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Abstract

This study analyzed social media reactions to the stray animals law enacted in Turkey in 2024 at an emotional
and discursive level. The main purpose of the study was to reveal how supportive and opposing views on the
law were structured in the context of social identity and affective polarization. A total of 2,178 entries were
collected from Ekgi Sozliik, labeled as "supportive”, "opposing”, and "neutral”, and analyzed through discourse
strategy and emotional tone assessments. The findings show that the supporter group used a shorter, more
analytical, and security-oriented language, while the opposing group adopted a longer, emotionally expressive
discourse grounded in moral and conscientious values. According to the VAD analysis, the opposing group
displayed higher valence and greater emotional diversity, whereas the supporter group reflected a more distant
emotional tone with lower valence and dominance scores. Rhetorical analysis revealed that logos was more
prominent in the supporter group, while ethos dominated in the opposing group. Both groups described the
opposing side using exclusionary language, which indicates that social identity boundaries were reinforced
through discourse. These findings suggest that emotional and rhetorical practices in digital debates over public
policy do not merely reflect individual opinions, but also help construct group identities. The study contributes
to the literature by showing how emotional and identity-based factors shape group positions and language use
in public debates, particularly in a local context.

Keywords: Stray animal law, affective polarization, social identity, discourse analysis, social media
Oz

Bu ¢aligma, Tiirkiye'de 2024 wyilinda vyiiriirliige giren sokak hayvanlart yasasima yonelik sosyal medya
tepkilerini duygusal ve soylemsel diizeyde analiz etmistir. Calismamn temel amaci, yasaya yonelik destekleyici
ve karsit goriislerin sosyal kimlige dayali kutuplagma baglaminda nasil yapilandigini ortaya koymaktir. Eksi
Sozliik'ten ilgili yasaya yonelik toplanan 2.178 gonderi, “destekleyici”, “karsit” ve “ndtr” olarak etiketlenmis;
soylem stratejileri ve duygusal ton analiziyle incelenmistir. Bulgular, destekleyici grubun daha kisa, analitik ve
gtivenlik odakli bir dil kullandiginy, karsit grubun ise daha uzun, vicdani ve ahlaki degerlere dayali duygusal
bir soylem benimsedigini gostermistir. VAD analizine gore, karsit grup daha yiiksek valans ve duygusal
cesitlilik sergilemis; destekleyici grup ise daha diisiik valans ve dominans skorlar1 ile daha mesafeli bir duygu
tonu yansitnugtir. Retorik analizler, destekleyici grupta logos'un, karsit grupta ise ethos'un dne ¢iktigim
gostermektedir. Her iki grup da karsit goriisleri diglayict ifadelerle tamimlamis ve bu durum sosyal kimlik
strlarmmn dilsel olarak pekistirildigini ortaya koymustur. Bu bulgular, kamusal politikalar etrafinda
sekillenen dijital tartismalarda duygusal ve retorik pratiklerin grup kimliklerini de insa ettigini gostermektedir.
Caligma, duygusal ve kimlige dayali etmenlerin kamusal tartismalarda grup konumlanmalarim ve dil
kullamanum nasil sekillendirdigini yerel baglamda ortaya koyarak literatiire katki sunmaktadur.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Sokak hayvanlar: yasasi, duygusal kutuplasma, sosyal kimlik, sdylem analizi,
sosyal medya
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Introduction

Public debates on animal rights have a long-stand-
ing presence in Turkey, shaped by both legal de-
velopments and shifting societal sensitivities
(Uyumaz, 2016; Ilgar, 2007; Kiroglu, 2021; Sinmez,
2022). In 2024, a major legislative change concern-
ing the status and management of stray animals re-
ignited these debates, both within legal and politi-
cal institutions and across digital platforms. The
amendment to the Animal Protection Law (No.
5199), enacted on August 1, 2024, introduced sev-
eral regulatory transformations that triggered po-
larized reactions among the public and stakehold-
ers. The new legal framework introduced three
critical changes: (1) the protection of animal rights
was made conditional upon the safeguarding of
human, animal, and environmental health; (2) the
language of “care” was replaced by “adoption” in
relation to shelter practices; and (3) the law pro-
vided legal grounds for the euthanization of un-
controllable and aggressive stray animals. While
the official rationale behind the law emphasized
public health and safety, critics argued that its pro-
visions departed significantly from a rights-based
approach to animal welfare (Resmi Gazete, 2024;
BBC Tiirkge, 2024a).

Initial public reactions to the law revealed a
clear ideological divide. Supporters predomi-
nantly framed the issue through risk management,
and expressed concerns regarding the exponential
growth of stray dog populations, rabies exposure,
and traffic accidents involving animals (Anadolu
Ajansi, 2024). Government-affiliated media rein-
forced this perspective by portraying the euthana-
sia clause as an exceptional measure applied only
to dangerous or incurable animals, citing con-
sistency with existing veterinary regulations (A
Haber, 2024a; MarineDeal News, 2024). In addi-
tion, allegations of financial misconduct—such as
the misappropriation of donation funds—surfaced
against several animal rights organizations, fur-
ther fueling suspicion and delegitimization (Yeni
Safak, 2024). These narratives eventually coalesced
into the morally charged discourse of a so-called
“pet food lobby,” which some commentators de-
picted as a self-interested group resisting reform
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and exploiting public sensitivity for profit (TRT
Haber, 2024; Onedio, 2024).

However, the controversy did not remain con-
fined to ideological opposition. It evolved into a
moralized debate, with opponents raising con-
cerns about the ethical legitimacy, feasibility, and
long-term consequences of the proposed measures
(BBC Tiirkge, 2024a; Tiirkiye Barolar Birligi, 2024).
Central criticisms targeted the inadequacy of shel-
ter infrastructure, the absence of objective euthana-
sia criteria, and the risk of ecological imbalance
due to sudden population removal. For many crit-
ics, the law symbolized not protection but a state-
sanctioned erasure of stray animals from urban
life. As tensions escalated, the legislation was de-
nounced by some actors as a “massacre law,” sig-
naling the extent to which the debate had taken on
affectively polarized dimensions (Cumhuriyet
Halk Partisi, 2024; Gazete Duvar, 2024; T24, 2024).

Beyond institutional and media responses, the
stray animal law also sparked widespread public
engagement on social media platforms. The issue
became one of the most debated topics on Twitter
during the weeks following the legislative change,
with users expressing sharply polarized views
(Dogruluk Payi, 2024). Posts ranged from strong
support for the law —often framed around public
safety concerns—to fierce opposition that empha-
sized animal rights and moral outrage. Hashtags
such as #KatliamYasas1 (#TheMassacreLaw) and
#SokakKopekleriYalnizDegil (#StrayDog-
sAreNotAlone) emerged as digital symbols of col-
lective sentiment. These interactions contributed to
the circulation of competing narratives and
demonstrated how social media platforms can
function as spaces where emotionally charged re-
sponses and group-based positions become more
visible.

The increasing salience of political and moral
divisions in the stray animal law debate illustrates
how public policy discussions may transcend their
legal origins and evolve into polarized conflicts. In
this context, Social Identity Theory (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979) offers a useful framework to under-
stand how such polarization emerges. According
to this theory, individuals form part of their iden-
tity based on group membership, which leads
them to favor their own group and view other
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groups more negatively. Individuals do not merely
express their preferences about policy issues; ra-
ther, they align themselves with particular identity
groups and emotionally distance themselves from
others. In the stray animal law context, support or
opposition can be embedded in broader identity
cues, such as political alignment, moral framing,
and media narratives.

Another important concept for this case is affec-
tive polarization. Affective polarization refers to
the growing emotional distance between opposing
social or political groups, marked by distrust, aver-
sion, and even moral disdain (Iyengar et al., 2019;
Reiljan, 2020). Unlike ideological polarization,
which focuses on disagreements over specific pol-
icies, affective polarization is rooted in how indi-
viduals perceive and emotionally respond to who
holds those positions. At the core of this process
lies Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979),
which posits that individuals derive part of their
self-concept from their group affiliations. When
group boundaries are perceived as morally or cul-
turally salient, as in the case of the stray animal
law, such identity processes can intensify emo-
tional reactions and moral judgments. Moreover,
prior research shows that perceived threats from
out-groups can activate defensive emotions—such
as anger, fear, or contempt—while reinforcing pos-
itive affect toward the in-group (Mackie et al., 2000;
Stephan et al., 2009). Thus, affective polarization
cannot be fully understood without considering
the social identity processes that underlie group-
based emotional responses.

One of the major platforms in which polariza-
tion can be observed is social media. There is in-
creasing evidence in the literature that social media
and polarization are strongly correlated (Allcott et
al., 2020; Bail et al., 2018; Levy, 2021). Likewise,
many studies support the view that affective polar-
ization is growing in especially online environ-
ments (lyengar et al., 2019; Levendusky, 2013; Ma-
son, 2018). One major explanation for that is echo
chambers, which refers to algorithms showing user
only similar views, resulting in increased political
polarization (Guo et al., 2020; Kitchens et al., 2020).
An alternative view suggests that digital media
makes individuals interact with individuals out-
side their local environment and forces them into a
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political battle in which they are expected to take
sides (C. A. Bail, 2021; Uitermark, 2022). From this
perspective, affective polarization is associated not
only with the insular nature of echo chambers but
also with a media environment in which individu-
als are constantly confronted with opposing views,
and these encounters trigger defensive and emo-
tional reactions. At this point, Tornberg (2022) ar-
gues that these encounters both lead individuals to
group with like-minded groups, and provide a so-
cial identity framework that reinforces emotional
reactions toward opposing groups, which is at the
heart of affective polarization.

Past studies indicate that major public events—
such as national elections (Flamino et al., 2020; Ti-
rkoglu et al., 2022), global crises like the COVID-19
pandemic (Nettasinghe et al., 2024), or transna-
tional issues such as climate change (Tyagi et al.,
2023) can act as catalysts for polarization by inten-
sifying emotional divisions and reinforcing in-
group/out-group boundaries. While not political in
the conventional sense, the 2024 stray animal law
shares similar features with these events: it is mor-
ally charged, highly visible, and socially divisive.
Additionally, given the fact that political identity
influences media preferences, social interactions
and even decisions about marriage (Erdogan, 2016;
KONDA, 2010), affective polarization may be es-
pecially relevant in the Turkish context. Eventu-
ally, these characteristics make the law a useful
case to observe how polarized divisions unfold in
digital discourse.

Despite the growing interest in online polariza-
tion, few empirical studies have examined how the
mentioned discourse unfolds around non-elec-
toral, morally salient policy changes in the Turkish
context. In light of these discussions, this study ad-
dresses that gap by examining how discourse on
the 2024 stray animal law reflects affective polari-
zation on social media in Turkey. Specifically, we
test three hypotheses:

1. Supporters of the law will use a more logi-

cal and security-oriented discourse.

2. Opponents of the law will rely more heavily
on emotionally and morally framed expres-
sions.

3. Both groups will describe the other side us-
ing negative and exclusionary terms
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By examining a socially prominent issue, this
study offers new perspectives on affective polari-
zation and online discourse within an under-ex-
plored national context. Given that several schol-
ars have studied affective polarization outside the
US context (Gidron et al., 2019; Iyengar et al., 2019;
Renstrom et al., 2021), this study also contributes
to the broader international social psychology lit-
erature by addressing the phenomenon in a non-
US setting.

Methods
Platform Description

The social media platform that the data was col-
lected from is Eksi Sozliik. Eksi Sozliik is a partici-
patory dictionary and discussion platform based in
Turkey, founded by Sedat Kapanoglu on February
15, 1999 (Eksi Sozliik, 2025). It is an important plat-
form where users share their opinions and
thoughts on any subject through texts called “en-
tries”, which makes it a socialization tool, discus-
sion area and even a document where social events
are archived. According to the documentary pre-
pared specifically for the 20th anniversary of Eksi
Sozlik in 2019, there are a total of 115,852 writers
on the platform and approximately 36 million en-
tries have been created by these writers (Pena,
2019). The entries that shape societal and political
discussions are gathered under specific threads,
and those entries can be in different styles such as
information, definition, comment, observation,
joke, song lyrics or a poem.

Data Collection

After a meticulous examination of the headings in
Eksi Sozliik, 12 headings were determined for data
collection. The selected titles were determined ac-
cording to their thematic relevance, based on key-
words directly related to the law. Priority was
given to titles that included words and phrases
such as “stray dogs” and “stray animals”, as well
as titles that directly referred to the name, date or
content of the law.

The determined headings are as follows (origi-
nal titles in Turkish, translated by the author):
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e “stray animals will be put to sleep” (sokak
hayvanlar1 uyutulacak)

e “I don't want to live with stray animals”
(sokak hayvanlariyla yasamak istemi-
yorum)

e “passing the stray animals law by the com-
(sokak hayvanlar:
komisyondan ge¢mesi)

e “stray dogs should be put to sleep” (sokak
kopekleri uyutulsun)

e “solution to the stray dog problem” (sokak
kopekleri sorununun ¢oziimii)

e “we want dog-free streets” (kdpeksiz so-
kaklar istiyoruz)

e “no to massacre #strayanimal-
sarenothomeless” (katliama hayir #soka-
khayvanlarisahipsizdegil)

e “July 29, 2024 stray animals law amend-
ment” (29 temmuz 2024 sokak hayvanlari
yasas1 degisikligi)

e “law proposal for homeless animals” (sa-
hipsiz hayvanlara yonelik kanun teklifi)

e “stray animals should be culled” (sokak
hayvanlari toplatilsin)

e “solution projects for the stray dog prob-
lem” (sokak kopegi sorununa ¢dziim pro-
jeleri)

e “the public is fed up with stray dogs” (so-
kak kopeklerinin illallah ettirmesi)

Data collection began on July 16, 2024, the date
on which the law was announced to the public, and
continued until April 16, 2025. The data collection
process was carried out automatically using a spe-
cially developed Python script. In this script, the
Selenium WebDriver library is used to bypass the
automation detection mechanisms of websites. The
library and its plugins are used for mimicking hu-
man behavior to enable secure and stable access to
the content of the website. Starting from the most
recent entry the script navigated pages in chrono-
logical order. To prevent data loss, the collected en-
tries were progressively saved to a CSV file. A total
of 2178 entries were collected.

This study did not require ethical approval, as
the data consisted entirely of publicly available
content that did not involve any personal or pri-
vate information. The Python script used for data
collection only accessed entries visible without

mission” yasasmin
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login and did not retrieve usernames, profile data,
or any other user-identifiable information. The
script extracted only the textual content and the
date of each entry. All data were anonymized at
the point of collection, and no attempt was made
to link entries to individual users. As such, the data
collection process complied with standard ethical
guidelines for research wusing public online
sources.

Annotation and Coding

Since the analyses had to be conducted on two
main groups, the collected entries were labeled as
“supporters” and “opponents”. In order to ensure
the accuracy of the labeling process, three research-
ers examined all entries one by one and classified
each post as either supporting or opposing the law.
When a full consensus was reached among the re-
searchers, this label was accepted directly. How-
ever, in cases where consensus was not reached,
the final label was determined based on a majority
vote. In line with the labels obtained with this
method, two separate data groups were created to
be used in the analysis. Labeling of the entries have
been done according to the following criteria:

Supporters (Supports the law): Entries that clearly
oppose stray dogs being left unattended on the
streets and consider this situation as a significant
street safety issue were labeled as “pro”. If the per-
son found the proposed legal solutions legitimate,
this person was included in the supporting group
as well. Content that criticizes or belittles people
who oppose the law was also included in this
group. Finally, entries that frankly express the sup-
port (e.g: “I support the law,” or “The law has fi-
nally come into force”) were labeled as “pro”.

Opponents (Does not support the law): Entries
were labeled as "opponents" if they directly or in-
directly expressed opposition to the legal regula-
tion. This label was applied when the content met
at least one of several criteria. First, entries that re-
jected the idea that stray animals pose a public
safety threat were considered opposing. Second,
comments that criticized the proposed measures—
such as culling or mass sheltering—on ethical or
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practical grounds were included in this category.
Third, a lack of trust in the government’s ability to
implement the law fairly or effectively was another
recurring theme that contributed to this label. Fi-
nally, entries that defended the right to life of stray
animals and advocated for their equal coexistence
with humans were also categorized as “oppo-
nents.”

The entries in this group do not necessarily ad-
vocate for the presence of stray animals on the
streets. For example, some may state that they do
not want animals on the streets, but they may op-
pose the law because they find the methods to be
implemented unethical. The important point is
that there is a clear or strongly interpretable oppo-
sition to the change in the law. Those who openly
state that they oppose the law (e.g: “This law is a
law of massacre,” “It is inhumane to support this
law”) are also included in this group.

Neutral: A separate group of entries was labeled as
neutral. These entries acknowledged the existence
of the stray dog problem but did not express sup-
port for the new law. In many of these cases, oppo-
sition was based on distrust in the government or
disapproval of the proposed methods rather than
a rejection of the problem itself. As the current
study focuses on polarized opinions, and neutral
entries do not show such polarization, they were
excluded from the main analysis. Including them
would reduce the contrast between the polarized
groups and make it more difficult to observe pat-
terns of affective polarization. For this reason, the
neutral group was labeled and monitored for
tracking purposes but kept outside the core analy-
sis.

Exclusive Criteria: Some entries were excluded
from the analysis as they did not clearly express
support for or opposition to the law. For example,
very short texts that could not be interpreted—
such as songs, poems, or quotes—were excluded.
Entries that only included images or visual content
were also removed. Content intended as jokes or
parody, without a clear opinion, was not analyzed.
In addition, texts that simply described or ex-
plained the law, without any evaluative statement,
were not included.

836



Betiil Cinar, Enes polat, Cagmn Berke ispir

Data Analyses

The data were initially processed to remove exces-
sive spaces, standardize line breaks, and convert
characters into a consistent format. For text pro-
cessing, the Turkish language model from the
SpaCy library was used. Through this model, each
text was tokenized into meaningful word units.

Three different Turkish sentiment lexicons were
used in this study: Turkish SentiLiteralNet, Turk-
ish LIWC Dictionary (Linguistic Inquiry and Word
Count), and Turkish version of the NRC Valence-
Arousal-Dominance (VAD) Lexicon. Alongside
these, key textual features were computed for each
group, such as average word count, sentence
count, and word frequency distributions. These
metrics were analyzed comparatively to reveal lin-
guistic differences between groups.

In order to analyze the emotional content of the
text, the VAD (Valence-Arousal-Dominance)
model was applied.Valence represents the degree
of positivity or negativity, arousal represents the
level of emotional intensity or activation, and dom-
inance represents the sense of power or control
within the textual content. Emotional profiles (e.g.,
fear profile, anger profile) were defined, and their
distributions were examined within each group.
The analysis also examined the emotional context
of key terms and calculated the emotional distance
between groups to measure polarization. All of
these methodological approaches enabled a com-
parative analysis of the emotional and linguistic
features across different opinion groups and pro-
vided insights into the emotional dynamics sur-
rounding the stray animal law debate.

Results

Descriptive Statistics: A total of 2178 entries were
analyzed from the data retrieved from Eksi Sozliik.
After labeling, 53.8% of the entries were labeled as
supporters, 38.5% as opponents, and 7.8% as neu-
tral (see Figure 1). This distribution shows that the
dataset is sufficiently balanced to represent both
views and provides a structure suitable for polari-
zation analysis.
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Neutral

Against

Figure 1. Distribution of User Stances on the Debate

When the post lengths were examined, the average
post length of the pro group was calculated as 48.4
words (SD =23.7), while the average post length of
the against group was calculated as 47.7 words (SD
= 24.1). The average length of the neutral group
was 45.2 words, and the variance was distributed
similarly. The one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) showed that there was no statistically
significant difference between the groups in terms
of post length (F(2, 2175) = 1.02, p = .361).

Polarization: VAD Analysis: In order to determine
the emotional characteristics of the data, valence,
arousal and dominance scores were calculated for
each entry. As a result of the comparisons between
the groups, significant differences were found in
the valence (t(1675) = -2.01, p = .0441) and domi-
nance (t(1675) = -3.44, p = .0006) dimensions. The
pro group posts exhibited lower valence and
higher dominance values compared to the against
group. In addition, despite the small magnitude,
the emotional distance between pro and against
groups reached statistical significance (A =0.0137).

‘‘‘‘‘‘‘‘

Figure 2. Mean Scores for Emotional Dimensions by Group
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The emotional fluctuation of the against group
was greater, which indicates that they had a wider
emotional response spectrum.

To further illustrate these differences, Figure 3
displays the distribution of dominance scores for
both groups. The density and range of the values
show a visible shift, consistent with the statistical
comparison. Figure 4 presents a two-dimensional
density plot based on valence and arousal scores.
While the average positions of the groups are
closely aligned, the emotional expressions of the
opposing group are more widely distributed
across the affective space, suggesting greater vari-
ation in emotional tone.

Statistical significance: **
Dominance Score

Figure 3. Distribution of Dominance Scores by
Group

@ Supporter (Centroid)
$8  Opponent (Centroid)

High Arousal / Negative High Arousal / Positive

<-> Excited)

Arousal (Calm

Low Arousal / Negative

o4
Valence (Negative <-> Positive)

Figure 4. Two-Dimensional Density Plot of Valence and
Arousal Scores by Group
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Analysis of Rhetorical Strategies: Rhetorical strat-
egies were classified to analyze the discourse pat-
terns in the entries. Logical discourse (logos) was
more prevalent in the pro group (0.70%), while
moral and authority-based discourse (ethos) was
significantly higher in the opposition group (0.43%
vs. 0.16%). Emotional discourse (pathos) was ob-
served at similar rates in both groups (1.21% and
1.24%, respectively) (see Table 2). These findings
indicate that the pro group used more rational ar-
guments in favor of the law, while the opposition
group based their views more on religious, ethical,
and normative appeals.

Table 1. Distribution of Rhetorical Strategies by Group

Strategy Pro (%) Against (%)
Logos 0.70 0.16
Ethos 0.42 0.70
Pathos 1.21 1,20

Note. Percentages reflect the proportion of each rhetorical strategy

identified within entries in the pro and against groups.

Use of Key Concepts and Emotional Context Anal-
ysis: In the discourse analysis, certain words that
stand out in both the “Pro” and “Against” groups
demonstrated significant differences. The most fre-
quently used words in the Pro group include ko-
pek (“dog”) (n=791), sokak (“street”) (n=467), yok
(“there is not”) (n=373), hayvan (“animal”) (n=350),
and bagsibos (“stray”) (n=282), while in the Against
group, words that are similar but used in different
contexts such as kopek (“dog”)" (n=403), yok
(“there is not”) (n=354), sokak (“street”) (n=313),
"hayvan (“animal”) (n=302), yasa (“law”) (n=213),
and human (“insan”) (n=192) stand out. For in-
stance, the word kopek (“dog” is one of the most
frequently used words in both groups, but in the
Pro group this word is used in a more negative and
threatening context (Valence=0.549), while in the
Against group it is used in relatively more neutral
or positive contexts (Valence=0.556). However, this
difference is not statistically significant (p=0.4254).
Similarly, the word sokak “street” is common in
both groups; the Pro side associates this word with
legal texts or the perception of threat on the street,
while the Against group uses it more in the context
of social solutions and sensitivity. The emotional
differences regarding this word are also not statis-
tically significant (Valence p=0.8816; Arousal
p=0.3985).
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On the other hand, there are some specific
words that are distinct on a group basis. In the Pro
group, the words itperestler “dog worshippers”,
davranislar (“behaviors”), parcalanan (“frag-
mented”), kanuna (“to the law”) and sevimli
(“cute”) stood out as unique to this group (see Fig-
ure 2). These words were often used in the context
of an emotional or condescending discourse sup-
porting the law. Among the words specific to the
Against group were enerji (“energy”), ¢cop (“gar-
bage”), katliamlar (“massacres”), topluca (“collec-
tively”) and canin (“souls”) (see Figure 3). These
words generally include examples where an anti-
law position is based on environmental, humani-
tarian or ethical arguments.
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Discussion

The findings of this study provide consistent em-
pirical support for the proposed hypotheses and
offer a comprehensive picture of how affective po-
larization unfolds in online discourse around a
morally salient policy issue. The results indicate
that the supporting group predominantly adopted
an analytical, security-focused discourse, whereas
the opposing group employed emotionally and
morally framed expressions. These findings con-
firm the first and second hypotheses. Moreover,
both groups made use of derogatory and exclu-
sionary language when referring to the out-group,
lending further support to the third hypothesis.
These patterns, observed across emotional tone,
rhetorical framing, and lexical content, reflect
deeper identity-driven processes that align with
Social Identity Theory and affective polarization
literature. The following sections discuss these pat-
terns in greater detail.

The debate surrounding the stray animal law
appears to have fostered the emergence and con-
solidation of distinct social identities among op-
posing groups. One of the dimensions where this
identity formation is observable can be found in
the results of VAD analysis. Lower valence found
in the supporting group suggests a tendency to-
ward emotionally neutral or negatively toned ex-
pressions. Therefore, users in the supporting
group may have adopted a more distanced and cal-
culated stance, possibly to emphasize rationality
and control. Their lower dominance scores, how-
ever, may indicate a less assertive and more deper-
sonalized discourse style, which aligns with a ra-
tional and institutionally framed approach rather
than emotionally charged expression. On the other
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hand, the opposing group displaying a broader
range of emotional fluctuation suggests a more re-
active and affectively diverse discourse. This can
be interpreted as a reflection of a heightened emo-
tional engagement with the topic, including emo-
tions such as anger, empathy, grief, and moral con-
cern. However, this affective divergence is un-
likely to stem solely from individual emotional
states; rather, it may reflect a gradual alignment
with group-specific narratives. Such a pattern can
be observed in early-stage social identity align-
ment processes, where individuals increasingly in-
terpret issues through group-based lenses—a dy-
namic associated with increasing affective polari-
zation in previous research (Goodwin et al., 2024).
This pattern of affective divergence is also con-
sistent with research on group-based emotions,
which suggests that when a particular social iden-
tity becomes salient, individuals tend to appraise
by adopting the approach of their group member-
ship (Smith & Mackie, 2015; Kuppens & Yzerbyt,
2014; Goldenberg et al., 2015). These findings are
grounded in Intergroup Emotions Theory (Mackie
et al., 2016). According to this theory, individuals
experience emotions on behalf of the group when
they categorize themselves as members of this
group, based on appraisals of group-relevant
events and concerns (Mackie, et al., 2000; Golden-
berg et al., 2018). Eventually, this often leads to sys-
tematic emotional responses such as collective an-
ger, fear, or pride (Kuppens & Yzerbyt, 2012). Sim-
ilarly, Szanto and Krueger (2019) report that these
emotional expressions are shaped by shared affec-
tive norms and empathic dynamics within the
group, which help reinforce group cohesion and a
sense of belonging. In the context of the animal
rights law, it is plausible that individuals who
shared similar emotional reactions initially coa-
lesced into a perceived group, and as identification
with that group increased, the expression of these
emotions became more intense and cohesive.
Another dimension in which the social identity
is evident is the rhetorical strategies utilized by
supporting and opposing groups. The distribution
of these strategies appears to reflect identity-
driven dynamics that are consistent with Social
Identity Theory, passing beyond ideological disa-
greements (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). According to
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SIT, individuals derive part of their self-concept
from their group memberships, and they tend to
adopt communication patterns that affirm and re-
inforce their group identity. In this context, the
supporting group's greater use of logical appeals
(logos) may suggest an identity orientation that
values rationality, order, and alignment with insti-
tutional norms—traits often associated with high-
status or system-affirming groups. Conversely, the
opposing group’s stronger reliance on moral and
authority-based discourse (ethos) may point out a
group identity anchored in ethical resistance, so-
cial justice, or marginalization narratives. This pat-
tern suggests that each group not only advocated
for or against the law but also performed their
group identity through distinctive rhetorical
modes. In line with Social Identity Theory, rhetor-
ical strategies function here as symbolic expres-
sions of group affiliation by allowing members to
signal their belonging, differentiate themselves
from the outgroup, and reinforce shared norms
and values through language.

The concentration of rhetorical strategies within
certain frameworks can reduce discursive diver-
sity, pave the way for the homogenization of in-
group attitudes and thus the strengthening of po-
larization. As Gabbay et al. (2018) have shown,
when individuals focus on certain rhetorical
frames (e.g., security or morality), their percep-
tions of the debate are reshaped around this frame,
which eventually causes like-minded individuals
to take more similar positions. This “rhetorical
frame-induced redistribution” causes not only in-
dividual opinions but also discourse clusters at the
group level to become more pointed and differen-
tiated. In this context, the dominance of the logos-
heavy frame in the discourses of the supporter
group may have led to the weakening of alterna-
tive emotional or moral arguments within the
group and the unification of a common discursive
line. Similarly, the dominance of the ethos-heavy
frame in the discourses of the opposing group may
have caused moral arguments to cluster around a
specific moral stance, thereby limiting the open-
ness to logic-based, logos-oriented reasoning. This
rhetorical entrenchment may create echo-chamber-
like effects, where group members reinforce each
other's convictions while becoming less receptive
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to counter-perspectives grounded in alternative ar-
gumentative frameworks.

Affective polarization and social identity dy-
namics are further illuminated through emotional
context analysis findings. The analysis reveals that
some frequently used words from both groups
carry high emotional load and moral evaluation. In
the context of the stray animal law, emotional con-
text patterns may suggest that group identities are
emotionally and morally defended through lan-
guage. The supporting group, for instance, fre-
quently used the word "itperestler" (dog worship-
pers), a term used as an insult that devalues or ir-
rationally portrays the animal rights-protecting
rhetoric of the group rejecting the law. Conversely,
words like "katliam" (massacre) were prominent in
the opposing group. The usage of such words seem
to position the out-group within a morally accu-
satory or condescending framework. Moreover,
the discourses of both groups overlap with the con-
cept of affective polarization. As mentioned, affec-
tive polarization goes beyond political views and
develops intense negative feelings (anger, hatred,
disgust, contempt) toward groups that hold these
views (Iyengar et al., 2019; Reiljan, 2020). In line
with this conceptualization, the Eksi Sozliik data
illustrate how users construct narratives that frame
the opposing group in morally inferior and emo-
tionally negative terms. Thus, a discourse has
emerged that defines the opposing group not only
as an ideological rival but also as a morally prob-
lematic and threatening "other."

Emotional context analysis findings can also be
interpreted through the lens of Intergroup Threat
Theory. According to this theory, individuals per-
ceive out-groups not merely as holders of different
opinions, but as potential threats to their own val-
ues, identities, or material interests (Stephan &
Stephan, 2000). Such threats may be realistic (e.g.,
related to safety or resources) or symbolic (e.g., re-
lated to moral norms or worldviews). In the pre-
sent case, the discourse appears to emphasize both
types of threats. For the supporters of the law,
firstly, realistic threats are emphasized more pre-
dominantly. For instance, the term “itperest” (dog
worshipper) obviously functions as an insult, how-
ever, it also frames the opposing group as actors
threatening public order. Its usage implies that
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these individuals prioritize the lives of stray ani-
mals above all others, and thus positions them —
discursively —as a threat to public safety. For the
opposing group, on the other hand, symbolic
threats are more stressed. The repeated use of emo-
tionally loaded terms such as "katliam" (‘massa-
cre’) suggests that the supporting group is seen as
violating deeply held ethical or cultural norms
(e.g., compassion toward animals, justice, or the
sanctity of life). By emphasizing such language, the
opposing group appears to construct the support-
ing group as symbolically dangerous —morally de-
viant actors whose stance endangers the in-group’s
moral identity and shared values. Such percep-
tions of threat do not remain confined to policy dif-
ferences but evolve into emotionally charged inter-
group tensions that lay the groundwork for affec-
tive polarization. This interpretation is also con-
sistent with studies that argue that perceived inter-
group threat increases affective polarization
(Renstrom et al., 2021).

How do platform-specific affordances and algo-
rithmic logics contribute to the emergence of affec-
tive polarization on social media? In the broader
literature on social media and polarization, the
echo chamber effect has been one of the most fre-
quently emphasized mechanisms to answer this
question. As previously discussed, this effect refers
to a phenomenon in which algorithmic filtering ex-
poses users primarily to content that aligns with
their pre-existing beliefs, thereby reinforcing their
views and contributing to increased polarization
(Guo et al., 2020; Kitchens et al., 2020). While there
are strong arguments linking echo chambers to
online polarization, attributing the observed polar-
ization on Eksi Sozliik solely to this effect would be
problematic. Unlike algorithm-driven platforms
such as Twitter or Facebook, Eksi Sozliik does not
rely on personalized content curation. Users ac-
tively navigate toward titles they are interested in,
thus, they are not structurally confined to a homo-
geneous informational environment, nor are they
selectively exposed to ideologically congruent con-
tent. Users can access the full range of supporting
and opposing views on an entry without being fil-
tered or influenced by algorithmic curation. There-
fore, the affective polarization observed on Eksi
Sozliik may be better explained by the alternative
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hypothesis proposed against the echo chamber
phenomenon. According to this alternative per-
spective, social media platforms do not necessarily
insulate individuals from opposing views; rather,
they force users into frequent encounters with dis-
agreement, which eventually intensifies social
identity processes (Bail, 2021; Guess et al., 2018;
Tornberg & Uitermark, 2022). When confronted
with divergent views, individuals are more likely
to affiliate strongly with like-minded others, de-
velop clearer in-group identities, and express
heightened emotional hostility toward out-groups
(Tornberg, 2022). The structural openness of Eksi
Sozliik to cross-cutting exposure aligns with this
view and suggests that the platform may function
less as an echo chamber and more as a space where
affective polarization is amplified through re-
peated intergroup confrontation and identity rein-
forcement.

The findings of this study contribute to the local
literature by extending the scope of affective polar-
ization research to include politically defined in-
groups and outgroups in the context of a morally
salient, non-electoral debate. While prior studies in
the Turkish context have primarily focused on cul-
turally or ethnically constructed targets of digital
hostility —such as Romani people (Alp, 2016) or
Chinese individuals (Tunger, 2020; Karaca, 2021) —
the current study demonstrates that similar discur-
sive and emotional dynamics also emerge around
political and ideological divisions. The strategies
of symbolic distortion, emotional exaggeration,
and moral framing identified in those studies bear
a strong resemblance to the emotional tone and
rhetorical styles observed among the opposing
group in this research. By applying Social Identity
Theory to a new domain of conflict—namely, po-
larized discourse on a controversial policy issue—
this study offers a novel perspective on how
group-based affective boundaries are constructed
and maintained in digital environments.

In addition to its theoretical contribution, this
study also introduces a different methodological
approach to the analysis of affective polarization.
Rather than relying on survey-based measures
(e.g., outgroup dislike, social distance scales;
Reiljan, 2020) or sentiment/toxicity classifications
(e.g., Gruzd & Roy, 2024; Sudrez-Estrada et al,,
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2022), it employs a multidimensional, dictionary-
based VAD analysis using three Turkish emotion
lexicons (SentiLiteralNet, LIWC-TR, and NRC-
VAD). This approach allows for a nuanced identi-
fication of emotional profiles (e.g., anger, fear, hap-
piness) across ideological groups. Thus, it enables
both the detection and modeling of polarization in
terms of emotional tone, intensity, and thematic
structure.

Limitations

The prominent limitation in the study is derived
from the source of the data: Eksi Sozliik platform.
Even though it represents a variety of people’s
opinion about the subject, its user base’s diversity
is questionable. There is no clear data on the writ-
ers’ demographics in the forum. In addition, its
user base is also most probably limited to an urban
population who uses the internet actively, which
also limits diversity of the sample. Another issue is
the lack of user interaction among writers. Similar
to the isolation of threads, users cannot directly re-
ply to one another. Although entry numbers can be
used to reference specific posts, the level of inter-
action is limited compared to more dynamic plat-
forms like X. Thus, although the study reveals how
users construct and frame their own arguments as
well as those of the opposing side, it does not cap-
ture the dynamics of interaction among users.

Another important limitation concerns the
structure of the forum’s thread system. Since each
thread is entirely separate from others and there is
no interaction across threads, researchers may in-
advertently introduce bias when selecting which
threads to analyze. The naming of a thread can in-
fluence user engagement, as some users may
choose not to read or contribute to a thread based
on its title alone. Consequently, diverse viewpoints
may become concentrated in isolated threads that
the researcher either overlooks or deems irrele-
vant. This introduces the risk of selection bias and
reduces the representativeness of the analyzed dis-
course. To mitigate this issue, the study focused on
a thread that contained a large number of entries
and appeared to adopt a neutral title.

The study is also limited by the time frame se-
lected for data collection. Although the decree has
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been enacted, numerous events that have deeply
impacted public opinion have taken place since
then, and discussions around the issue continue to
evolve. Due to the necessity of setting a temporal
boundary, the study includes only the period be-
tween the announcement of the law and the time
the data was collected. However, during this inter-
val, numerous political events took place, and it re-
mains unclear how these developments may have
influenced public opinion.

Conclusion

This study investigated how affective polarization
and social identity dynamics are reflected in the
emotional and rhetorical patterns of online dis-
course surrounding Turkey’s 2024 stray animal
law. The findings suggest that distinct emotional
tones and rhetorical strategies perform and rein-
force group identities, going beyond expressing
positions on the law. These dynamics demonstrate
how contentious policy debates in digital environ-
ments can amplify social divides even in the ab-
sence of algorithmic filtering. By extending exist-
ing research on affective polarization beyond eth-
nic or cultural dimensions toward politically an-
chored group identities, this study offers a novel
perspective on how discourse itself becomes a me-
dium of polarization. These findings may also help
policymakers and public communicators recog-
nize how emotional and identity-based responses
shape public debates in online environments.
Therefore, being aware of these dynamics can be
useful when designing and communicating con-
troversial policies. Future research may adopt a
cross-platform comparative approach to explore
how varying digital architectures shape affective
and rhetorical patterns. Incorporating qualitative
methods such as interviews could help capture
broader demographic and experiential diversity.
Additionally, considering the pre- and post-legis-
lative political climate may provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of how legal controver-
sies interact with identity processes and emotional
public discourse.
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