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Objective:

This research examines the dual impact of digital social
networks (DSNs) on social cohesion and nationalism in the
Kurdistan Region of Iraq (KRI), a post-conflict society.
Despite their potential to promote democratization, DSNs
now exhibit complex and often contradictory -effects,
including the spread of misinformation, the exacerbation of
ideological divides, and the undermining of social
solidarity. Having emerged from prolonged conflict, the
KRI faces ongoing challenges in state-building and internal
disputes, making it particularly vulnerable to both the
unifying and divisive forces of digital platforms. Prior
research has largely neglected a comprehensive academic
analysis of DSNs' contradictory influence on social
cohesion and forms of nationalism (civic and ethnic) in this
region, especially from a qualitative, human-centered
perspective. This study aims to fill that gap.

*Cite this article: Aliakbar Hadaya, Lashkr (2026) “The Paradoxical Impact of Digital
Social Networks on Social Cohesion and Nationalism in Post-Conflict Societies: A Case

Study of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq”, Fasl’nameh-ye siyasat (Politics Quarterly) 56, (2):

489-513, DOI: https://doi.org/10.22059 /JPQ.2026.397720.1008382

© The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tehran Press.
https://doi.org/10.22059/JPQ.2026.397720.1008382




490 The Paradoxical Impact of Digital Social Networks on Social Cohesion...

Introduction
The concept of the independent state has long been a central issue in political
philosophy, and within Islamic political thought, it has undergone dynamic

Research Questions

*Main question: What is the contradictory impact of DSNs on social cohesion and
nationalism in the KRI?

*Sub-questions:

1.How do DSNs contribute to strengthening bonding social capital and in-group
identities?

2.What is the role of DSNs in intensifying social divides, spreading misinformation,
and reinforcing exclusive ethnic nationalism?

3.Do DSNs have the potential to foster bridging social capital and promote civic
nationalism in the KRI, and to what extent is this potential realized?

Significance

Theoretically, this study moves beyond simplistic views of DSNs by providing
empirical evidence of their simultaneous capacity for bonding and bridging, with
bonding being more prominent in the KRI's fragile post-conflict context. It also
demonstrates how DSNs exacerbate ethnic nationalism through echo chambers and
misinformation, thereby extending existing theories of nationalism. By focusing on
the KRI, the research offers valuable empirical insights for cross-cultural
sociological understanding of digital media's role in complex political transitions.
Practically, the findings are crucial for policymakers, civil society organizations, and
technology developers working in post-conflict societies. Governments and NGOs
should recognize DSNs' potential to deepen existing cleavages and invest in
initiatives that promote digital literacy, critical thinking, and media discernment to
counter misinformation. Policies aimed at fostering inclusive civic nationalism must
acknowledge the digital dimension of identity formation and work to counteract the
online amplification of exclusive ethnic narratives.

Research Objectives

The overall aim is to analyze the dual role of DSNs in shaping social cohesion and
nationalism in the KRI. Specific objectives include: identifying the mechanisms
through which DSNs strengthen bonding social capital; explaining their impact on
social divides and ethnic nationalism; assessing their potential for building bridging
social capital and promoting civic nationalism; and providing theoretical and
practical implications.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research methodology to explore the complex
impact of DSNs. A qualitative approach is uniquely suited to examining the nuanced
processes, interpretations, and meanings underlying the theoretical arguments,
providing deep insight into how actors in the KRI use DSNs and how these
interactions affect social cohesion and nationalism.

The KRI serves as a critical case study due to its unique trajectory as a semi-
autonomous entity emerging from prolonged conflict, facing ongoing state-building
challenges and internal political divergence. The widespread adoption of DSNs,
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coupled with the fluidity of national identity and the prevalence of both civic and
ethnic nationalist discourses, makes it an ideal environment for in-depth sociological
exploration.

A purposive sample of 40 participants was selected from Erbil and Sulaymaniyah
based on active DSN engagement, diverse socio-political affiliations, educational
backgrounds, and age groups, ensuring a broad range of experiences. Primary data
were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews focusing on: perceptions
of DSNs' impact on social bonds; examples of online polarization and bridging;
experiences with online nationalist discourses; and perceived influence on political
participation. Interviews were conducted in Kurdish or Arabic, audio-recorded, and
transcribed verbatim.

A qualitative content analysis of approximately 200 selected public posts and
discussions on prominent DSN platforms (Facebook, X, and Telegram) from
January to December 2024 was also conducted to triangulate findings and observe
natural online interactions. The qualitative data were analyzed using thematic
analysis, which involved systematic data familiarization, initial coding, theme
generation, review, and refinement. The analysis was inductive yet theoretically
informed, with particular attention to identifying contradictory influences. NVivo
software facilitated data analysis. Strict ethical considerations, including informed
consent and anonymity, were maintained.

Theoretical Framework

The research draws on theories of social identity (SIT), social capital, digital public
spheres, and contemporary approaches to nationalism.

*Social Identity Theory (SIT): Individuals derive self-concept from group
membership. In post-conflict societies, DSNs can strengthen in-group solidarity
while facilitating negative portrayals of out-groups and spreading misinformation,
thereby intensifying inter-group tensions.

*Social Capital Theory: This refers to resources gained through social networks,
comprising:

-Bonding social capital: Strong ties within homogeneous groups that reinforce in-
group solidarity.

-Bridging social capital: Weaker ties among heterogeneous groups that facilitate
access to diverse information. DSNs excel at fostering bonding social capital, but
their ability to build bridging social capital is limited by algorithmic homophily and
"echo chambers".

*Digital Public Spheres: Derived from Habermas's concept, DSNs offer potential for
democratizing information and civic participation. However, they can also lead to
fragmentation, polarization, misinformation, and superficial online discourse.
*Nationalism Theories: These distinguish between civic nationalism (inclusive,
based on shared citizenship) and ethnic nationalism (exclusive, based on shared
ancestry or culture). In post-conflict contexts, tension between these forms is high.
DSNs can powerfully mobilize nationalist sentiments but also amplify divisive
ethnic nationalist narratives, mobilize against "the other," and undermine fragile
social cohesion.
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Conclusion

The contradictory impact of DSNs on social cohesion and nationalism in the KRI
can be understood through their capacity to simultaneously enhance bonding social
capital and fragment the public sphere. This dynamic stabilizes in-group identities
and potentially exacerbates exclusive forms of nationalism. While the potential for
DSNs to foster bridging social capital exists, it may be constrained by algorithmic
tendencies and the strategic use of DSNs for mobilization.
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