental religious knowledge that every
Muslim should know, and the perception that most of the interviewees could not give the
correct answers to the questions was created. Under this circumstance, the viewers uncon-
sciously compared this individual with the ideal Muslim stereotype, and the perception of
we versus you was created during the watching process. Therefore, the word Muslim can
be considered a word for depersonalization in this context. They created in-group versus
out-group comparisons, accentuating the good part of the knowledgeable Muslim group,
which they saw as including themselves. The main comparison between in-group versus
out-group was built on using the words “we” versus “you”. Therefore, the depth analysis
of the adjectives and words that collocate mostly with “we” versus “you” helped us see the
detailed picture of the Muslim social identity-building process.

N-gram analysis can determine which adjectives, words, or verbs are more likely to
co-occur with “we” rather than with “you” in a group. An n-gram is a contiguous series of
words from a corpus, and the contiguous series can be formed from different n numbers.
The name of n-gram changes according to the n; for example, n = 2 is called bigram. We
calculated the log odds ratio for the words to find the most considerable significant co-
occurrence differences between the relative use of “we” versus “you”. The first ten words
with the most considerable significant co-occurrence differences are shown in Figure 4.

In the knowledge subject, the most significant difference between the words used
together with the words “we” and “you” in the audience comments were the words “pity”
and “forgive”. These words indicated that the viewers generally identified with the “we”
group and that individuals whom they saw as members of the group they belong to wish
to be forgiven for basic religious knowledge. Other words such as good, Muslim, and
help that come to the fore in the “we” category also supported this assessment. On the
other hand, in the “you” category, the viewer defined individuals who did not answer the
fundamental religious questions correctly or could not answer them at all, depersonalized
them and defined them as out-group. As a natural outcome of this situation, they tried to
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characterize the out-group members with words such as “pity” and “correction” to put
their group situation in a lower classification. At the level of the words used to describe
the groups, this usage pattern showed that the viewers defined themselves as a group by
distinguishing themselves from the individuals who were being interviewed and vilifying
them, while making positive wishes to the group which they were in.
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Figure 4. The first ten words with the most considerable significant co-occurrence differences.

It is possible to talk about the existence of a similar pattern in the practice subject.
Regarding performing religious practices as Muslims, the audience tended to identify
themselves with the “we” group, asked for forgiveness of the group they were in, identified
the group with the country in general, and emphasized that religious practices can be done
in a short time.

Figure 1 shows the frequency of the words in the depersonalized group, rather than
words in the other groups. Also, as shown in Figure 4, the frequently used words with the
depersonalized words “we” versus “you” had negative meanings and were degrading for
the opposing group. In contrast, they had positive meanings for their groups. These cases
support the H2 formed within the scope of the study.

5. Conclusions

The media has the power to categorize people through particular points of view
and values not always apparent to a non-critical reader (Caldas-Coulthard and Moon
2010). In this categorization process, social media constructs the social identities that
are discursively produced, transformed, destructed, and reproduced by language and
other semiotic systems. On these platforms, people strategically use digital technology
to propagate their ideas among audiences with similar perceptions, points of view, and
interests (Baym and Boyd 2012). According to Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, social
media can be regarded as a habitus with shared ideas, concepts, or perception schemes that
cause the interchanging of emotional attitudes, behavioral dispositions, and internalization
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of group identity within a specific group (De Cillia et al. 1999). All these attributes, in turn,
position social media, especially YouTube, as a highly polysemic medium.

Social media provides an opportunity for religious leaders and groups to make them-
selves more visible to communicate their faith’s mission (Martino 2016). Therefore, religious
leaders and groups desire the social affordances of new media technologies, and this in-
creases the presence of religion in social media (Campbell 2010). The scope of this study is
to examine the viewers’ comments on the content created by a religious individual/group
for the production, shaping, and reproduction of the Muslim identity through YouTube.
The attitude of interviewing reporter and interviewees’ ignorance, which is consciously
reflected, formed the situations and conditions predicted by the social identity theory. The
study results showed that the ignorance of the interviewee, which is consciously reflected
in questions about religious knowledge and practices, led to a tendency to use harmful
and depersonalizing words more frequently to define and embody the difference between
in-group and out-group, which caused a strong ‘we’ versus ‘them’ dichotomization.

In the comments made to the video contents evaluated under the titles of knowledge
and practice, the words evaluated in the context of negative expression/action bear a great
deal of similarity. Similar words are generally used in ridicule, irony, and humiliation
contexts. As social identity theory emphasizes, this situation shows that individuals
negate the interviewees in both practical and informational videos by excluding them. The
use of different words, on the other hand, emphasizes that the viewers hold themselves
responsible, especially for religious knowledge, and that they have the thought that they
have not been successful in the construction of Muslim identity. As Stark and Glock
(1970, p. 16) pointed out, the knowledge dimension of religion refers to the expectation
that religious persons will possess some minimum of information about the basic tenets
of their faith and its rites, scriptures, and traditions. The knowledge of a belief is a
necessary precondition for its acceptance. The religious practice dimension includes acts
of worship and devotion, things that people must do to fulfill as part of their religious
commitments. Although the ritual aspect of devotion is formalized and typically public,
personal acts of worship and contemplation are valued in many religions. Thus, while acts
of worship and contemplation may have an individual dimension, religious knowledge
has a communal dimension. Therefore, all individuals who identify themselves as a part of
the community are more likely to feel responsible or guilty in the presence of deficiencies
in religious knowledge. In the comments made during the street interviews, the viewers
use expressions that show they feel responsible, that they are uncomfortable with the
current situation and that the responsibility belongs to the community they see themselves
as being a member of. This condition shows that the effort to strengthen the Muslim
identity, which is one of the primary purposes of conducting street interviews, is effective
on the audience. The primary purpose of these videos, which include questions about
basic religious information on YouTube, is to reinvigorate the Muslim identity in Turkey by
increasing traditional religious knowledge, behavior, and beliefs.

Turkey’s sociopolitical structure and the YouTube platform attributes are essential
factors in using street interviews to construct Muslim identity. Turkey is the first Muslim
country to establish a relationship with European modernity and attain a secular nation-
state structure at the beginning of the twentieth century (Lewis 1994). In modern Turkey,
the future of liberal society in the Islamic context, democracy, and secularism are among
the main topics of discussion. After conservative thought took place in the country’s
government for a long time, religious rituals and elements became more visible in the social
structure. In addition, the increasing influence of the government on national television and
radio has enabled more circulation of content related to the construction of Muslim identity.
However, this policy implemented by the government did not receive the expected attention
from all groups, and the desired result could not be achieved. The increasing presence of
religious themes in the media in modern societies causes a decline in traditional religious
behavior and beliefs in religion (Hjarvard 2013). 89.5% of Turkish society (Özkök 2019) is
defined as Muslim, and the number of individuals who regularly perform daily religious
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practices is around 42.7% (Presidency of Religious Affairs 2014). Although the number
of Imam-Hatip high schools providing religious education and the number of students
studying there has increased in the last ten years, the young generation’s interest in religion
has decreased. The news that deism is spreading, especially among Imam-Hatip high
school students, has made this situation more visible (Karakaş 2020; t24.com.tr 2018).
Therefore, religious groups that want to rebuild, protect, and develop their Muslim identity
tend to move their activities to social media platforms, where individuals, especially young
people, spend more time.

Religious communities tend to use social networking tools such as Facebook, Insta-
gram, Twitter, and YouTube, which allow religious identities to be realized more efficiently
and simultaneously in several stages and places. For example, the Iranian Shia commu-
nity uses Instagram, specifically during the holy month of Muharram, as a public space
that extends the meaning of being religious to the broader context of society, augment-
ing the religious experience, and creating religious identity formation for individuals
(Valibeigi 2018). The Haredi community, a fundamentalist Jewish ultra-Orthodoxy group,
uses the communal WhatsApp groups to share valuable information and spread Haredi
culture and values among its members of different denominations and non-Haredi sym-
pathizers (Mishol-Shauli and Golan 2019). In the religious identity construction process,
Instagram provides the opportunity to interpret and experience religious concepts on an
individual level, while WhatsApp allows information flow within a controlled group struc-
ture. Founded in 2005, YouTube, within its unique architecture, culture, and norms, allows
users to post, view, comment, and link to videos, allowing for a less controlled and group-
level digital social space (Smith et al. 2012). In Turkey, where the average television viewing
time (04:33 h) is higher than the world average (02:54 h), YouTube stands out as an indis-
pensable platform for people with its one-to-many streams, content close to TV program
content, and ability to consume content at the desired place and time (TİAK 2021, p. 31).
State-controlled public media and tightly regulated private channels have made YouTube,
which offers relatively more freedom, more popular with large audiences, especially young
people. The target audience’s involvement on this platform has made it a necessity for
religious leaders, structures, and communities, who aim to construct the Muslim identity,
to operate on this platform.

YouTube allows active individuals on the platform to share their thoughts and provide
feedback by commenting anonymously on the videos they watch. Thus, users can include
more critical and judgmental expressions in their comments than they typically use. This
situation is also encountered in the comments discussed within the scope of the study.
A total of 282 individuals were interviewed in the videos, and 34% of them were young
people. Most young interviewees generally tend to gloss over questions, joke around, or
give wrong answers. Since young people are accepted as future generations who ensure
the continuity of the social structure, their ignorance, and disregard for basic religious
information caused the users to often use words containing criticism and regret when
talking about young people in their comments.

Religious communities can use YouTube to express traditional religious ideas and
emotions to the masses interactively and differently from standardized methods. In this free
public space, discussing and forming religious identities allows individuals to express their
thoughts with their interpretations. Thus, religious identity formation becomes a real-time
and reciprocal process in which the distinction between ‘us’ and ‘they’ is getting deeper.
YouTube Street interviews, which aim at the construction, revitalization, and support of
Muslim identity, can be considered to partially take over the role of traditional functions
in the construction of religious identity by providing a sense of community among the
audience. Future research studies may focus on examining the comments made in YouTube
Street interviews, which can be used as a tool in the construction of Muslim identity through
gender and age variables. Thus, in this digital public space where young people are more
present and spend more time, the effect of the religious identity-building process on young
individuals can be understood more comprehensively.
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Notes
1 Ahmet Mahmut Ünlü, known as Cübbeli Ahmet Hoca, is a preacher and writer. He was punished with the crime of inciting the

people to enmity against each other in a way that could be dangerous for public order by considering the differences in religion,
sect, and belie. Unlu gained wide recognition from the public by taking part in mass media.

2 Nihat Hatipoğlu is a Turkish academic, author, tv programmer, and theologian. He has won the admiration of the masses with
his rhetoric and religious storytelling.

3 The stemming and lemmatization process reduces inflectional forms and sometimes derivationally related forms of a word to a
common base form.

4 Words outside the determined categories were collected in the non-categorical group. This group was used to determine the total
number of words but was not used in the visualization process.
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