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Turkey Launches Belated
#DigitalDiplomacy Blitz

When timing is of the essence

In the age of digital diplomacy, governments often turn to social media following a crisis, be it
a terror attack or natural disaster. Social media may be used by governments in order to
comment on crises as they develop, offer a narrative of events and demonstrate that the
government is functioning and attempting to regain control of the situation.

However, failure to communicate a narrative of events following a political crisis can result in
two negative consequences. First, social media users, networked individuals, bloggers and
traditional media can spread their own interpretation of events, which may be highly critical of
the government. Second, such online criticism may tarnish the image of the government and
country in question. Thus, timing is of the essence during political crises.

The recent coup attempt in Turkey offers a relevant case study for crisis communication in the
digital age. During the night of July 15, as Turkish soldiers attempted to stage a coup and oust
the Turkish government, Western diplomats took to social media in order to denounce the
coup attempt and pledge their support to the democratically elected Turkish government.
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Yet in the days following the coup attempt, the tone of Western diplomats altered dramatically
given the mass arrests and detentions of civil servants, academics, teachers and military
personnel by the Erdogan government. Similarly, the online discourse regarding the coup also
altered as the trending hashtag changed from #TurkeyCoupAttempt to #TurkeyPurge.

Notably, during the crucial first two days following the coup attempt Turkey's official social
media accounts all lay dormant. The Turkish foreign ministry did not respond to allegations of
a purge and Turkish embassies did not tweet their narrative of events. Even President
Erdogan's social media channels were mute. As such, the entire Turkish digital diplomacy
apparatus was absent from the online discourse surrounding events in Ankara.

It was only on July 17 that Turkey broke its silence and embarked on a digital diplomacy blitz
involving all Turkish digital diplomacy channels. Turkish ministries, embassies, news agencies
and governmental accounts all shared a similar narrative of the coup and its aftermath. This
blitz was truly global, as it included Turkish embassies in Washington DC, Tel Aviv, Cairo,
Brasilia, Abu Dhabi and more.

On Turkey's #DigitalDiplomacy blitz

An analysis of Turkey's digital diplomacy blitz suggests that its narrative was comprised of
four main themes. The first theme emphasized the fact that the Erdogan government was
democratically elected and still enjoyed the support of the Turkish people. Tweets focusing on
Turkey's democratic tradition, which can be seen below, may have been part of an attempt to
counter accusations of an illegal purge.
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DHM Cem Isik was live on Sky News & spoke
on attempted coup against democratically-
elected government in Turkey.

Attempted coup in Turkey, Sky News

Bayikelgilik Mistesan Cem Isik bugin Sky News kanalinda canh
yayinda dlkemizde yasanan secilmis Hikimete karsi darbe
tesebblsU konusunda bilgi vermistir. D__.
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What those who sought to seize control of the
country by using the public power entrusted to
them did is called fascism and dictatorship.
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The incidents that took place in the aftermath

of the coup attempt proves how strong Turkey’s
democracy is.
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The second theme of the Turkish narrative depicted national unity following the failed coup
attempt. Such tweets, which can be seen below, were meant to demonstrate that while Turkey
was criticized abroad, it was united from within and that all parties in parliament share the

same goal: stability. These tweets are also meant to remind audiences that Turkish opposition
parties also denounced the coup.
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All political parties represented at the
Parliament signed a joint statement and
upheld national will against the coup attempit.
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All political parties in Turkish Parliament show
unified stance: byegm.gov.ir/english/announ...
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Joint Declaration of the Turkish Grand National

Assembly, dated 16.07.2016
abudhabi.be.mfa.gov.tr/ShowAnnounceme ...

Darbe Girisimine Karsi
TBMM Ortak Bildirisi

The third and most dominant theme in Turkey's narrative demonstrated the brutality of the
coup soldiers. Turkish embassies in the U.S., Europe and even the UN all shared videos
depicting the murders of Turkish protestors by coup soldiers. Such videos also depicted



attacks on Turkish institutions such as the parliament, the presidential palace and police
stations.

Tweets including these videos (screenshots below) may have been another attempt to portray
the coup as an attack on Turkish democracy. These videos may have also served as a digital
countermeasure to videos shared online depicting citizens lynching pro-coup soldiers.
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askeri darbe girisimi gozii donmiis tank vatandasi gigniyor !!!

askeri darbe girisimi gdzi donmis tank vatandasi ¢cigniyor
Arabayi Hic acimadan Cigneyip Geciyor. ARKADASLAR BU
DARBE VIDEOLARI ALINTIDIR SADECE SIZE BILG...
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Civilians targetted by helicopter gunships and
tanks, Parliament bombed, airstrikes... Turkey
prevailed!
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Attack on Turkish General National Assembly
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Ankara'ya Askeri Helikopter saldirisi - military helicopter att...
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Finally, the fourth theme demonstrated international support for the Turkish government.
Indeed, some embassies Tweeted messages of support from European leaders as can be
seen below. Yet by the time these tweets were published, most leaders had distanced
themselves from the Turkish government.
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In summary, through its digital diplomacy blitz the Turkish government may have attempted to
alter and shape the online discourse surrounding the political crisis in Turkey. In addition, this
blitz may have been an attempt to reshape Turkey’s image and counter its portrayal as a
democracy gone rogue. Yet as this blitz came 48 hours after the coup attempt, its ability to
substantially impact the online discourse may have been very limited. Furthermore, as social
media discourse informs the traditional media which informs foreign policy, Turkey may have
been unable to stop the tidal wave of criticism from world capitals.

Using Peer-to-Peer Diplomacy

Peer-to-peer diplomacy may be understood as instances in which citizens create or
disseminate digital diplomacy content. Given that in recent days Turkey has been depicted
both online and offline as a de facto dictatorship, social media users may have been
unresponsive to its digital diplomacy blitz, viewing it as “Twipoganda” rather than
“Twiplomacy.” This may be why recent days have seen the emergence of peer-to-peer digital
diplomacy activities in Turkey.



For instance, over the past week a group of young people have launched the VoicesofJulyl5
Twitter and Facebook campaigns. Through these social media channels they have
disseminated statements, videos and infographics explaining recent events in Turkey (see
below). Some infographics ask social media followers "What would you do?" if a coup
happened in your country. Other videos which have gone viral use humor to explain the coup

to American citizens.

- If Joint chief of staff was tortured by
his closest staff to make a statement
supporting the coup #whatwouldyoudo?
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-9 People went out before Erdogan called

them to, but after he urged to take to the
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FAILED COUP IN TURKEY
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The specific identities of those behind VoicesofJulyl5 remain unknown, and it is possible that
this account is also managed by the Turkish government, either directly or indirectly. This
would not be the first time a government employed peer-to-peer diplomacy during a crisis: In
2014, the Israeli foreign ministry operated a student war room in which Israeli university
students disseminated government content and messages from their personal accounts.
These students did not identify as operating on behalf of the ministry and so the content they
disseminated appeared to be self-authored.
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