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Abstract. In the digital era, social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and Weibo have transcended their roles as mere
communication tools, emerging as pivotal arenas for the expression and amplification of banal nationalism. This paper explores
how these platforms embed subtle nationalistic sentiments within the everyday online interactions of millions, thereby enhancing
and reinforcing users’ sense of national identity. Through qualitative analysis of various social media posts and a comprehensive
literature review, this study investigates the mechanisms through which these digital platforms perpetuate nationalistic narratives.
Additionally, the paper employs visual data analysis of social media content to demonstrate the prevalence of national symbols
and narratives, particularly during significant national events. The findings indicate that social media platforms not only reflect
but actively shape societal trends through algorithm-driven content curation that promotes emotionally charged nationalistic posts.
This paper underscores the need for a nuanced understanding of how digital environments influence national identity construction
and the subtle ways in which they foster a digital form of banal nationalism.
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1. Introduction

The pervasive reach and real-time capabilities of social media platforms have profoundly reshaped how communities engage with
nationalistic content, embedding it into the minutiae of everyday life. In an era marked by both global connectivity and cultural
retrenchment, these platforms have become arenas where banal nationalism is not just represented but actively constructed and
contested. This study delves into the subtle interplay between social media and banal nationalism, where national identity is both
reflected and actively shaped through the digital interactions of millions globally.

The term "banal nationalism," coined by Michael Billig in 1995, refers to the everyday representations of national identity that
are so commonplace they become invisible, yet continuously remind individuals of their national belonging. Billig’s
conceptualization focused primarily on passive forms of national engagement, such as the media's role in perpetuating national
consciousness through the frequent yet unnoticed use of flags, national weather reports, and sports. However, with the ascendancy
of digital platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and Weibo, these expressions of nationalism have found a new and more potent
expression.

Social media platforms do not merely passively transmit nationalistic messages but actively engage users in the creation and
dissemination of content that can affirm or contest national narratives. The interactive nature of these platforms allows for a
dynamic where users are not only consumers but also producers of nationalistic content. This dual role significantly amplifies the
impact of banal nationalism, making it a more potent force in shaping public consciousness.

Moreover, the algorithmic curation common to these platforms tends to prioritize content that resonates emotionally with users,
thereby enhancing engagement but potentially leading to the formation of echo chambers. Within these echo chambers,
nationalistic sentiments can be amplified, leading to a more polarized public discourse. This paper aims to explore these dynamics,
focusing on how everyday digital interactions contribute to the reinforcement of national identities and the subtle, often unnoticed,
ways they embed nationalistic sentiments into the digital fabric of everyday life. By examining the content and engagement patterns
around national symbols and narratives, especially during significant national events, this study seeks to provide insights into the
digital perpetuation of banal nationalism.
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2. Literature Review

2.1. The Concept of Banal Nationalism

Michael Billig's concept of banal nationalism, introduced in his seminal work Banal Nationalism [1], describes the everyday, often
unnoticed forms of nationalism that saturate one's environment and reinforce a national identity without overt nationalistic symbols.
Billig emphasizes the "flagging," or frequent reminders of the nation, which occur in the daily lives of people, such as through
media usage, sports, and national symbols on money. This concept provides a framework for understanding how nationalism is
not always a loud and aggressive rallying cry but often a subtle, enduring presence.

2.2. Adaptation to Digital Media

The adaptation of banal nationalism to digital media has been explored by various scholars who argue that social media platforms
extend the reach and frequency of national flagging beyond traditional media. Platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Weibo not
only allow for the display of national symbols but also encourage users to engage with and reproduce these symbols and narratives
actively. For instance, Mihelj and Jimé&ez-Mart Rez [2] discuss how digital media have become a key site for the negotiation of
national identity, where algorithms curate content that reinforces national narratives, enhancing users’ engagement with banal
nationalism.

2.3. Social Media's Role in Shaping Public Opinion

Research into how social media shapes public opinion has highlighted the role of algorithmic biases in content curation. Tufekci
[3] discusses how algorithms prioritize content that is likely to elicit strong emotional responses from users, which often includes
nationalistic content. This can lead to the formation of echo chambers, where users are primarily exposed to information that
reinforces their pre-existing views. Sunstein [4] explores the implications of these echo chambers for democratic discourse,
suggesting that they can lead to increased polarization, which is particularly concerning when it comes to nationalistic sentiments.

2.4. Echo Chambers and Polarization

The concept of echo chambers is critical in understanding the role of social media in banal nationalism. Sunstein [4] argues that
social media platforms facilitate the creation of homogenous, insulated groups that share and reinforce similar views. This
environment can amplify banal nationalism, as users see their nationalistic views constantly reflected and reinforced by their
network. This reinforcement can solidify and deepen nationalistic sentiments, potentially leading to polarization within society.

2.5. Empirical Studies on Nationalism and Social Media

Empirical research on the interaction between nationalism and social media offers insights into how specific platforms facilitate
the expression of nationalistic sentiments. For example, studies by Skey & Antonsich [5] have looked at how everyday expressions
of nationhood are negotiated and contested within online spaces. They find that digital interactions often mirror and magnify the
forms of nationalism seen offline but with greater immediacy and reach.

In addition, Zhou [6] provides an analysis of how Chinese netizens express nationalism on social media platforms. His research
highlights how state-affiliated and independent netizens differently engage with nationalistic rhetoric, suggesting that social media
provides a complex landscape where various forms of nationalism can be expressed and mobilized.

2.6. Critiques and Further Exploration

While the framework of banal nationalism provides a useful lens for understanding the subtle ways in which national identity is
reinforced, it also invites critiques concerning its applicability across different digital platforms and cultural contexts. Studies like
those by Bos [7], which focus on the nationalistic behavior in non-Western contexts, suggest that the dynamics of banal nationalism
can vary significantly based on local, political, and social contexts. These critiques highlight the need for further research to explore
how banal nationalism manifests in diverse social media landscapes across the globe.

3. Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods approach to examine how social media platforms perpetuate banal nationalism through
everyday user interactions. The methodology is structured around two primary components: content analysis of social media posts
and visual data analysis of these interactions. This approach allows for a nuanced examination of both the qualitative and
quantitative aspects of how national identity is manifested and reinforced on digital platforms.
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3.1. Data Collection

Data for this study was collected from three major social media platforms: Twitter, Facebook, and Weibo. These platforms were
chosen due to their large user bases and significant role in digital communication across different cultural and national contexts.
The data collection focused on posts containing national symbols and narratives, particularly during significant national events
such as national holidays, commemorative days, and major political announcements. Using API tools, posts from a period of six
months were gathered. The keywords used for collecting data included terms like "flag," "national day," "patriotism," and other
relevant terms that signify nationalistic expressions. The dataset includes a total of 10,000 posts, balanced across the three
platforms to ensure diverse representation.

3.2. Content Analysis

The collected data underwent a rigorous content analysis to identify the presence and context of national symbols and narratives.
This analysis involved categorizing posts according to their content—whether they explicitly included national symbols like flags,
emblems, or implicit references to national identity such as language or cultural symbols. Each post was also analyzed to determine
the sentiment of the nationalistic expressions—positive, negative, or neutral.

3.3. Visual Analysis

In addition to textual content analysis, this study also incorporated visual data analysis. Using machine learning tools for image
recognition and analysis, the study examined the images associated with the posts to identify and quantify the visual representations
of national symbols. This part of the methodology was crucial for understanding how visual elements contribute to the
reinforcement of national identities on social media.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

All data collection and analysis processes adhered to ethical standards regarding privacy and data usage. Publicly available data
was used, and all analysis was conducted in a manner that ensures the anonymity and confidentiality of the users.

This mixed-methods approach provides a comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms through which social media platforms
can embed subtle forms of nationalism into daily online interactions. By integrating content and visual analysis, the study captures
the multifaceted ways in which national identity is constructed and communicated in the digital age.

4. Analysis
4.1. Nationalistic Content in Daily Interactions
4.1.1. Prevalence of National Symbols

The visual and content analysis of the data collected from Twitter, Facebook, and Weibo revealed significant instances of national
symbols appearing in everyday posts. National symbols such as flags, anthems, and iconic national imagery were prominently
featured during national holidays like Independence Day in the United States or the National Day in China. However, beyond
these predictable spikes in nationalistic displays, there was a consistent embedding of less overt, yet potent symbols of nationalism
in everyday communication. For example, subtle references to national heroes, local customs, and linguistic expressions tied to
national identity were prevalent and often accompanied by emotive language that reinforces a sense of belonging and pride.
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Figure 1. Percentage of Posts with National Symbols by Day Type
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The quantification of these symbols through visual analysis indicated that roughly 30% of the posts during national holidays
contained explicit national symbols, while about 20% of daily interactions on regular days involved subtle nationalistic references
(see Figure 1). This ongoing presence of nationalistic content supports the notion of banal nationalism, where the nation is
"flagged" in everyday life, reinforcing national identity subtly but persistently.

4.1.2. User Engagement with Nationalistic Content

Analysis of user engagement with nationalistic content showed that posts with national symbols or narratives received significantly
higher interactions (likes, shares, comments) compared to non-nationalistic posts. Posts that coincided with national events or
controversies involving national pride saw an uptick in user engagement, suggesting that emotional resonance drives more
interaction (see Figure 2). A closer look at the comments section revealed a strong sense of community and affirmation among
users, with expressions of solidarity and pride being common.
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Figure 2. User Engagement with Nationalistic vs Regular Posts

Case studies from the data set highlight how specific events, such as the Olympics or international conflicts, amplify the
presence and engagement with nationalistic content. During these times, users were more likely to share and comment on posts
featuring national athletes or making reference to the nation's stance in a global issue, thus using social media as a platform to rally
national support and foster a unified national identity.

4.2 Community and Identity Formation Online
4.2.1. Building Nationalistic Communities

Social media platforms facilitate the formation of communities centered around national identities. These communities are often
galvanized by posts from influential figures or key media outlets that act as focal points for nationalistic expressions. Through
hashtags and shared narratives, these platforms enable users to partake in a larger, ongoing national discourse, creating a sense of
belonging and collective identity.

The analysis revealed that such communities are not only reactive but also proactive in defining and defending their national
identity. For instance, in response to international criticism, these communities often mobilize to counteract negative stereotypes
and propagate a positive national image. The data shows that this is particularly evident in communities within countries like China
and Russia, where national identity is strongly tied to state narratives and global positioning.

4.2.2. Role of Major Events

Major national and international events serve as catalysts for a significant increase in the expression of nationalistic sentiments
online. During such events, not only does the volume of nationalistic posts increase, but the nature of the content becomes more
pronounced. For instance, during national holidays, remembrance days, or significant sports events, posts often include historical
narratives, hero stories, and significant national achievements which are celebrated and widely shared, reinforcing a collective
national pride.

Visual data analysis further underscores this trend, showing a spike in the use of national flags, emblems, and other symbols
during these events. The increase is not just in numbers but also in the visibility and prominence of these symbols in user profiles,
banners, and posts, indicating an enhanced role of social media in celebrating and experiencing national identity.
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5. Discussion

The findings from the analysis of social media content reveal a nuanced interplay between banal nationalism and digital
communication, providing significant insights into how national identities are reinforced and experienced in the contemporary
digital landscape. These implications are multifaceted, affecting both the construction of national identity and the broader socio-
political discourse.

Influence on National Identity: The persistent presence and high engagement with nationalistic content on social media
platforms not only reflect existing national sentiments but actively shape them. By continuously engaging with content that
reinforces their national identity, users are likely to develop a stronger and more emotionally charged connection to their nation.
This can have positive effects, such as increased national solidarity and unity during times of crisis. However, it also has the
potential to exacerbate divisions within and between nations, especially when nationalistic content becomes a tool for political
manipulation or when it incites xenophobia and exclusion.

Algorithmic Amplification and Echo Chambers: One of the critical findings relates to how social media algorithms enhance
the visibility of emotionally charged nationalistic content, which tends to receive more engagement. This algorithmic bias can lead
to the formation of echo chambers, where users are predominantly exposed to content that reinforces their pre-existing beliefs and
biases. The echo chamber effect can intensify feelings of nationalism and polarize users, potentially leading to an environment
where rational discourse is overshadowed by emotional and partisan discussions.

Polarization and Social Cohesion: While nationalistic content can foster a sense of community and shared identity among like-
minded individuals, it can also lead to polarization. This polarization occurs when individuals or groups within the same society
adopt increasingly divergent views, driven by different interpretations of national identity or disagreements over national policies.
Such polarization can challenge social cohesion and lead to societal fragmentation, where the collective sense of belonging is
weakened, and social trust declines.

Potential for Increased Polarization: The study's findings suggest a need for a more critical examination of how social media
might contribute to the polarization of society through the amplification of banal nationalism. The platforms' role in promoting
nationalistic narratives, often without sufficient context or counter-narratives, can deepen divisions not only within countries but
also on an international scale, as nations portray and perceive each other through increasingly adversarial lenses.

Considerations for Policy and Platform Design: Given these implications, there is a pressing need for policymakers and social
media companies to consider ways to mitigate the risks associated with the propagation of banal nationalism. This could involve
developing algorithms that promote a broader range of perspectives, enhancing digital literacy among users to critically engage
with nationalistic content, and fostering an online environment that encourages dialogue and understanding over divisiveness.

6. Conclusion

The study underscores the transformative role of social media in shaping and perpetuating banal nationalism. The continuous and
subtle presence of nationalistic content embedded in daily online interactions is a testament to the powerful influence of these
platforms on individual and collective national identity. Through the lens of banal nationalism, it becomes clear that social media
does not merely reflect societal trends but actively participates in their construction, fostering a sense of belonging and identity
that is both unifying and divisive.

The analysis revealed that national symbols and narratives are not only prevalent during significant national events but are
consistently part of the digital backdrop, engaging users and reinforcing national identities through both overt and subtle cues.
This persistent engagement raises important questions about the potential of social media to enhance societal cohesion by
celebrating shared heritage and values. However, it also highlights the risks associated with these platforms' ability to deepen
divides, polarize public opinion, and foster echo chambers that limit exposure to diverse perspectives.

Given these dynamics, there is a critical need for strategies that mitigate the divisive aspects of banal nationalism while
promoting a more inclusive and balanced representation of national identity. Social media platforms, policymakers, and educators
must collaborate to ensure that the digital expression of nationalism contributes positively to societal development and intercultural
understanding.

Future research should explore the long-term effects of digital banal nationalism on political discourse and social cohesion.
Additionally, studying the impact of these dynamics across different cultural and political contexts will provide deeper insights
into how digital platforms can be designed and regulated to support healthy democratic engagement and foster global
understanding in an increasingly interconnected world. This will ensure that national pride and identity, while celebrated, do not
become barriers to global cooperation and peace.
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