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Introduction

Henri-Count Evans, Ruth Teer-Tomaselli, and Tinashe Mawere

The 21st century has often been associated with transitions from the industrial society towards the information society, a society based on globalisation, increased informational flows and exchanges, and connectedness. Information is therefore an essential element of this ‘new’ mode of production. The optimism connected to the ‘love’ for this ‘new mode of life’ has been devoid of a critical lens, a lens that questions whether the ‘new’ is not, in fact, an extension of the ‘old’ capitalist and hierarchical mode of production. The information society has, however, rather than democratising communication, extended the importance of information flow control, introducing new forms of surveillance and democratic attacks. The hegemonic groups in society have sought to maintain their grip on power by seeking expanded communication control. As Manuel Castells (2009, 3) observed, ‘power is based on the control of ­communication and information, be it the macro-power of the state and media corporations or the micro-power of organisations of all ‘sorts’. Digital and social media have thus, in most instances, been conceptualised through the utopia of providing ‘counterpower’ (Castells, 2009, 3), meant to disrupt the power of the State and business. This book disengages from this utopia by providing both theoretical and empirical evidence of the forces that have prevailed in limiting the ‘hope’ and ‘optimism’. The book provides incremental knowledge on the ­political economy of digital and social media by focusing on Africa.

The inception of digital media has often been met with the utopia of freedom, democratisation, and agency. This utopia was hopeful of improved communications across the world. The technologies, with their ability to transcend geographical and national boundaries, ideally posed as an alternative public sphere that had a global presence. While the technologies offer competitive advantages compared to the traditional, centralised, and offline media, problems have arisen as to their ownership, control, use, and abuse.

The inception and proliferation of digital and social media were for some time seen to be offering opposition to the established capitalist and political hegemony of corporate and political groups. The elite, including authoritarian governments, saw this imagined power of digital and social media as destabilising the capitalist and political order. For most authoritarian regimes in Africa, the appropriation of digital and social media for mobilisation and dissent by civil society and oppositional political groups alarmed the established order. This ‘new’ alternative threatens not only the economic aspect of capitalism and political hegemony of some political actors, especially the so-called liberation movements, but their very existential conditions.

In response, governments in Africa have sought to provide a counter-narrative to the oppositional ideologies and discourses. The response from the political and economic elites in Africa has been two-pronged. Firstly, at an ideological level, the ruling elite has sought to infiltrate digital and social media through hired influencers and institutions that produce online content countering the messages from the opposition. Secondly, the elite groups have sought social control of communication through repressive state apparatuses (Althusser, 1971). Repressive state apparatuses such as the legal system have been mobilised to censor and control the production, distribution, and consumption of digital and social media content. These social control institutions have defended their authoritarian grip by invoking ‘national security’, an apparatus that blankets all oppositional messages as a threat to the security of the nation and the State. The elite, therefore, have sought to control and police the digital and social media through the introduction of legislation that enables them to censor and control digital and social media in order to get rid of the negative oppositional narratives.

While most African governments are bound by constitutions that guarantee freedom of expression and media freedom, this book explores the implications necessitated by their paradoxical censorship and the control of digital and social media use by the opposition groups in society that offer an ‘alternative’ to the mainstream ideologies and dominance. The fight for social control is thus fought on three fronts: ideological, technological, and repressive. Ideologically, alternative social and political groups have sought to recruit more people into supporting change, while the governments and the elite, whose power bases are being challenged, seek to delegitimise the oppositional narratives as a threat to national security. This objective is sought by first raising a legal and media moral panic that labels the oppositional forces as ‘monsters and evil’, prompting stricter measures to curtail their expansion. On the technological front, the opposition has developed an appreciation of the need for excellent and efficient communication and public relations, and governments have responded by increasing state ownership of telecommunication companies for propaganda, surveillance, and control. On the repressive front, the governments have used institutions of social control such as the police, the courts, and intelligence agencies to harass the opposition groups and clamp down dissent.

This book provides cases on the strategies used by the African governments in monitoring and controlling digital and social media, as well as the implications of such actions for claims about media freedom and freedom of expression. Further, the book examines the human rights challenges posed by state control and the monitoring of digital and social media forms of communication. In the context of a digital surveillance state, the book questions how digital and social media can possibly enhance the democratisation of both the communicative and political spaces. To answer this question, the book travels towards a critical media approach advanced by Fuchs (2014, 2017, 2020). Also, we make a move back towards political economy theories, especially the Frankfurt School, Karl Marx, Louis Althusser, Antonio Gramsci, Matthew Arnold, Frank Leavis, and Queenie Leavis. The underpinning message is that digital and social media are part of the industrial/informational society that bear all or the worst tendencies of modernity and authoritarianism, or at least have been hijacked by the elite for hegemonic maintenance.

In this book, we focus on questions of censorship and control of digital and social media in ‘supposedly’ democratic societies. We refer to regulation and how governments have imposed their state power by ‘switching off’ the internet and blocking social media sites under the guise of national security and order maintenance. This book is partly premised on Stanley Cohen’s (2011) moral panics thesis. This theoretical foregrounding allows the book to examine the ‘false panics’ that are induced by the elite in Africa to limit the use of digital and social media by labelling social media as exerting a ‘national security’ threat. Marwick defined a moral panic as consisting of ‘‘widespread social fear and concern over a group of deviants who display a behaviour that is ­considered ‘evil’” (Marwick, 2008, 6). Moral panics are augmented by moral entrepreneurs (interest groups) (Cohen, 1972, 2011). Hall et al. (1978) saw the agents of social control and the State as the producers of natural panics. Cohen (2011, xxxiv–xxxix) proposed the following structure of moral panic production: a) concern about the potential or imagined threat, b) hostility – moral outrage towards the actors (folk devils) who embody the problem, c) consensus – widespread agreement that the threat exists and is severe and that ‘something should be done’, d) disproportionality – exaggeration of the number or strength of the cases in terms of the danger caused, moral offensiveness, or potential risk if ignored, e) volatility – panic erupts and dissipates suddenly without warning. Moral panics are socially constructed; this social construction is not ­value-neutral but instead appeals to the interests of the dominant classes in society. The dominant classes then achieve social control by controlling the people’s ­thinking patterns and processes through discursive and repressive practices. Control of communication allows for the reproduction of the dominant ideology – allowing the ideological state apparatus to enable the State to apply repressive or coercive measures in dealing with the perceived and constructed panics. Those in power gain the power to action laws and censorship of social media through consent from the masses, achieved through discourse manipulations and social constructions of moral panics that trigger the masses to feel a sense of panic, and hence the need for the State to take action for their safety. Social media ­censorship and the subsequent limitation of ­communicative landscapes go unquestioned during the panic periods.

About the chapters

This edited collection explores the multifaceted landscape of digital and social media in Africa, exploring both its empowering potential and its susceptibility to control and manipulation by powerful forces. The eight chapters in this book explore the complex relationship between digital and social media and political power in Africa. These chapters challenge the utopian view of these platforms as inherently democratising forces, instead arguing that they are often appropriated by ruling elites to maintain control and suppress dissent. The chapters engage with key critical and social media theories, such as the political economy and materiality of social media. The authors emphasise the importance of understanding the ownership and control of digital infrastructure, including internet service providers and social media platforms, arguing that these material factors shape the flow of information and can be used to limit access and censor content. The chapters examine how African governments use legal and technological means to monitor and control digital and social media. This includes internet shutdowns, social media blocks, and the use of surveillance technologies. In addition, the authors explore how governments create moral panics around issues like national security and fake news to ­justify censorship and surveillance. This discursive control helps to maintain the status quo and suppress oppositional narratives. Despite the challenges, the book also highlights the role of digital and social media in empowering citizens and facilitating political activism. Several chapters examine how activists use these platforms to organise protests, share information, and hold governments accountable. The book provides detailed case studies of how digital and social media are used in specific countries, including Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Uganda, Eswatini, South Africa, and Mozambique.

The book chapters draw on various theoretical frameworks to analyse the relationship between digital media and political power, including critical media studies, political economy, moral panics, and hegemony. Overall, the book paints a complex and nuanced picture of the role of digital and social media in Africa. While these platforms offer the potential for democratic participation and social change, they are also susceptible to manipulation and control by powerful forces.

Chapter One sets the stage by examining the materiality and political economy of social media, revealing how ownership structures and state control of infrastructure can limit access and stifle dissent. It argues that focusing solely on the content and perceived democratic potential of these platforms overlooks the crucial role of ownership and control of digital infrastructure. By examining case studies of internet shutdowns in Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and Uganda, the chapter demonstrates how governments leverage their control over internet service providers and infrastructure to suppress dissent, restrict information flow, and ultimately maintain their grip on power.

Chapter Two focuses on the specific case of Eswatini, examining how the ownership and regulation of digital communication infrastructure impact the potential for social media to act as a public sphere and challenge the status quo. The chapter analyses the role of the state-owned Eswatini Post and Telecommunications Corporation (EPTC) and the regulatory body, Eswatini Communications Commission (ESCCOM), arguing that their structure and practices often perpetuate existing power dynamics and limit democratic participation.

Chapter Three compares and contrasts the strategies employed by the governments of Uganda and Zimbabwe to control and suppress dissent on social media platforms during election periods. The analysis focuses on the 2018 Zimbabwean elections and the 2021 Ugandan elections, both of which were marked by internet shutdowns, social media blocks, and the arrest of journalists and activists.

Chapter Four explores the paradoxical nature of social media in Africa, highlighting its role as both a catalyst for democracy and a tool for state surveillance. The chapter analyses three prominent social media-driven movements – #FreeJacobZuma in South Africa, #ThisFlag in Zimbabwe, and #EndSARS in Nigeria – to illustrate how these platforms empower political engagement and challenge authoritarian practices. However, the chapter also examines the state’s response to these movements, revealing how governments often frame activists as instigators and criminals, resorting to surveillance, censorship, and legal measures to suppress dissent and maintain control.

Chapter Five focuses specifically on the use of Twitter/X in Zimbabwe, examining how the platform is used for political contestation and the ­government’s restrictive responses to online activism. The analysis draws on the concept of counter-publics, exploring how opposition forces and citizens utilise Twitter/X to challenge the ruling party’s hegemony and expose human rights abuses, corruption, and maladministration. However, the chapter also acknowledges the limitations of Twitter/X and the challenges activists face, including internet shutdowns and arrests.

Chapter Six discusses the dynamics of participation on Twitter/X during Zimbabwe’s 2013 and 2018 elections, challenging the notion of the platform as an equalising force. Through a quantitative analysis of over 330,000 tweets, the chapter reveals that a small minority of users, primarily media organisations, journalists, and politicians, dominate the discourse and receive a disproportionate amount of attention. This finding highlights the existence of participatory gaps and discursive inequalities on Twitter/X.

Chapter Seven examines how social media platforms operate within existing power dynamics and contribute to the commodification of online spaces. The chapter focuses on the work of Salésio do Pânico, a prominent Mozambican digital influencer. The analysis reveals how his humorous etches and videos, while providing a platform for discussing social issues faced by young Mozambicans, simultaneously reinforce existing inequalities and serve as tools for advertising and ideological reinforcement.

Chapter Eight investigates the emergence of animation and social media as an alternative and hegemonic digital public sphere in Zimbabwe. The analysis focuses on the animated series Nyoka and Kunyepa, which satirises the political landscape and critiques the ruling party, ZANUPF. By examining the series’ use of humour and satire, the chapter demonstrates how animation and social media can provide a platform for dissenting voices and can challenge state propaganda. However, the chapter also acknowledges the limitations of this alternative public sphere, arguing that it can sometimes perpetuate the same binary narratives and exclusions it seeks to challenge.
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CHAPTER 1

The Materiality and Political Economy of Social Media in Africa: Power Retention and (Dis)Empowerment

Henri-Count Evans, Tinashe Mawere, and Ruth Teer-Tomaselli

Introduction

The advent of the internet and the accompanying social media of communication platforms brought complex dynamics in information production, dissemination, and consumption. The production and distribution of information, formerly the preserve of centralised media systems, has been decentralised to individuals. Castells’ concept of the ‘network society’ suggests that societal structures have evolved in the digital age, with the internet playing a pivotal role in reshaping the public sphere (Castells, 2000). This reshaping, in theory, offers a platform for enhanced civic participation and democratisation. However, as Castells notes, this potential is only sometimes realised, especially when the internet becomes a tool for state actors and corporate interests seeking to maintain or extend their power. Fuchs, building on this, emphasises the dual nature of the internet. While it can indeed be a tool for emancipation, fostering democratic participation and challenging entrenched power structures, it can also be weaponised for surveillance, control, and domination (Fuchs, 2014). This duality becomes particularly pronounced when authoritarian regimes or capitalist entities influence digital spaces significantly.

Authoritarian regimes that have relied on press censorship for a long time find it difficult to censor information circulating on social media. While ­censorship was easy with offline traditional media, social media content is ­difficult to ­censor, and thus, mechanisms to control information dissemination at the point of entry become necessary. Governments have sought to ‘shut down’ the internet to control information dissemination and have been successful in this. In Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Uganda, and Ethiopia, the it has been shut down several times since 2018 to limit information in public circulation (Access Now, 2020, 2022; Mare, 2020). To understand the power of governments in controlling communication, this chapter examines the mechanisms and reasons used to control communication by interfering with the internet ‘material technological’ side. To understand how governments restrict internet access and use, we turn to ISPs, examine their ownership and control structures in the four countries, and link these ownership patterns to governments’ licensing and prohibiting power.

States’ desire to silence, limit, and restrict free expression is not new. Throughout history, authoritarian regimes have developed laws and ­regulations meant to curtail freedom of expression and that of the press. For example, John ­Milton’s 1644 Areopagitica can be seen as part of a protest against the draconian regulations that the British political system continuously exerted on the people, especially the censorship of books and any other publications that were seen to be promoting dissent against the Crown and the imperial government. To contextualise this, the 14 June 1643 Order of Lords and Commons restricted the printing of books, pamphlets, and any other materials that were deemed to be ‘‘false, forged, scandalous, seditious, ‘libellous’ and that could do ‘‘great defamation to Religion and’ (Jebb, 1918, xxviii). The same order gave authority to search and prosecute authors and printers of materials seen as ‘‘scandalous, unlicensed, and unwarrantable”. In doing so, the government had sought to shield itself from criticism by abusing the repressive tools at its disposal, i.e. laws and prisons.

Milton rebuked the order’s desire to suppress free speech and expression, seeing it as ‘‘hurtful and so ‘unequal’, to quash voices based on their ‘‘newness or the unsuitableness to a customary ‘acceptance’ (Milton, 1918, 50). The primary purpose of censorship and repressive laws has always been to limit the availability of information at the public’s disposal. In this instance, society is ordered according to the information that is allowed and made accessible, information that produces and legitimises the ideologies of the ruling elites of that particular historical epoch. The allowed information plays a discursive and ideological role in producing what Herbert Marcuse (1964) would later call a ­‘one-dimensional society’, a society organised in a linear and limited way of seeing and understanding the world. Milton (1918, 51–52), in an attempt to appeal to the Church and Government in Britain at that particular time, warned that books that had different views were not essentially meant for prohibition just because of their difference:

knowledge cannot defile, nor consequently the books, if the will and conscience be not defiled. For books are as meats and viands are; some good, some of evil substance; and yet God in that unapocryphal vision said without exception, ‘Rise, Peter, kill and eat’; leaving the choice to each man’s discretion …. The temple of Janus, with his two controversial faces, might now not unsignificantly be set open. And though all the winds of doctrine were let loose to play‘upon the earth, so Truth be in the field, we do injuriously by licensing and prohibiting to misdoubt her strength. Let her and Falsehood grapple; who ever knew Truth put to the worse, in a free and open encounter?

The British monarchy sought to control information production and dissemination by using its repressive powers (see Althusser, 1971), powers that controlled the material structures and conditions of information production (including printing presses, libraries, and shops). In the 21st century, the desire to exert control over information production and dissemination is still strong, at least in authoritarian states. Drawing from Milton’s critique, this chapter examines the material avenues through which governments restrict the circulation of information on digital and social media. The theory of materialism, together with critical social media theories, is applied in this analysis.

The materiality of social media in Africa: Power retention and (dis)empowerment

Historically, media studies’ emphasis was predominantly on content. However, as Kittler (1990) observed, media technologies, in their material essence, shape the nature of the content they convey. This is analogous to McLuhan’s (1964) attention to the ‘medium’ as influencing the message and subsequently its consumption. This perspective shifts our focus from the messages to the media and infrastructures that carry them. For Kittler (1990), the transition from oral to written communication was not just about content but also the materiality of writing – the mediums used, the technologies developed, and the physical distribution of texts. In the realm of social media, the digital nature often overshadows the underlying material infrastructure. Yet, beneath the surface lies a vast network of servers, data centres, cables, algorithms, and devices that make social media possible. Bollmer (2019) emphasises that these material aspects, far from being neutral, are controlled and often monopolised by a handful of corporations and states, influencing how information flows and who participates in digital discourse. Adding to this, scholars like Gillespie (2014) have highlighted the role of algorithms in shaping online experiences. These algorithms, embedded in the very fabric of social media platforms, determine content visibility, user interactions, and even the nature of online debates. While they operate in the background, their material presence, in the form of code and computational processes, has profound implications for digital communication.

Drawing from Kittler (1990, 21), we argue that the infrastructures enabling social media should be thought of as ‘technologies of power’, providing the necessary affordances that allow discursive exchanges. Whoever has control over these ‘technologies of power’ consequently has the power to determine how communication will be shaped and take place on social media platforms. The materiality of social media is deeply intertwined with power dynamics. As Manovich (2002) posits, the software and infrastructure that underpin digital platforms are not just tools; they are ideologies in action. Srnicek (2017) noted that technology giants have amassed unprecedented power by ­controlling digital infrastructures. Their decisions on data handling, algorithm design, and platform policies shape global digital interactions, often prioritising profit and control over democratic ideals. The choices made in software design, algorithmic priorities, and infrastructure deployment reflect and reinforce societal power structures. In the context of the case studies of Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and Uganda, the control over internet infrastructure becomes a manifestation of state power. By manipulating access, these governments leverage the materiality of the internet for political objectives.

In this section, we discuss social media materiality as those material resources and techniques used by platform owners, governments, and internet service providers to afford or disable access to social media platforms. Theoretically, we borrow from Bollmer (2019), who encouraged a closer examination of physical materiality to understand how materiality shaped the lived experiences of people. Bollmer’s exploration of digital communication and materiality offers a nuanced understanding of digital technologies’ physical and infrastructural aspects (Bollmer, 2019). He argues that to grasp the dynamics of social media truly, one must look beyond just the digital content. The underlying infrastructure, algorithms, and ownership structures play a crucial role in shaping information flows and determining who has control over these flows.

Rachid Bomashoul’s work, particularly in the context of the Arab world, offers an illustration of this dynamic. He highlighted how the materiality of digital platforms can both empower grassroots movements and be used to suppress dissenting voices (Bomashoul, 2009, 1). The control over the internet’s physical infrastructure, whether by state actors or corporations, can significantly influence the trajectory of social and political movements. As Bollmer (2019, 1) argued, the media and technology are not just ‘‘mere ‘tools’ but are essentially ‘‘locations for the perpetuation of inequality and the management of social ‘difference’. Therefore, using materiality in media studies allows us to understand how, through materiality, ‘‘power is secured and ‘maintained’. Media materiality occupies the same space Althusser (1971, 79) described as the ‘repressive state apparatuses’.

Governments and telecommunication companies can disable communication by controlling social media infrastructures and instituting surveillance (Fuchs, 2020) and thus police communication systems. In this way, social media materiality allows us to understand how freedom of expression, freedom of the press, and freedom of association are negatively determined by social media infrastructural conditions and ownership. Debate is possible only within the structures and limits permitted by the surveillance regulatory state and corporations. Governments have fought to control information dissemination by inhibiting what people could say or not say. In times of failing state propaganda, governments in these four countries have blocked internet access as a way of information circulation repression and clampdown. Repression is achieved through several strategies.

Firstly, the level of the law where regulations and laws are promulgated to discourage the posting and sharing of content. This stage allows the State, through unjust and undemocratic legal systems, in the form of censorship, to materially restrict the circulation of divergent information. Within the same legal frameworks, media houses and individuals are required to register to obtain licences to distribute digital content. Often, exorbitant prices are charged to limit the number of applicants to those who can afford them, thus shutting down the emergence of subaltern dissident voices from having the right to exercise free speech on social media. Old authoritarian techniques have been rehashed and reassembled to service the authoritarian needs.

Technological materialism

In this book, we travel back to Marxist materialism, a kind of materialism that questions how the means of production constitute, condition, and structure social life. The agency to communicate through social media is determined and necessitated by the availability of ‘technologies of power’ that enable the production and distribution of content. Communication over social media is guided by the ‘‘specific limits and possibilities shaped by the materiality of the media we use” (Bollmer, 2019, 7). Technological materiality is also central in ideology: controlling and maintaining specific technological affordances and performances. Social groups and formations with the power of social media infrastructure effectively promote their ideologies to those who use or depend on technology for communication. Technology, therefore, performs ideological work, maintaining the hegemonic grip of those in power. By shutting down the internet, states (representing particular authoritarian hardline ideologies) achieve hegemony through forced conformity. As Mare (2020, 4245) explained,

the Internet relies on a hierarchical physical infrastructure, which provides governments, regulatory authorities, and telecommunications companies (telcos) with control opportunities. These control opportunities manifest themselves at the level of telecommunication infrastructure, including the licensing of operators, ownership of single or multiple international gateway systems, and installation of surveillance infrastructure on telecommunications boosters and networks. Consequently, because of these vulnerabilities, governments—normally through Internet service providers (ISPs)—are capable of switching off the Internet arbitrarily and often on the basis of a wide range of reasons; these include combating fake news, dealing with hate speech and related violence, securing public safety and national security, and preventing cheating during exams.

The case studies of Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and Uganda underscore the importance of ownership and infrastructure in the digital realm. As this chapter illustrates later on in the results section, it can be argued here that when ISPs and internet infrastructure fall under the control of state actors or their allies, they become critical points of intervention for controlling communication. Furthermore, by exerting influence over the licensing of ISPs and the broader internet infrastructure, authoritarian governments can wield disproportionate power over the flow of information. This extends beyond content censorship, as evidenced by the complete internet shutdowns in the aforementioned countries.

Internet shutdowns: A review of available literature

One of the most overt and drastic measures governments employ is the ­complete shutdown of the internet. In 2020, several authoritarian governments (Myanmar, Belarus, Guinea, Burundi, Togo, and Tanzania) shut down internet and digital communications access during elections (Access Now, 2020). There is a relationship between internet shutdowns and elections across authoritarian countries. Access to information and free flow is restricted to limit the discourses ­circulating in the informational economy outside of the preferred state propaganda. We argue that shutting down the internet is part of the repressive state ­apparatus (drawing from Althusser, 1971) to limit civic and informational spaces. ­Internet shutdowns serve the purpose of sustaining the violent hegemonic grip of those in power. Shutdowns are part of the power retention tools in dictators’ toolboxes.

Regulatory authorities determine when people can use the internet through licensing and prohibiting. In is this way, the internet is like any other media platform prone to state and capitalist regulation. Ownership of internet ­infrastructure, particularly ISPs, plays a crucial role in the dynamics of state internet control. Compliance with government directives becomes especially pronounced during politically sensitive periods, such as elections. Freyburg and Garbe (2018) emphasised that most direct forms of control require ISPs to adhere to these directives, as evidenced in Gambia’s 2016 presidential elections, where mobile internet and text messaging were entirely disrupted on polling day (p. 3896). This pattern of internet curtailment during elections is not isolated to the Gambia; countries like Uganda, Burundi, Ethiopia, Chad, and the Republic of Congo have exhibited similar tendencies (Freyburg & Garbe, 2018, 3897). Zambia’s 2021 internet shutdown, precipitated by a government threat, mirrors actions in countries like the Republic of Congo, Burundi, and Uganda, especially during contentious elections (Kene-Okafor, 2021).

Authoritarian regimes in Africa have shown their disdain for free expression and speech. The debate on the power of the media has spanned decades: from the hypodermic syringe models to limited effects, authoritarian regimes seem to firmly believe that information, and, most importantly, the unregulated spread of information, is counter-hegemonic. There is an implicit but forceful belief in the power of information and communication. The regulation of internet access is done to sustain the hegemonic prowess of those in power.

Mare (2020) offered a nuanced understanding, distinguishing between authoritarian governments’ political and regulatory power over ISPs. While political power encompasses extralegal measures, such as harassment and threats, regulatory power manifests through licensing and sector regulation (Mare, 2020, 2). Despite the economic prowess of private ISPs, authoritarian regimes often employ ‘‘lawfare” to enforce their directives. As Mare (2020) noted, licensing obligations allow regulators to invoke ambiguous ­justifications, such as national security, to exert control. This intertwining of state ­involvement in ISP ownership structures has been associated with increased internet disruptions, corroborated by Freyburg and Garbe’s (2018) findings. Internet shutdowns are part of the arsenal used to restrict internet access.

Internet shutdowns limit the internet’s affordances, especially in providing platforms for debate and expression. We argue that shutdowns are an explicit form of media censorship aimed at limiting the information that people have and can interact with. The increasing trend of internet shutdowns in Africa, especially during elections, has become alarmingly prevalent. In 2021, 6 out of 14 African elections experienced this tactic (Stremlau & Dobson, 2022). As Marchant and Stremlau (2020) explained, these shutdowns can range from targeting specific platforms to total nationwide shutdowns. Governments often defend these actions as necessary for national security, ­maintaining ­electoral integrity and countering misinformation. A case in point is the ­Democratic Republic of Congo’s 2018 post-election internet shutdown, rationalised to ­prevent the spread of ‘‘fictitious results” on social media (Bujakera & Mahamba, 2019).

The broader implications of these shutdowns extend beyond the immediate inconvenience of disrupted communication. They represent a systematic erosion of digital rights and freedoms, often under the guise of national security or public order. Mare (2020) emphasised that the power dynamics between ISPs and governments, especially in authoritarian settings, often tilt in favour of the state, leading to a climate where ISPs, despite their economic clout, find it challenging to resist government directives. This compliance, often coerced through a mix of regulatory and political pressures, has a chilling effect on ­freedom of expression, access to information, and civic participation.

Mechanisms of control in digital communication

In this section, we present and discuss findings that examine the techniques and strategies used by the four countries to control internet access and use. In doing so, we examine the structures, policies, and processes used to restrict online freedom of expression and civic participation, particularly in the context of the four case study countries. We analyse the shift from traditional media censorship to the more complex challenge of controlling social media content, highlighting the role of ISPs and their ownership and control structures. In the digital age, the internet has become the primary medium for communication, information dissemination, and social interaction. As a result, internet control has become a strategic imperative for many governments, especially those facing internal dissent or opposition. This control is manifested through various techniques, each with unique implications for freedom of expression and civic participation. Roberts (2021) highlighted various strategies, from outright bans and mandatory registration to more covert methods such as data pricing schemes and targeted online harassment campaigns. The aim is to instil fear and stifle dissent.

Control through internet shutdowns

Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and Uganda have all shut down the internet, especially during political unrest or anticipated protests (Freedom House, 2020). Central to these observations is that while authoritarian regimes have restricted internet access, citing the reasons of national security, it is clear that the shutdowns are part of a string of human rights abuses, most notably because muzzling internet access also limits people’s other rights and also the dissemination of information that will show the excesses of state abuse.

Parks and Thompson (2020, 4288) argued that internet shutdowns are part of the ‘‘new methods” used by regimes worldwide to ‘‘assert their power”. Internet shutdowns in authoritarian regimes such as China, Iran, and Turkey were used to ‘‘disrupt citizens’ access to online ‘information’ (ibid). Such shutdowns serve a dual purpose. Firstly, they prevent the dissemination of potentially dissenting views, effectively silencing opposition voices. Secondly, they disrupt the organisation of protests or opposition movements, as modern-day activism heavily relies on online coordination (Tufekci, 2017). The ramifications of these shutdowns extend beyond political control, affecting economies, education, and even emergency services (Kazeem, 2019). Access Now (2022) saw internet shutdowns as directly interfering ‘‘with people’s rights to free speech, access to information, and participation in the democratic process”. The United Nations Human Rights Council has condemned internet shutdowns. For example, in Resolution A/HRC/RES/32/13, the council condemned ‘‘unequivocally measures to intentionally prevent or disrupt access to or dissemination of information online in violation of international human rights law and calls on all States to refrain from and cease such measures”. In the next sections, we discuss internet shutdowns in each case country.

Internet shutdowns in Ethiopia

Ethiopia has a history of long and severe internet shutdowns. Recurrent internet shutdowns, when interpreted through the lens of the materiality of social media, reveal the tangible power struggles between the democratising potential of the digital realm and the state’s desire for control. While the material infrastructure of the internet enables a vast, interconnected digital space, it remains vulnerable to state intervention. This vulnerability was evident in October 2016, when a 24-hour shutdown occurred in response to protests against the expansion of security forces’ powers (Freedom House, 2017).

Similarly, shutdowns followed the assassination of key political figures in November 2016 and October 2019, reflecting the state’s attempt to control the narrative and prevent potential escalation. Regional unrest, particularly in the Oromia, Benishangul-Gumuz, and Amhara regions between 2018 and 2020, led to multiple shutdowns, highlighting the state’s strategy to restrict the flow of information during periods of instability (NetBlocks, 2020). The internet shutdown in the Tigray region began on 3 November 2020 and lasted for over two years. According to civil society organisation Access Now, the shutdown crippled the Tigrayan people’s right to information and freedom of expression. Felicia Anthonio of Access Now further noted that while the living conditions of the people of Tigray were already devastated by the war, the ‘deliberate internet shutdown’ stopped them communicating with family and friends about their situation, preventing them from ‘accessing potentially life-saving information and letting the world know what’s happening in the region’ (Access Now, 2022).

Ayalew (2019) provided a deep dive into the Ethiopian context, where the internet has been shut down multiple times since 2016, often under the guise of national security concerns. The Ethiopian government uses two main narratives to justify these shutdowns: the need to maintain national security, particularly in the context of counterterrorism efforts, and an emphasis on the country’s economic resilience and growth. Interestingly, the national security narrative is also used to seek legitimacy from Western allies (Ayalew, 2019, 213). However, these shutdowns come at a significant cost to the citizens. They undermine fundamental rights like freedom of expression and create an environment where holding the government accountable becomes increasingly challenging (Ayalew, 2019, 210). The broader implications of such shutdowns are detrimental to democratic principles, transparency, and human rights protection.

Internet shutdowns in Tanzania

The first complete internet shutdown in Tanzania took place in 2020. During the general elections, there were widespread reports of internet disruptions including throttling and blocking of social media platforms. This was seen as an attempt to control the narrative and prevent the spread of information that might be unfavourable to the ruling party. During the 2015 general elections, there were reports of restricted access to certain social media platforms and messaging apps. Techniques such as internet filtering were used to block access to social media. Parks and Thompson (2020) observed that the rule of President John Magufuli in Tanzania had increased ‘authoritarianism’, forcing ‘citizens, bloggers and independent journalists to flock to online spaces to question and criticise the ruling government’ (Parks & Thompson, 2020, 4289).

In response to online criticism, the Tanzanian government built repressive systems to curtail the newly found communicative spaces. The government began to create what Parks and Thompson (2020) called a ‘slow shutdown’, which includes ‘a set of flexible government regulations implemented over time that have the effect of prohibiting, disrupting or making too costly the creation of online content’ (Parks & Thompson, 2020, 4288). These measures targeted social media communication, where most dissident and oppositional voices had an expressive platform. More importantly, these slow shutdowns were not just about restricting communication spaces, but more fundamentally about restricting the democratic space available to Tanzanians, while ‘consolidating the power of the CCM [Chama Cha Mapinduzi—Tanzania’s socialist ruling party]’ (Parks & Thompson, 2020, 4289).

Internet shutdowns in Uganda

In Uganda, internet shutdowns have become a recurring government tactic, often coinciding with politically charged events (Access Now, 2022). In 2016, the internet was disrupted several times before and after the election ­(Freedom House, 2016). Key events included the 2016 general elections and also the presidential inauguration in May of the same year. In the run-up to the general election, the longest shutdown occurred in January 2021, lasting 100 hours (NetBlocks, 2021).

These shutdowns highlight the government’s approach to curbing dissent, and underscore the central role of the internet in contemporary Ugandan sociopolitical discourse. Crucially, all the shutdowns are linked to elections and protests. It is crucial to note that the shutdowns are linked to opposition politics; in this way, they can be seen as an attempt to stifle alternative discourses and voices. The government has justified these shutdowns on various grounds, including national security, public safety, and crime prevention. Viewed through the lens of the materiality of social media, Uganda’s frequent internet shutdowns underscore the tangible, infrastructural dimensions of digital platforms and their vulnerability to state control. While social media is often celebrated for its democratising potential, offering users a seemingly limitless space for expression and activism, its material underpinnings – servers, ISPs, and network infrastructures – are rooted in the physical world and subject to state jurisdiction.

Uganda’s recurrent shutdowns, especially during politically charged moments, reveal a strategic recognition by the state of the power of digital spaces. As Kalemera et al. (2020a, 10) noted, internet ‘shutdowns and attempts to block communication have occurred around election times and during protests’. By controlling the very material infrastructure that supports these platforms, the government effectively restricts the free flow of information and stifles dissent and opposition. This dynamic underscores the importance of understanding social media not just as abstract virtual spaces, but as entities deeply intertwined with material, political, and economic realities. Social media materiality theory thus provides a critical lens that highlights how the promise of digital freedom is often tied to, and limited by, tangible infrastructural controls. Kalemera et al. (2020, 10) noted that Uganda has over the years ‘weaponised’ laws to restrict ‘digital rights’. This weaponisation of the law has been used to censor online communication. Restrictions on online communication have included ‘‘blocking SMS and websites, filtering content, and shutting down the internet” (Kalemera et al., 2020, 10).

Internet shutdowns in Zimbabwe

On 15 January 2019, the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) called for a nationwide stay-away action in protest against the rising cost of living and the diminishing democratic space. The government, citing the Interception of Communications Act of 2007, ordered the complete shutdown of all internet services. All internet service providers in Zimbabwe sent messages to their ­customers notifying them of the government directive to shut down the internet. The following message was circulated by Econet Wireless, Zimbabwe’s leading cellular provider: ‘‘Further to a warrant issued by the Minister of State in the President’s Office for National Security through the Director-General of the President’s Department [national intelligence] acting in terms of the Interception of Communications Act, internet services are currently suspended across all networks and internet service providers. We are obliged to act when directed to do so, and the matter is beyond our control” (VeritasZim, 2019). Complying with the government’s directive puts into question the ability of social media platforms to guarantee freedom of expression and that of the press. In Zimbabwe, while telecommunication companies are seen to have some power, their power was limited to internet provision as long as the state was happy.

Using the Interception of Communications Act of 2007, the Minister of State Security (in charge of the notorious Central Intelligence Organisation), Owen Mudha Ncube, had used repressive state instruments to curtail the free flow of information. Such actions, framed as ‘‘lawfare” strategies, use legal instruments to pursue political objectives while maintaining a facade of legality (Magaisa, 2020; Mare, 2020, 13). The internet blackout was meant to achieve maximum information blackout, especially the gory images of victims of state-sponsored violence that followed the call for a nationwide stay-away. The state had failed to win the ideological war and resorted to repressive state resources. The govern­ment’s directive to switch off internet services speaks to states’ power in ­determining how and when people can express themselves freely. Secondly, the closure of the internet was necessitated by the need to ‘crack down’ on opposition political leaders and trade unionists. Several reports of abductions and arbitrary arrests appeared on the days following 15 January 2019. It can be argued that the government and the military complex saw social media ­affordances as hindering their crackdown on dissent. As Mare (2020, 4247) argued, internet shutdowns have been accompanied by ‘‘gross human rights violations”, especially of opposition politicians and civil society activists. This has been possible through what Mare (2020, 4247) called the ‘‘militarisation” of politics, where active security actors are directly involved in statecraft.

At the centre of Zimbabwe’s internet shutdowns has been the concern for preserving the ruling party Zimbabwe African National Union Patriotic Front (ZANU PF). We argue that ZANU PF’s hold on power is necessitated by the desire to remain in control of the country’s economic and political systems. Therefore, the struggle for internet freedom in Zimbabwe should be understood as taking place within political-economic contestations. To preserve itself, the ZANU PF-led government has destroyed anything threatening its hegemonic dominance. This includes control of the country through repressive state institutions such as the military, police, central intelligence, and prisons. To justify the abuse of these institutions, the Zimbabwean state has used the reasons of national security, sovereignty, and territorial integrity. In this vein, social media mobilisations seen as having the capacity to challenge ZANU PF’s ideological and existential claims have been quashed through state violence, the creation of draconian legislation, and the internet shutdowns.

Legal and regulatory instruments governing digital and social media

This section discusses the laws and regulations materially governing digital and social media access and use in the four countries.

Legal and regulatory frameworks in Tanzania

In recent years, Tanzania has seen a tightening of internet regulation, with a series of laws that have progressively increased state control over online content and media sector workers. Parks and Thompson (2020) traced Tanzania’s efforts to stifle internet freedoms between 2010 and 2018. They argued that the Tanzanian government adopted a ‘‘series of repressive information and Internet regulations … which led many Tanzanians to cease expressive activities on the Internet” (Parks & Thompson, 2020, 4288). For example, the 2016 Media Services Act centralised the accreditation of media organisations and journalists, effectively outlawing anonymous reporting (Parks & Thompson, 2020). In 2010, the Electronic and Postal Communications Act (EPOCA) was enacted, updating previous legislation from the 1990s. This act entrusted the Tanzanian Communications Regulatory Authority (TCRA) with the comprehensive oversight of the information and communications sector in the digital age. EPOCA gave the Minister of Communications broad powers to formulate and enforce regulations on communications infrastructure, competition and content.

However, the most controversial move came in 2018 with the introduction of the Electronic and Postal Communications (Online Content) Regulations. These regulations, an update of the 2010 EPOCA, imposed strict requirements on various ‘online content providers’, from bloggers to social media users. In particular, the regulations required content providers to ensure that their content met certain standards, to use moderation tools, and to identify content sources (Parks & Thompson, 2020). These regulations, as highlighted by Parks and Thompson (2020), strengthen the authority of the state and provide it with versatile legal tools to suppress opposition and control narratives, a feature of networked authoritarianism observed elsewhere. Between 2010 and 2018, the ruling CCM party introduced a series of laws that increased state control over the flow of information, reflecting the country’s growing authoritarian ­tendencies. Digital repression in Tanzania should be understood as a carefully crafted process, spanning years, in which legal and repressive frameworks are created to restrict internet freedom.

Legal and regulatory frameworks in Zimbabwe

Over the years, the Zimbabwean state (from the colonial to the postcolonial governments) has used repressive laws to stifle free speech (Mare, 2020; Moyo, 2004). This included using laws such as the Official Secrets Act, the colonial Law and Order Maintenance Act (and its successor, the Public Order and Security Act – POSA), and the Access to Information Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA). The digital landscape is shaped by many laws and regulations governing internet usage. The regulations are primarily responsible for restricting internet access and usage. The Postal and Telecommunications Act [Chapter 12:05] establishes the Postal and Telecommunications Regulatory Authority of Zimbabwe (POTRAZ) as the sector’s regulator. It empowers POTRAZ to issue licences, set tariffs, and ensure compliance. Meanwhile, the Interception of Communications Act [Chapter 11:20] permits the interception of communications for national security and crime prevention. ISPs are mandated to facilitate this surveillance, facing severe penalties, including imprisonment, for non-compliance (Mare, 2020).

Furthermore, other laws like the Criminal Law (Codification and Reform) Act [Chapter 9:23] criminalise various online offences, while the Censorship and Entertainment Controls Act [Chapter 10:04] regulates content deemed obscene or harmful. The recent Cyber and Data Protection Act 2021 emphasises data privacy in the digital age, imposing stringent regulations on data controllers and processors. Collectively, these laws paint a complex picture of Zimbabwe’s digital realm, where the state’s intent to control and monitor intersects with the rights and interests of its citizens.

Legal and regulatory frameworks in Uganda

Various laws and regulations govern access to and use of the internet. One of the most controversial laws is the Computer Misuse Act of 2011, which criminalises online activities such as cyber harassment, offensive communications, and unauthorised access or interception of data. The law has been widely criticised by human rights groups, journalists, and activists for being vague, broad, and open to abuse by the authorities to silence dissent and criticism. In October 2022, President Yoweri Museveni signed a new law amending the Computer Misuse Act (now the Computer Misuse [Amendment] Act of 2022) and introducing further restrictions on internet use. The new law prohibits the misuse of social media, defined as the publication, distribution, or sharing of information that is prohibited by Ugandan law. The law also criminalises the transmission of information about a person without their consent and the unauthorised sharing or interception of information. The law imposes severe penalties for these offences, ranging from fines to imprisonment of up to 10 years in some cases. The new law has been condemned by watchdog groups such as the ­Collaboration on International ICT Policy for East and Southern Africa (CIPESA) and the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) as a blow to online civil liberties and press freedom in Uganda. They argue that the law will stifle freedom of expression, privacy, and access to information, and allow the government to target critical commentators and independent media.

Legal and regulatory frameworks in Ethiopia

Internet access and use in Ethiopia is governed by various laws and regulations that affect the rights and freedoms of online users. According to Freedom House (2020a), Ethiopia is rated ‘not free’ in terms of internet freedom, with frequent internet shutdowns, social media blocks, restrictive laws, and censorship affecting the online environment. One of the main barriers to internet access is the state monopoly over the telecommunications sector, which limits the availability, affordability, and quality of internet services. Another challenge to internet freedom is the legal framework, which criminalises various forms of online expression and imposes harsh penalties on offenders. The most recent example is the Hate Speech and Disinformation Prevention and Suppression Proclamation, which was passed in February 2020 to combat online misinformation and hate speech. The law defines these terms broadly and vaguely, and gives authorities wide discretion to remove or block harmful or offensive content. The law also imposes fines and imprisonment on individuals who disseminate such content and requires social media platforms to comply with removal requests within 24 hours (Teferra & Tadesse, 2020). Teferra and Tadesse (2020) argued that the law violates the constitutional right to freedom of expression and could be used to silence dissenting voices, especially in the run-up to the upcoming national elections. Internet users in Ethiopia also face censorship and surveillance by the government, which has the ability to block or filter websites, monitor online activity, and access user data without judicial oversight (Freedom House, 2020a).

The role of ownership and licensing in power dynamics

In this section, we investigate the patterns of ISP ownership in Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Uganda, and Ethiopia. In addition, we examine how these ownership structures correlate with government licensing powers and prohibitions and then discuss the implications of these ownership and licensing dynamics for freedom of expression and civic participation on social media platforms.

Ownership and licensing power dynamics in Tanzania

The Tanzania Communications Regulatory Authority (TCRA) oversees the country’s licensing and regulation of ISPs. The licensing process involves technical, financial, and sometimes even political considerations. Given the state’s control over the TCRA, the government significantly influences which entities receive licences and under what conditions. This power has been used at times to favour state-owned or state-friendly entities, potentially at the expense of independent or foreign-owned ISPs (Freedom House, 2019). Tanzania’s ISP landscape is a blend of state-owned, private, and foreign entities. Tanzania Telecommunications Company Limited (TTCL) is a state-owned enterprise that has historically been a dominant player in the telecommunications sector. However, the liberalisation of the telecommunications market in the late 1990s and early 2000s led to the entry of various private and foreign entities. Companies like Vodacom Tanzania, Tigo Tanzania, and Airtel Tanzania, subsidiaries of large multinational corporations, have established significant market presence alongside local private entities such as Halotel and Zantel (GSMA, 2020).

The intertwined nature of ISP ownership and government licensing powers in Tanzania directly affects online freedom of expression and civic ­participation. The state’s influence over ISPs, either through direct ownership or regulatory pressure, means that these entities can be compelled to comply with government directives, such as internet shutdowns, content filtering, or user data requests. This dynamic was evident in the lead-up to the 2020 general elections when the government ordered ISPs to block access to specific social media platforms (NetBlocks, 2020). Such actions not only stifle freedom of expression but also hinder civic participation, as citizens are denied access to platforms where they can mobilise, share information, or express dissent. Moreover, given the state’s sway over ISPs, the potential for surveillance can lead to self-censorship, further eroding the democratic potential of online spaces in Tanzania.

Ownership and licensing power dynamics in Zimbabwe

In Zimbabwe, the government, has through POTRAZ the power to issue and revoke licences for ISPs. This regulatory power can be used to ensure compliance with government directives, such as internet shutdowns or content restrictions. Zimbabwe’s internet landscape is characterised by a mix of state-owned and private ISPs. Through various entities and parastatals, the government of Zimbabwe has a significant stake in the country’s telecommunications infrastructure. TelOne, the oldest telecommunications entity in the country, is state-owned, providing a broad spectrum of services. NetOne, akin to ­TelOne, operates under the aegis of the state. Powertel Communications, a subsidiary of the state-owned Zimbabwe Electricity Supply Authority (ZESA), ­further underscores the government’s imprint on the ISP sector. Central also is how the Zimbabwean military is heavily invested in the country’s telecommunications infrastructure through backend controls and also as ISPs. Africom, another ISP, is owned by Zimbabwe’s Ministry of Defence through its ­investment vehicle, Fernhaven Investments (see Mare, 2020; Ndebele, 2016).

The Econet Group is a major private telecommunications entity. The group owns Econet Wireless and Liquid Telecommunications (which then owns Zimbabwe Online). These ownership structures concentrate telecommunications infrastructures and power in the hands of one giant private entity. Key to this discussion is that while the Econet Group is a private player, its significant influence necessitates careful navigation of the nation’s political and regulatory terrains. While the ownership structure of ISPs in Zimbabwe presents a blend of state and private control, the overarching regulatory environment, heavily swayed by the government, dictates the operational dynamics of these ISPs, especially during politically charged periods or when faced with state directives related to internet governance. Because of its dependence on licensing authorities, the telecommunications sector is not immune to political interference (Mare, 2020). Further to interfering with the operations of ISPs, the government has been able to muzzle internet access and use by abusing its ownership of international internet gateways. As Mare (2020, 8) observes, the Zimbabwean government controls four of the five international internet gateways:

A monopoly in the international gateways market enables the government to willingly interrupt international connectivity—voice and data—at the national level. Because of the government monopoly in the international gateways market … authoritarian governments can limit international traffic into a particular region for specific period, as evidenced by Internet shutdowns in July 2016 and January 2019.

Mare (2020, 4246) argued that internet access control was possible in ­Zimbabwe because the government-controlled licensing and access to the ‘‘critical international gateway systems” through regulatory and coercive mechanisms. Further, Mare (2020, 4246) noted that the government had ‘‘access to traditional state tools of control, notably the threat to withdraw licenses and the ability to pass legally binding laws and policies, as well as its monopoly of weapons of violence”. Consequently, internet service providers gave in to shutdown orders ‘‘to safeguard their long-term commercial interests at the expense of the broader public interest mandate” (Mare, 2020, 4246). These commercial interests (profits) carried more weight than concerns about freedom and democracy. We argue that internet shutdown orders become a form of coercive control and blackmail, where governments know that capitalist interests will always be put ahead of any care for freedom of expression, association, and participation. ­Little care is given to democratic tenets.

The patterns of ISP ownership in Zimbabwe, combined with the government’s licensing powers, create an environment where the state has significant control over the country’s internet infrastructure. This directly impacts freedom of expression and civic participation, especially on social media platforms, as the government can easily restrict access, monitor users, or influence content.

Ownership and licensing power dynamics in Uganda

The Uganda Communications Commission (UCC) is the regulatory body that oversees the licensing and operation of ISPs in Uganda. The comprehensive licensing framework includes technical, financial, and operational criteria. The government, through the UCC, has considerable power to grant, renew, or revoke licences, and this power can be used to ensure that ISPs toe the official line. For example, the UCC has in the past issued directives to ISPs to block access to certain websites or social media platforms, particularly during politically sensitive periods (Kalemera et al., 2020a). While several ISPs operate in the country, a few dominant companies have a significant market share. MTN Uganda, a subsidiary of the multinational MTN Group, and Airtel Uganda, part of the global Bharti Airtel Group, are two of the most prominent ISPs. There is also Africell, another major player with roots in Africa. Once a state-owned company, Uganda Telecom Limited (UTL) has undergone restructuring and ownership changes, but remains a notable player in the sector (NITA-U, 2019).

The link between ISP ownership, government licensing, and regulatory powers has profound implications for online freedoms in Uganda. The government’s ability to influence ISPs through direct regulatory directives or more subtle pressures means that these providers can be co-opted into actions that restrict online freedoms. This was evident during Uganda’s 2016 and 2021 general elections, when the government ordered a complete shutdown of the internet, effectively silencing online discourse (NetBlocks, 2021). Such actions severely restrict freedom of expression and civic participation, preventing ­citizens from accessing information, mobilising, or expressing dissent. The potential for government surveillance and data requests further exacerbates the climate of self-censorship and fear, undermining the democratic promise of the internet in Uganda (Privacy International, 2019).

Ownership and licensing power dynamics in Ethiopia

One of the main challenges to freedom of expression and civic participation on social media platforms in Ethiopia is the lack of diversity and competition in the internet service provision sector. Ethio Telecom (formerly known as Ethiopian Telecommunications Corporation (ETC) is the only telecommunications and ISP in the country (Kalemera et al., 2020, 7). The government also has the power to order Ethio Telecom to block or restrict access to certain websites or applications, as it has done in the past during periods of political unrest or elections. This creates a situation where the government can control and censor the online information and communication environment, limiting the ability of citizens to express their opinions, access alternative news sources, and engage in online activism. The pattern of ISP ownership in Ethiopia, characterised by state monopoly, therefore, has significant implications for the exercise of human rights and democracy in the country (Abraha, 2017).

Conclusion: Communication as a tool of power retention

In this section, we conclude that the four governments have sought to shut down the internet to control information dissemination and have been successful at this. At the centre of this chapter are issues of freedom of expression and the press. We argue that these two are important in democratic processes, including elections and governance. Internet shutdowns in Africa often result from the desire to retain and maintain power in authoritarian regimes. This chapter shows that internet shutdowns are similar to traditional ways and forms of press censorship. The desire has always been the same: to stifle information dissemination and, most importantly, information that is seen as threatening the existence of the old order. As we show in this chapter, governments, because of their ability to restrict internet access, have the same power to limit what is accessible to and by the public. At the same time, when social media and the internet have been praised for bringing change in information dissemination and breaking the censorship barriers, this chapter demonstrates that through controlling internet gateways, laws, and regulations, governments have found a new way to restrict what is seen and discussed by the public. Autocratic regimes in Africa have shown the propensity to shut down access to the internet leading up to and during elections. The desire has been to limit information circulation, restrict debate and participation, and more importantly, stop the spread of alternative and opposition political views.
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CHAPTER 2

Digital Communication and Social Media Infrastructures in Eswatini: Legitimating or Challenging the Status Quo?

Nqobile T. Ndzinisa1 and Reuben Dlamini

Introduction

This chapter discusses the role of digital and social media infrastructures and regulation in Eswatini and examines whether these legitimise or challenge the status quo. Eswatini is a Southern African landlocked monarchy with a population of approximately 1.16 million, mainly consisting of ethnic Swazis. The country has a distinctive dual governance system that combines traditional monarchy with modern legislative frameworks. Despite constitutional commitments to media freedom and expression, the monarchy exercises extensive control, including the appointment of key political positions and the ­prohibition of political parties. This creates an environment where digital media is susceptible to constraints and regulation that reflect broader political and ­economic exclusions, impacting equitable access to information and open communication.

In 2005, the internet was praised for its ability to ‘‘spur the imagination of academics, businesspeople and journalists alike” (Röhle, 2005, 404). Today, digital technologies have become indispensable to daily life and are considered a hallmark of civilisation (Hine, 2020). This chapter defines the internet and digital technologies as electronic tools, devices, systems, and resources that generate, store, or process data, such as social media platforms, search engines, smart mobile devices, and software (Hartley, 2019). However, this chapter argues that a dual narrative of optimism and critique has marked the internet’s ­introduction and subsequent adoption across Africa. Digital platforms are often praised for increasing participation, facilitating activism, and providing new avenues for challenging authoritarian regimes (Kalyango Jr & ­Adu-Kumi, 2013). However, there is also a growing concern regarding the digital divide, surveillance, and perpetuation of existing inequalities through these technologies (Chenzi, 2020; Moyo, Mare, & Mabweazara, 2020). Ndzinisa and Dlamini (2022) argued that ‘‘unequal access to digital capital creates a split of the ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’, ” thus aggravating epistemic injustice and digital ‘inequity’ (2263). Furthermore, scholars have expressed concerns about the use of the internet and digital technologies to promote xenophobia, spread fake news and disinformation, and undermine journalism (Ahinkorah, Ameyaw, Hagan Jr, Seidu, & Schack, 2020; Chenzi, 2020; Endomba, Bigna, & Noubiap, 2019; Moyo, Mare, & Mabweazara, 2020; Mutsvairo & Saba, 2019; Ndlela, 2020; Wasserman & Madrid-Morales, 2019).

Global statistics show a clear digital divide: in 2019, there were over 3.8 billion mobile internet subscribers, which is 49% of the world’s population (GSMA, 2020). Despite the prevalence of smartphones and social media platforms such as WhatsApp and Facebook for instant and delayed communication, a significant portion of the population in Sub-Saharan Africa remains offline. Only 26% of the population has adopted mobile internet (GSMA, 2020). The Kingdom of Eswatini, like its peers in the sub-Saharan region, presents a similar situation. The average internet penetration is 34% in Africa and remains lower than other regions such as the Americas at 76%, Asia-Pacific at 56%, Europe at 84%, and the Middle East at 70% (Ndzinisa & Dlamini, 2022). Although the mobile connectivity rate in Eswatini suggests a saturation surpassing the total population at 104% (Eswatini Communications Commission, 2021), the rate of internet growth has been relatively modest, with an annual increase of about 6.55% between 2000 and 2021 (Kemp, 2020). This is consistent with Marie-Nelly’s (2023) observation that Eswatini lags behind its neighbours in digital development with the adoption ‘‘of broadband services [remaining] low, with a mobile broadband penetration of only 35%”. As Marie-Nelly (2023) argued, ‘‘the deployment and usage of e-government and e-commerce services, as well as the growth of digital entrepreneurship”, have been negatively impacted. This contrast suggests a deeper digital divide, indicating that although mobile ­subscriptions are high, the benefits and usage of the internet are not evenly distributed. This highlights disparities in access, quality, and digital literacy that significantly shape societal and democratic engagement. The digital divide’s implications became apparent during the Eswatini government’s response to pro-democracy protests in June 2021. The government’s decision to enforce a 216-hour internet blockade incurred an estimated economic loss of USD15.8 million (Mathe, 2021) and showcased how digital access can be weaponised to suppress civic participation and free speech. The act of censorship highlighted the seriousness of the digital divide, revealing it as a tool of political control that hinders citizens’ fundamental rights to information and democratic engagement. Therefore, the digital divide in Eswatini is not just a matter of connectivity statistics; it is about how control over digital access can become a pivot point for political power, affecting the entire spectrum of societal engagement. The Eswatini government justified the shutdown as a means to curb misinformation and restore order. However, the collateral damage inflicted upon civic networks, businesses, and everyday communication points to the potential for overreach and abuse (Deibert & Rohozinski, 2008).

Media freedom and democratic participation in Africa

A key foundation of democracy and the rule of law is freedom of expression. Discussions of freedom of expression often centre on the media, but it is equally vital for citizens to be able to practice free speech in any democracy. However, media freedom is understood differently in Africa, causing ‘‘tension between the state, media, business and civil society” (Hlatshwayo, 2011, i). This is problematic because a free media is necessary to empower citizens with the requisite information for them to make informed choices and decisions in public life (Imoh, 2013). The role of the media as the public sphere in Africa has been studied. Shared understandings are that the media is an essential source of public information and in the case of community radio and indigenous language newspapers, the media is thought to encourage active citizen participation and a healthy diversity of opinion (Bello & Wilkinson, 2017; Motsaathebe, 2018). Other debates have centred critiques on the media for providing a ­pseudo-public sphere which distracts the ordinary person in the street from political action, being a sphere of public relations and passive spectatorship rather than genuine public debate (Livingstone & Lunt, 1994). Thus, the African milieu has not been favourable for the mass media to promote democratic ideals among the people ‘‘because the laws and constitutions of the land have not allowed unhindered access to information by journalists, so as to promote accountability and transparency by government and public servants” (Imoh, 2013, 49). In Eswatini, operators’ obligations, and consumer rights and protection are under the sole preserve of the Eswatini Communications Commission (ESCCOM). This has an impact on citizens’ communication, especially in relation to mass surveillance of communication and participation in pro-democracy debates, particularly in light of a repressed mass media, as is the case in Eswatini. Local media faces a number of factors that limit its ability to act as a public sphere. It often practises self-censorship, where individual journalists or media houses elect to omit certain aspects of a story or not publish at all because of either past experiences or fear of repercussions (Simelane, 1995). Further, the absence of clearly defined media guidelines and the sedition laws in Eswatini has severely hampered the media’s ability to serve as a public sphere, particularly due to the government’s hostile stance to any signs of critical reporting (Mbingo, 2017; Simelane, 1995). Consequently, in these circumstances, citizens have turned to the internet to be informed and use digital platforms that were assumed to be less susceptible to mass surveillance.

Generally, the internet plays an important role for people sustaining social networks, finding a job, using public services, accessing useful information, or simply enjoying popular entertainment (Arsène, 2018). Additionally, the internet has been praised for facilitating civic engagement, particularly in contexts where democratic debates are not encouraged by the state (Polizzi, 2021). Nevertheless, governments are still able to limit citizens’ participation and free speech through regulatory power in such authoritarian contexts (Mare, 2020). Further, it has been argued that the penetration of digital technology may create a digital divide, particularly for groups that lack resources and the capacity to access technology (Mulyaningsih, Rutiana, & Sri, 2021). Selywn (2004) argued that the divide is much more than simply construing technology as computer hardware and software, and whether having those tools allows people access to the internet. Instead, the digital divide must be seen as ‘‘as a hierarchy of access to various forms of technology in various contexts, resulting in differing levels of engagement and consequences” (Selywn, 2004, 351). In this way, we consider inequalities of opportunity to access and use different forms of technology, while simultaneously worrying about different inequalities of outcome resulting either directly or indirectly from engagement with these technologies. We acknowledge that the poor telecommunications infrastructure in Eswatini, as well as poor technological skills, might render some impoverished citizens as outsiders in the digital society. Hence, it is important to have a vibrant public-private partnership framework in decisions affecting the telecommunication sector, especially information and communication technologies (ICT). Further, for others whose socio-economic status allows access to digital technologies and who may have the requisite skills to use them, formal provision of digital technologies only sometimes results in meaningful use or real outcomes in participating in society. For example, in Eswatini, while calls for democracy have been loud on social media platforms, they have not resulted in a coherent strategy providing a way forward to this goal. Additionally, meaningful utilisation of digital technologies often depends on digital literacy. Thus, the government must harmonise the implementation of laws pertaining to information access and parliamentary oversight on the regulator. Essentially, it is imperative for the regulator to develop a vibrant telecommunications sector and widespread digital technology infrastructure to unlock creativity and entrepreneurial activities across all segments of society.

The nexus between internet censorship and digital literacy

Pangrazio and Sefton-Green (2021) asserted that digital citizenship can be considered in two ways. First, it can refer to ‘‘both being a citizen of the digital, as if government portals, social network platforms and online shopping were in themselves their own kind of states or empires in which its citizens had several roles, functions etc.” (Pangrazio & Sefton-Green, 2021, 17). Secondly, digital citizenship can also denote the ways that ‘‘classic traditional models of citizenship (of a nation state) now can involve citizen actions through new and changing voting systems and civic forums” (ibid, 17). Therefore, just as governments can employ traditional methods to apply censorship in nation-states, such behaviour has become prevalent in digital technologies.

Research has traced the evolution of censorship from printed media and videos to websites, email, and social networking tools (Agrawal & Sharma, 2019; Bitso, Fourie, & Bothma, 2013). As such, internet censorship is amplified by the ubiquity of access through mobile devices in Africa and beyond. This chapter defines internet censorship as ‘‘the control or concealment of what can be gotten to, distributed, or seen on the internet” (Agrawal & Sharma, 2019, 657). Globally, governments have used technical, legal, and extralegal means to regulate online content for more than two decades (Akgül & Kırlıdoğ, 2015; Wang & Mark, 2015; Zittrain, Noman, Clark, Tilton, & Morrison-Westphal, 2017). The use of technical censoring strategies on the internet aims to restrict a user’s capacity to exchange, access, or publish information online, through either IP blocking, keyword filtering, and/or content censoring (Deibert & Villeneuve, 2016; Hyland, 2020; Wagner, 2012). Legal approaches involve the use of legislation to impede citizens’ access to the Internet (Topornin, Pyatkina, & Bokov, 2021), while extralegal mechanisms encompass the state’s ­centralisation of critical technical infrastructure (Ermoshina, Loveluck, & Musiani, 2021). In Africa, governments have resorted to these measures during protests, terror attacks, and elections (Grinberg, 2017; Mano & Ndlela, 2020; Mare, 2020; Robinson & Parmentier, 2014). In Eswatini, the government resorted to technical means to shut down the internet amid a wave of pro-democracy protests and, in the process, subjected citizens to an information blackout. Following a public outcry and a lawsuit from activists, the internet connection was restored (Harrisberg, 2021). However, this did not deter the government, which then resorted to extralegal means to limit access to sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and other social media platforms. Thus, an upsurge in web encryption, compounded by the global shift away from separate websites in favour of social media and online publishing platforms, has transformed the practice of state-level internet censorship and has in some cases led to extensive crackdowns. The increase in web encryption has continuously allowed citizens to debate issues of national importance and allowed individuals to exercise their ingenuity to achieve inclusive, sustainable growth. As a result, there has been reorganisation of the communication landscape and access to emerging markets, thereby ­creating more opportunities, information sharing, collaboration, and innovations. These new opportunities contribute to social entrepreneurship, job opportunities, and economic growth. Any regulation must be of public interest rather than derailing the sector’s growth through internet blackouts and other tactics to control access to popular social media and communication platforms.

Critical political economy and media materiality as theoretical frameworks

The Kingdom of Eswatini provides a compelling case study for examining the relationship between internet access, connectivity, and communication. This chapter draws from the critical political economy of the media perspective to explore the intricate interplay between digital communication technologies and sociopolitical structures in Eswatini. This theoretical framework highlights the significance of power relations, economic interests, and material conditions in shaping media landscapes and communication practices (Hartley, 2019; Hine, 2020). Mosco (2009) argued that media systems and communication technologies are not neutral platforms but are deeply embedded within the broader socio-economic and political context. This theoretical framework allows for an investigation into how power dynamics, economic agendas, and the physical realities of technology infrastructure shape digital communication within a country. The analysis focuses on the EPTC, which is state-owned and presents a unique opportunity to understand the interconnections between governance and information dissemination. Focusing on EPTC raises critical questions about internet control and access, and whose interests are served in the digital age. Furthermore, utilising the critical political economy of the media approach, we examine the materiality of the internet and social media in Eswatini. This approach emphasises how digital technologies are influenced by and reflect societal structures, power dynamics, and cultural practices (Couldry, 2012). The political economy approach requires an analysis of digital communication that goes beyond mere usage statistics. It investigates the inherent inequalities within digital adoption. Furthermore, the internet’s dependence on physical infrastructure provides opportunities for ‘‘governments, regulatory authorities, and telecommunications ‘companies’ to exercise control” (Mare, 2020, 4245). This control over digital gateways limits the public sphere and demonstrates a broader regulatory capture, where state interests may take precedence over public welfare. This chapter therefore investigates the complex web of telecommunications ­regulation and ownership within Eswatini, where studies have pointed to a concentrated ­development of telecommunication policies (Shongwe, 2012, 2016; Sutherland, 2014). It argues that ownership patterns and material realities of ISPs entrench power structures, thus impeding the internet and social media’s function as true facilitators of public discourse and democracy.

Internet shutdowns as a form of the ‘repressive state apparatuses’

In May 2021, Thabani Nkomonye, a law student at the University of Eswatini, was reported missing and later found dead. This led to student protests calling for those responsible to be held accountable. Although the police indicated that he had died in a car accident, students alleged that he had died while in police custody (Chutel, 2021). The students marched to parliament to demand an inquest. Following the death of Nkomonye, a wave of protests ensued, calling for democratic reforms. Petitions were distributed across the country, but the government banned their delivery. In response, petitioners engaged in political protests that lasted over a week, including burning tires, illegal roadblocks, and destroying and looting shops and businesses. In response to protests, the government ordered telecommunication companies to switch off the internet, resulting in an internet shutdown on 29 June 2021 (Access Now, 2021). The government, through ESCCOM, blocked access to the internet from about 4:30 pm local time on 29 June 2021, until around 9 am on 30 June 2021. This action was taken from fear of social media’s potential to mobilise people (monitor.civicus.org, 2021). Access to telecommunications services was ­intermittently limited in the following days, depriving citizens of the means to check on family members during the political chaos. Another shutdown was ordered on 15 October of the same year, and on 20 October, internet service providers were instructed to throttle social media platforms (Access Now, 2021). The decision to block internet access during the ­political unrest demonstrates the Government of Eswatini’s disregard of the potential benefits of the linkage between digitisation and economic performance. ­Furthermore, the recent decision by ESCCOM to suspend internet access ­during political turmoil highlights the relationship between digital technology and governance. In this chapter, we take a broader view of internet access and use in Eswatini, considering the materiality and political economy of internet access. We also examine the government’s capacity to ‘switch off’ the internet ‘tap’ when conditions are not favourable. Telecommunication regulations in Eswatini are probed through the Ministry of Information and Communication Technology (ICT), the ­regulator ESCCOM, and the state-run EPTC, which serves as the country’s internet gateway.

Examining Eswatini’s internet shutdowns through the lens of global filtering trends and the evolving struggle between control and resistance offers valuable insights into the political economy of the internet in the country. It raises ­critical questions about the government’s commitment to freedom of expression and access to information, the impact of filtering on economic development and social progress, and the role of civil society in shaping a more open and inclusive digital future for Eswatini. The 2021 internet shutdown in Eswatini is a stark example of how governments can weaponise internet control to stifle dissent and maintain power. As documented by ONI, internet filtering and censorship are increasingly used by states around the world, particularly in politically volatile situations. While the specific content and methods of filtering vary, the underlying rationale often involves protecting ‘‘national ‘security’ and public order, although these justifications often mask attempts to silence opposition and maintain control over the information environment” (Deibert, Palfrey, Rohozinski, & Zittrain, 2008). The case of Eswatini is consistent with this global trend. The government’s justification for the shutdowns focused on curbing misinformation and restoring order in the midst of pro-democracy protests. But the collateral damage inflicted on civic networks, businesses, and everyday communications underscores the blunt and indiscriminate nature of such measures. As noted in ONI’s research, even when targeting ‘‘uncivil” society and perceived threats, state filtering often affects civil society networks and the broader information environment, impeding access to information and stifling free expression (Deibert & Rohozinski, 2008).The shutdowns also highlight the dynamic interplay between control and resistance in the digital age. While states have considerable power to restrict internet access, citizens and activists are constantly developing new tools and strategies to circumvent these controls. The use of virtual private networks (VPNs) and other circumvention technologies during the Eswatini shutdowns demonstrates the resilience and adaptability of online communities in the face of state censorship.

Eswatini’s telecommunications landscape: A mirage of liberalisation?

The Eswatini’s telecommunications sector is less liberalised than it may appear, but is rather a carefully managed process. Despite the introduction of new players and a regulatory body, the state’s continued control over key infrastructure demonstrates its enduring dominance. This highlights the need to critically examine the true extent of liberalisation and its impact on digital rights, access, and affordability in Eswatini. Applying a critical political economy perspective, coupled with an analysis of the materiality of digital media infrastructure, this section exposes the underlying structures that maintain state control under the guise of market liberalisation.

The telecommunications landscape in Eswatini, which includes television, radio, fixed and mobile phones, and the internet, presents a complex picture marked by historical state control and a recent veneer of liberalisation. However, it is important to note that the EPTC, a state-owned entity established in 1986, has been instrumental in shaping the country’s telecommunications industry. Initially tasked with both regulating and operating the sector, EPTC’s growth remained stunted, largely due to a lack of diversification and a focus on fixed services (Sutherland, 2014). The lack of growth, this chapter argues, highlights the constraints of state-owned enterprises in adapting to a rapidly evolving digital landscape. It can also be argued that the constrained growth stems from structural rigidity, as seen in EPTC’s initial investment in Swazi MTN (now Eswatini MTN), once the kingdom’s only mobile operator and the country’s current dominant mobile operator, through a complex joint venture agreement that lasted until 2016. This arrangement effectively stifled competition and cemented MTN Eswatini, a subsidiary of the powerful MTN Group, as the sole mobile provider for nearly two decades. In 2013, the government established ESCCOM, marking a shift towards liberalisation. ESCCOM took over the regulatory role from EPTC, creating a more ­‘independent environment’. In 2016, ESCCOM awarded an operating license to another mobile ­telecommunications service provider, namely Eswatini Mobile (Eswatini Mobile, 2021). The regulator has also licensed over fifteen internet service providers (ISPs) to date. However, it is critical to note that while ESCCOM took over the regulatory responsibilities from EPTC, the latter maintains its monopoly over the critical international gateway infrastructure, which is a crucial chokepoint for internet traffic. Thus, the establishment of ESCCOM in 2013 and the emergence of Eswatini Mobile in 2016 did little to disguise the enduring materiality of state control – EPTC retained its position as the gatekeeper of the international gateway. This chapter contends that such arrangements, although ostensibly moving towards liberalisation, camouflage the state’s grip over the communication arteries of the nation, entrenching existing socio­political and economic hierarchies.

Regulatory governance and digital rights: A case of telecommunications policy in Eswatini

It is crucial to understand the implications of digitalisation due to its ­connection to innovation and entrepreneurship. The central aspect of digitalisation is telecommunications policy reform and the degree of internet penetration within a country. However, telecommunication regulators need to be ­independent and transparent in their operations without any government influence. The telecommunication infrastructure plays a significant role in economic and social development, highlighting the importance of independent and transparent regulators. The establishment of the ESCCOM was an effort to eliminate bottlenecks in the telecommunication industry by creating wholesale access networks and policies. According to Spiller and Tommasi (2008), understanding the institutional determinants of regulatory governance is critical, and ­regulatory institutions that limit governmental opportunism are essential (p. 518). Consequently, it is vital that regulatory governance is credible and independent to prevent incidents such as the political interference that resulted in the intermittent shutdown of the internet in Eswatini following widespread riots, general strikes, and anti-government demonstrations in June 2021. Although ISPs such as Eswatini MTN and Eswatini Mobile are privately owned, unlike the state-controlled EPTC, they had little control over the situation. As the custodian of the internet gateway, EPTC implemented state orders that originated from the regulator, leaving privately owned ISPs to issue media statements absolving themselves of blame while also experiencing significant commercial losses. The state used its licensing power to blackmail and prohibit ISPs from enabling internet access.

Ideally, regulators must fulfill their function by implementing impartial decisions to inspire trust from the citizens. In the case of Eswatini, the regulatory governance of ESCCOM displayed hegemonic tendencies and affected its credibility and performance. While creating the regulator in Eswatini was inevitable to provide an acceptable infrastructure-sharing strategy, the cracks of undue political interference were amplified. In this case, the regulator was ‘weaponised’ and used as what Louis Althusser termed an ‘‘ideological state apparatus” (Althusser, 1971) when it ordered internet services providers to limit access to the internet, because this effectively inhibited social media’s ability to function as a public sphere.The regulator must embody a culture of independence and integrity to provide untainted practical advice and drive innovative solutions at all times. The regulatory governance framework must be heeded following the laws of the country and those enacted in the international community to achieve optimal regulatory outcomes that encourage investment, especially through foreign direct investment to drive economic growth. However, in June 2021, improper political interference violated citizens’ digital rights and freedom of expression. This rendered Eswatini a fragile state; instead of reaping the fruit of digitisation, such as digital education and the distribution of government services, the State attempted to limit citizens’ rights to freedom of information and freedom of expression even on social media platforms, which are outside its remit. The question then becomes: how is the independence of the regulator established, guaranteed, and implemented? Obviously, there is a need to deal with the underlying governance regulatory framework to protect its independence. In this case, for example, the government approves the appointment of the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and the Board of Directors, thus creating a complex governance structure which serves to engender indirect State control while giving the appearance of independence. Governance weaknesses at the telecommunication regulator play a significant role in the transmission of problems across the industry and, in the process, affect the economy as a whole. Therefore, challenging power structures is imperative to achieve credibility and accountability. Moreover, limiting access to social media ­platforms does not augur well for the social and economic development of the citizens in any country. There is evidence that before any digital transformation, governments must understand how digitisation relates to economic development and digital human rights.

The action of the state undermined ESCCOM’s ability to oversee the function of the telecommunication industry and in the process, the regulator lost public trust. The regulator’s operational behavior can have significant ­implications on its integrity to maintain public confidence. Although telecommunication ­towers have ‘mushroomed’ in all corners of the country, issues of access to information and digital infrastructure still need attention. Certainly, as things stand, the government cannot supply all the country’s citizens on its own, hence the importance of establishing a vibrant public-private partnership (PPP) framework. According to the South African National Treasury, a PPP is defined as a contract between a public sector institution and a private party, where the private party performs a function usually provided by the public sector.1 PPPs would offer Eswatini a sustainable foundation for economic development, especially access to funding to ensure long-term provisioning of digital resources to all citizens. In the process, the country would benefit from effective governance inspired through transparency and accountability, thus ensuring sustainable solutions.

The redistributive effects of telecommunications reform have not been experienced in economic and social development in Eswatini, hence the need for further discussion on the broader context of economic and political transition. The political economy of a country determines the legitimacy of legal entities such as ESCCOM. Therefore, ESCCOM must demonstrate commitment to the people by investing in the digital infrastructure and working on credible ­public-private partnerships to deliver widespread digital resources with no strings attached. This is to avoid State-sanctioned arbitrary internet shutdowns such as those seen during the pro-democracy protests in June 2021, where it became evident that relationships with the telecommunication companies was structured around license agreements between operators and ESCCOM.

Consequences of state dependent regulator

The introduction of ESCCOM raised several questions on the independence of the regulator. The origins of ESCCOM came through a contentious telecommunications policy where EPTC was a player and a regulator and currently retains the rights as the sole international gateway operator. Interestingly, the transition to ESCCOM overlapped with the technological revolution across the globe. The move by the Eswatini government was intended for balanced access to information flow, connectivity, and balanced coverage of all broadcasting needs and to safeguard public interest. Arguably there is evidence that the coercive regulatory power by the state goes beyond issues of limiting the ‘‘choices of individual capitalists pursuing the logic of profit ‘maximization’ (Horwitz, 1991, 5) as it has been witnessed world over on internet blackouts”.

Hence, the telecommunication industry was regulated without considering digital human rights. During the pro-democracy protests in June 2021, there was evidence of disregard for digital human rights and an amplification of state interference. As such, establishing the new regulator has become a little more than a routine endeavour, resulting in the regulator being used to stifle intellectual engagement, social entrepreneurship, and pro-democracy conversations. Instead of the telecommunication regulator being used as repressive state machinery, as witnessed during the pro-democracy protests, it must be embraced as an enabler for political participation and the driver of economic growth. While there is evidence that digitisation has the potential to drive national development and competitiveness, the social context is imperative to experience ICT spillover across the country. Importantly, digitisation is challenging government agencies to rethink their regulation policies to open newer conceptual bridges on innovation and entrepreneurship.

According to Nambisan, Wright, and Feldman (2019, 2), digital technologies ‘‘can assume the role of an operant resource, i.e. serve as an active ingredient in fueling innovative initiatives”. Therefore, ESCCOM could play a moderating role and building strategic alliances in a digitally enabled innovation community. There is rich literature on the ways of creating ties between organisations across ecosystems to tap into resources and diverse expertise (Shaikh & Levina, 2019). In Eswatini, 38% of the formally employed depend on the shadow economy for extra income,2 so as such, there is an opportunity for digitally enabled innovation communities to contribute to the overall gross domestic product (GDP). Zikalala and Sacolo (2018, 45) define the shadow economy as a collection of unregistered economic activities or ‘‘income generating informal economic activity for sustenance purposes”. Instead of shutting down the internet and causing an internet blackout, digitisation should be treated as fundamental to economic development, especially as the country is working towards Vision 2022, the national strategy for socio-economic growth in the Kingdom of eSwatini, which aimed to make the country a First World nation by 2022. All the energies could have been channelled towards answering the question of unmet demand for basic telecommunication services, poor connectivity, and expensive data. While internet access and penetration has increased, particularly on mobile devices, airtime and data are still expensive for many Emaswati. This chapter is not in any way advocating for privatisation of state entities, but the issue of ownership is an important determinant for technical efficiency and pricing, especially data and airtime, and thus must be discussed.

The political economy of media and intellectual engagement

Within the context of Eswatini, the establishment of ESCCOM was viewed as a demonstration to the international community that the government of Eswatini was serious about digitisation, access, and connectivity. There was an expectation of improvement in the telecommunications sector, where the EPTC had been both a player and a referee. Given the links between telecommunications and economic growth, there was hope that setting up an independent regulator would improve the performance of the sector through expansion of network coverage to achieve an information-age economy on the way to attaining Vision 2022.3 However, over and above the application of extralegal means to suppress mainstream media and encourage self-censorship, the government has proceeded to violate digital human rights by subduing intellectual engagement in an online environment. In Article 24 (2) (b), the Constitution of the Kingdom of Eswatini guarantees citizens the right ‘‘freedom to receive ideas and information without interference” (p.22). The Constitution goes on to guarantee the ‘‘freedom to communicate ideas and information without interference” (Article 24 (3) (c) p.22). Such a freedom is given regardless of whether the communication is to the public generally or to any person. This is in keeping with the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights which the Kingdom of Eswatini is party to. Thus, we argue that the arbitrary shutdown of the internet by the regulator in June 2021 can be construed as a violation of the citizens’ right to information. Prior to the internet shutdowns, people turned to social media sites such as Twitter and Facebook to receive updates about which shops were open and where they could source fuel. Such information was crucial in an unstable State, ensuring that members of the public were safe and able to get much-needed supplies. Further, in practice of their right to communicate and receive information, citizens used digital technologies such as cellular phones with video-recording capability to capture images of abuse from the military and the police – let loose on the streets to curb the protests – and shared these on social media platforms for the world to see, thus countering government propaganda that unruly citizens were behind the violence and in fact, that the situation on the ground was stable.

Thus, when the regulator bowed to the State’s pressure and ordered telecoms providers to shut down the internet, the right to information was violated, and this went against ESCCOM’s vision to ‘‘be a dynamic regulator of communications services in Eswatini that facilitates the delivery of affordable, sustainable and quality services” (https://www.esccom.org.sz/about/vision/). As advocates for digital human rights and pluralism, as well as equitable access to information, we argue that the internet blackout experienced in June 2021 not only had an immediate negative effect on citizens, but will have long-term impacts on economic development and social entrepreneurship. The dominant reality of Eswatini is the manipulation of the telecommunication and broadcasting sector to accentuate the hegemonic discourse of the elite few. The government demonstrated a patronage relationship with the media during the pro-democracy protests. This polarised State approach to governance raised several questions on equality, distribution, and allocation of resources. Those with links to the government were given ample airtime, while dissenting voices were banned. In an ideal world, the ‘independent’ regulator would have challenged this and prescribed fines upon those perpetuating inequalities. In recognition of the growing importance of the political economy of media, Gramscian-type analyses of ‘hegemony’ in communication makes sense in the Eswatini context. In Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, the bourgeoisie maintains its economic control and influence over others (Kennedy, 1982). In Eswatini, instead of people becoming compliant with the propaganda, varied discourses emanated from various social media platforms with no intention of gaining political mileage but to intellectually engage on the issues on the ground. The case of Eswatini left citizens with no alternative but to create a ‘virtual parliament’ to debate issues as it became evident that some of the parliamentarians had a proclivity towards gaining ­political mileage to ingratiate themselves with the leadership at the expense of the masses. In countries like Eswatini, it then becomes unclear why institutions like ESCCOM were created, as they seem to be used as state machinery to generate consent from the masses, in stark contrast to their mandates.

The absence of transparency and openness is the biggest issue in Eswatini, yet digitisation has the potential to enhance coherence and multi-level analysis at scale to build on each other’s contributions. According to Nambisan et al. (2019, 2), digital technologies ‘‘promote openness in varied ways, and consequently, digitisation has radically changed the notion of openness in terms of degree, scale and scope”. Thus, while the people of Eswatini have been able to outsmart the government’s hegemonic tendencies and the suppression of different views through joint debates on political and governance issues using digital media, material change may not be realised, given the ownership patterns of the regulator. Additionally, while loud political debates on social media might suggest a universal call for change, it is worth remembering that in an unequal society like Eswatini, many more citizens reside in the fringes where access to digital media platforms is not always guaranteed, rendering them voiceless in the considerations of the nature of the changes demanded. Therefore, ESCCOM needs to channel all its efforts to creating open environments to allow people to pursue various discourses and entrepreneurship initiatives collaboratively. This can be achieved through digital communities at various societal levels.

Conclusion

The absence of transparency and openness is the biggest issue in Eswatini, as witnessed when telecommunication operators claimed during the internet blackout that they had acted in the best interest of the people. The deliberate government interference with mobile operators in June 2021 went against the mandate of the regulator to independently coordinate and facilitate telecommunication activities and promote the sustainable growth and development of the information and communication sector in the country. Stifling internet access creates a barrier to continuous interaction among all stakeholders to exchange different views and access international perspectives. Yes, the Eswatini telecommunications sector evolved from EPTC, a state-owned monopoly, to an ‘independent’ regulator. However, during the period of the pro-democracy protests, it became evident that ESCCOM was not entirely independent from the executive branch of the government. In Eswatini, the Minister of ­Information and Communication Technology has the authority to approve the regulator’s budget and appoint members of its board with approval from the Cabinet. This complex relationship engenders the elite’s hegemonic tendencies by placing telecommunications services at the whim of a repressive government. This relationship also has the potential to erode effective governance and its various dynamics. Any governance weakness displayed by the regulator can potentially affect the development of the telecommunication sector in Eswatini. Therefore, it is important to have appropriate levels of authority, transparency, and accountability in place to promote sound governance, which is consistent with sound governance practices and effective board oversight and strengthens regulations in accordance with the laws of the country and the international community.

We argue that there is no independent mechanism in place at present to hold ESCCOM accountable to the citizens of Eswatini. It would be remarkable to have a situation where Board members of such regulators are nominated and voted in by the public, making it a truly public service organisation. This would be in keeping with calls for a public service internet and media. While social media platforms are useful in encouraging political debate, particularly in countries like Eswatini, where such is still criminalised under archaic defamation and treason legislation, we cannot ignore the fact that sites like Facebook and others like it are commercial entities and as such, subject to issues of ownership, surveillance, and control. It has been argued that the dominant commercial internet platforms endanger democracy by creating ‘a communications landscape dominated by surveillance, advertising, fake news, hate speech, conspiracy theories, and algorithmic allocation of users to commercial and political content tailored to their expressed tastes and ‘opinions’ (Fuchs & Unterberger, 2021, 10). On the contrary, a public service internet would engage, inform, and support the public while putting social needs first (ibid). In Eswatini, the first step to ensure a public service internet and media is to ensure that institutions are truly in the service of the public. Thus, appointments (of the Chief Executive Officers, for example) must be through a transparent process overseen by the Board members representing the public. In our analysis, this would create a system of checks and balances as opposed to current occurrences where requirements for Senior Executives are not publicly known. The current arrangement is subject to scrutiny given that the regulator is not entirely independent. For the regulator to achieve its mandate of the planning and development of telecommunication infrastructure, it must be independent, with the public’s interest at heart to achieve digital inclusion and connectivity for all.
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CHAPTER 3

Regulating Dissent on Social Media during Elections: The Cases of Uganda and Zimbabwe

Carolyne M. Lunga, Sharon Karamagi, and Rosemary K. Musvipwa

Introduction

The internet and social media are hailed for providing a space for free expression and democracy. This utopian view is accompanied by notions of an increase in political participation and a revival of the public sphere (Papacharissi, 2004). However, the growing surveillance and state regulation of the online space, which clamps down on oppositional viewpoints, has brought this view into question (Fuchs, 2009; Howard & Hussain, 2013). Blackouts, network shutdowns, and tool blockages have become a common feature used by the state to counter online dissent. In Zimbabwe, the elections of 2018 were affected by ‘fake news’ and the defaming of oppositional voices in a contestation between supporters of the key presidential candidates (Chibuwe, 2020). An internet shutdown was experienced after the elections in January 2019 when citizens protested against fuel hikes. In Uganda, the 2016 and 2021 elections were overshadowed by internet shutdown. The January 2021 shutdown in Uganda was also partly in retaliation for what the government perceived as bias from social media companies, after Facebook blocked accounts and pages linked to the government for ‘‘coordinated inauthentic behaviour” (CIB) ahead of the elections (RFI, 2021).

This chapter compares how surveillance and cyber laws were used to curtail political participation in Zimbabwe’s 2018 and Uganda’s 2021 elections, and identifies the similarities and differences in the strategies used by the two states in crushing dissenting voices. Both countries saw two leaders in their late seventies (Yoweri Museveni in Uganda and Emmerson Mnangagwa in Zimbabwe) being challenged by youthful leaders aged 39 and 43 respectively (Bobi Wine in Uganda and Nelson Chamisa in Zimbabwe). Both youthful leaders commanded massive support from the youth. Similarly, they were both being accused of incompetence and corruption. On the other hand, Museveni and Mnangagwa continued to promote anti-colonial rhetoric and were accused of creating an unequal electoral playing field and using violence as a weapon to intimidate and silence critics. The chapter uses a critical internet and social media studies approach (Dyer-Witheford, 2013; Fuchs & Sandoval, 2014; Trottier & Fuchs, 2015) which helps us analyse how power structures, the state, social struggles, and ideologies shape and are shaped by the digital media ­landscape in Zimbabwe and Uganda. By doing so, we analyse the context of politics and state on Twitter in the pre- and post-election periods in Zimbabwe and Uganda in 2018 and 2021 respectively. Specifically, we use Gramsci’s theory of hegemony to understand the ways in which power/domination works and how it is challenged by subordinate groups (Williams, 2020). We note that various groups in society including activists use the internet and social media for mass politics (Gerbaudo, 2015), while the state uses restrictive means against social media in the name of promoting ‘social order’ (Trottier & Fuchs, 2015) while stifling dissent.

Zimbabwe and Uganda: Internet and social media usage

According to the Digital 2021 report on Zimbabwe, there were 5.01 million internet users in Zimbabwe in January 2021. The number of internet users in Zimbabwe increased by 203,000 (+4.2%) between 2020 and 2021. Internet penetration in Zimbabwe stood at 33.4% in January 2021. A major threat to internet access for Zimbabwe’s citizens was the debilitating economic crisis (Datareportal, 2021). As of May 2020, Zimbabwe’s economy had reached 786% inflation, and the COVID-19 pandemic and a three-month national lockdown subsequently worsened the crisis. Foreign currency shortages and incessant power shortages also affected access (Freedom House). The state-owned power company, the Zimbabwe Electrical Supply Authority (ZESA Holdings) imposed load-shedding of up to 18 hours per day. For Uganda, as of March 2021, there were over 28 million mobile internet subscriptions and fewer than 100,000 fixed internet subscriptions, according to the country’s communication regulator, Uganda Communications Commission (UCC) (UCC Quarterly Report, 2021). There are no official domestic social media usage statistics, but it is estimated that there are over 3 million Facebook users and hundreds of thousands of Twitter users in Uganda (Datareportal, 2024).

Social media platforms have increasingly become a critical alternative to the mainstream forms of political communication as ‘‘incumbent governments continue to wield power over media and use that power to restrict citizen access to information when it suits them” (Dendere, 2019, 169). Many ordinary people have rapidly been swayed towards relying on social media for daily life stories, as a verification tool for checking the news produced by state-owned media, and as a means ‘‘to engage in politics with a sense of security” (Dendere, 2019, 170). Social media often ‘‘have a marked oppositional political identity, posing a long-distance challenge for the government” (Skjerdal, 2009, 314). This chapter argues that the ability of the state to control distribution and access jeopardises any plausible democratisation of communications. The internet, just like the traditional media in Zimbabwe, has remained a closely guarded terrain where massive state surveillance continues to provide a strong site of struggle.

Background and context of the elections in Zimbabwe (2018) and Uganda (2021)

The 2018 elections in Zimbabwe were highly anticipated without the usual protagonists, the late President Robert Gabriel Mugabe and Movement for Democratic Change-Tsvangirai (MDC-T) leader Morgan Tsvangirai. His former deputy, Emmerson Mnangagwa, took over power from Mugabe through a coup d’etat, or military-party-initiated process as some have called it (Munoriyarwa & Chambwera, 2020). The harmonised elections saw the Zimbabwe African National Union – Patriotic Front (ZANU–PF)’s President Emmerson Dambudzo Mnangagwa being declared the winner against Nelson Chamisa, leader of the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) Alliance (an alliance of partners who had become the favoured applicant to oppose Mnangagwa after the death of Morgan Tsvangirai in 2018, amid the leadership wrangles which ­followed immediately after).

Social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter provided space for supporters of different political parties to discuss and deliberate on various issues and challenge each other, including during election time (Mano, 2020; Munoriyarwa & Chambwera, 2020). Important to note is that Mnangagwa awakened to the potentials of social media and opened Twitter and Facebook accounts which enabled his communication with Zimbabweans, but this was still an extension of the state-controlled media (Chibuwe, 2020, 8). In Zimbabwe, the many ‘‘parties, candidates, individuals and organisations aligned to one or the other party or candidate, and cyber ghosts invaded these platforms and engaged in a fierce communication battle” (Chibuwe, 2020, 7). They ran extensive social media campaigns, and new election-related hashtags emerged, such as #EDPfee, #NelsonChamisa, #ZimbabweDecides2018, #ZimElections2018 (Freedom of the Net report, 2020). The platforms that had served as the rallying points for anti-government protests that were brought to the fore by activism hashtags such as #ThisFlag led by Evan Mawarire and the #Tajamuka/Sesijikile in 2016 evolved into influential sites of electoral contestation during the July 2018 election (Chibuwe, 2020; Dendere, 2019).

In Uganda, the 2021 elections saw incumbent President Yoweri Museveni of the National Resistance Movement (NRM) party battle it out with the more famous opposition candidate in the race, National Unity Party (NUP) leader, singer turned politician, Robert Kyagulanyi, also known as Bobi Wine. The lead-up to elections was marred by violent riots and protests, arrests, torture, and killings of protesters demanding the release of Kyagulanyi who had been arrested and detained (UN, 2021). In November 2020, there were ­pre-election riots between civilians protesting the arrest of Kyagulanyi and the military, that turned violent, leading to the loss of lives (Namwase, 2021). Images of the ensuing carnage and violence that followed were widely circulated on social media and in the press. With the COVID-19 global pandemic raging and the economy still reeling from a national lockdown instated in 2020, the Electoral Commission declared restrictions around campaign activities in several regions across the country. This suspension of traditional campaign rallies characterised by large crowds served to bolster social media as a critical medium for candidates to reach out to voters. Uganda had experienced two major government-ordered social media shutdowns between 2016 and 2021, periods when the country was going through presidential elections. Reasons cited for the shutdown include maintaining ‘national security’ and peace and controlling the spread of ­disinformation or ‘fake news’ (Nanfuka, 2016).

The first internet and social media shutdown in Uganda was experienced on 17 February 2016, the eve of the general presidential elections, and in May of the same year when the President was sworn in (CIPESA, 2016). The government suspended access to social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp and disabled mobile money services – a financial provision that enables people to carry out transactions using their mobile phones (CIPESA, 2016; Nanfuka, 2016). For a country whose economy mostly works around services of digital technology and mobile money, this served as a revenue blow to the telecom companies that incurred an approximately USD 6 million drop in revenue in the first quarter of 2021, compared to what was made in the fourth quarter of 2020 (Daily Monitor, 2021; UCC, 2021). Many social media users that were critical of the government and president were also arrested and charged with online misconduct during the February 2016 election period based on Section 25 of the Computer Misuse Act (CIPESA, 2016).

Censorship and internet shutdowns

In understanding the concepts of censorship and internet shutdowns as used in this chapter, we must first define the terms. We define censorship as “the suppression of words, images, or ideas that are ‘offensive’, and happens whenever some people succeed in imposing their personal political or moral values on others. Censorship can be carried out by the government as well as private pressure groups. Censorship by the government is unconstitutional” (ACLU, 2021). Internet shutdowns have also been defined ‘‘as intentional disconnections of digital communications by government authorities” (Wagner, 2018, 3918). Online censorships and shutdowns of internet and social media spaces have fast become a common trend globally, and in Africa their magnitude is rapidly making them ‘‘an urgent issue” (Marchant & Stremlau, 2020, 4216). The special aspect about internet shutdowns is ‘‘their bluntness, that make them distinct from more targeted efforts at censorship such as blocking websites, arresting bloggers, or criminalising the posting of certain topics on social ‘media’ ” (Marchant & Stremlau, 2020, 4217). As noted by Marchant and Stremlau (2020, 4217), many of the governments’

… tactics are becoming more sophisticated, such as the deployment of troll armies against critics in which groups of people adopting fake identities flood social media on online forums with a specific message to drown the opposition. Bots, or automated programs, have also been effective at distorting conversations by overwhelming certain platforms with misinformation and fake news. In these cases, the concern is less about overt censorship and more about actually having access to too much information, much of it low quality and even harmful, and the competition for attention.

There are many examples of situations in which governments seeking to restrict flows of communication online, monitor social media content that is framed as a threat to social order and use these platforms to promote a particular social order (Trottier & Fuchs, 2015, 21). Most of these restrictions and shutdowns are witnessed during times of protests and elections (Mano, 2020). Those who wield power control these platforms with the intention to control and censor what is being said. For example, Castells (2010) notes how in this increasingly networked environment, those in powerful positions acquire more power to control us. More so, asymmetric power relations are evident in such situations where users express discontent against the state on these platforms, and at the same time data traces that remain make it easier for internet ­platforms and the police to monitor, control, censor, and infiltrate dissenting voices (Fuchs, 2015).

Internet shutdowns in Africa

Since 2007, 26 out of 54 African countries have experienced shutdowns (Dada, 2021). Incidents of government censorship of online content date back to 1996 when the Zambian government ordered the removal of a publication in ‘The Post’ from the newspaper’s website, because it included a report that contained leaked documents that revealed secret government plans for a referendum on the adoption of the constitution (CIPESA, 2016). The government intimidated the country’s dominant internet service provider (ISP), Zamnet, who provided internet services to the newspaper company with threats of prosecution (CIPESA, 2016). Similarly, in 2007, the then President of Guinea, Lansana Conte, ordered a total internet shutdown, the first in Africa, during a season of protests calling for his resignation (Okunola, 2018). What followed was a series of regular shutdowns in different countries across the continent, with Ethiopia’s censor of blogger platforms in the country in 2007, to the Egyptian revolution of 2011 that came together to call for the ousting of President Hosni Mubarak – a protest that was widely publicised around the world. Social media hashtags generated by protesters became calls to action and drew the attention of other citizen journalists around the world to what was going on in the country (Diallo et al., 2019).

Other examples are the shutdown of the internet in Burundi in 2015 after protests to have President Pierre Nkurunziza step down from power when he decided to run for a third term, overturning the two-term stipulation in the constitution. Access to social media platforms like Twitter, WhatsApp, Facebook, and Viber was blocked. Further, in North Algeria, the government acted against examination malpractices by censoring the internet to avoid examination leaks, which were previously a regular occurrence. In 2017, in one of the toughest and perhaps longest internet shutdowns reported, the Cameroonian government blocked internet access to its Anglophone region for more than 240 days. This was brought on by ‘protests over marginalisation and perceived systemic oppression of Cameroon’s English-speaking populace’ (Okunola, 2018). Reasons given for these shutdowns by most governments range from mitigating against the spread of misinformation online, to dispersing protests or preventing exam malpractices (Dada, 2021).

Emergence of cyber laws curb online dissent in Uganda and Zimbabwe

Uganda

In 2011, in a move to tackle dissenting voices or critics of the government, a Uganda Computer Misuse Act was passed that states:

Any person who wilfully and repeatedly uses electronic communication to disturb or attempt to disturb the peace, quiet or right of privacy of any person with no purpose of legitimate communication whether or not a conversation ensues commits a misdemeanour and is liable on conviction to a fine not exceeding twenty-four currency points or imprisonment not exceeding one year or both (Uganda Computer Misuse Act, 2011).

Many social media critics were arrested based on this Act (Nanfuka, 2016). For instance, human rights activist and academic Dr. Stella Nyanzi was arrested in 2018 and charged under Sections 24 and 25 of the Computer Misuse Act for a poem she posted on Facebook that criticised the president of the country, Yoweri Museveni, his wife, and his mother (Obi-Young, 2019). Section 24 (a) of the Computer Misuse Act speaks to ‘cyber harassment’, specifically described as ‘‘any request, suggestion or proposal which is obscene, lewd, lascivious or indecent” (Uganda Computer Misuse Act, 2011), with which Dr. Nyanzi was charged.

In 2011, Uganda’s parliament, consisting mostly of members of the ruling NRM party, passed the Electronics Transactions Act and the Electronics Signature Act to monitor online activity (CIPESA, 2020a). Further, in 2012, UCC implemented a mobile phone SIM-card registration process under the Regulation of Interception of Communications Act (2010), to assist law enforcement agencies identify mobile phone owners and curb cyber-criminal activity or any other illicit behaviour conducted over the phone. Despite protecting citizens’ freedom of expression and privacy, Articles 29, 27, and 41 of the Constitution do not explicitly state which freedoms are being referred to. Freedom of expression in the Ugandan context is defined as ‘‘freedom to hold opinions and to receive and impart ideas and information without interference” (Chapter Four, 2016a). This ambiguity gives room for law enforcement to consider any form of cyber communication in breach of the law liable for prosecution.

The spectre of national security concerns has also driven the Ugandan govern­ment to ramp up state surveillance apparatus in the name of curbing criminality. In 2018, just two years after the 2016 general elections, the government began mass installation of 5,552 closed circuit television (CCTV) cameras in all urban centres, borders, and highways, with 3,233 earmarked for Kampala alone. The CCTV cameras and surveillance equipment were procured from Huawei, a Chinese firm, and the project cost the Ugandan government USD 126 million (Biryabarema, 2019). The government justified this project by pointing to the spate of unresolved violent crimes, particularly high-profile killings, such as the killings of Arua Municipality MP Ibrahim Abiriga and Assistant Inspector General of Police Andrew Felix Kaweesi (Daily Monitor, 2021). However, taken into the larger context of state surveillance, the government was ramping up other apparatus to monitor dissident activity.

Previously, the government had already operationalised the Electronic Crime Counter Measure Unit in the police force. Initially established to combat economic crimes, its reach had also targeted anti-government critics on social media. (Unwanted Witness, 2018, 10). Other state surveillance initiatives include the purchase of facial recognition and digital surveillance equipment from Huawei (Kafeero, 2020), and the purchase of Pegasus spyware, developed by Israeli firm NSO Group, to spy on private citizens (Kafeero, 2020). From a legal perspective, the Anti-Terrorism Act 2002 allows for the interception of phone calls, emails, or other communications, and ‘electronic surveillance’, as well as monitoring of meetings, or doing ‘‘any other thing reasonably ­‘necessary’ for the purpose of surveillance” (Article 19(5) (Privacy International, 2019). Whereas security bodies use this Act to justify their broad surveillance activities for the sake of national security and public interest (Article 19(4)), that law itself clashes with the Regulation of Interception of Communications Act (RICA) 2010, which requires that judicial permissions for surveillance be always sought beforehand (Privacy International, 2019). RICA 2010, in addition to providing for lawful electronic surveillance, also provides for the establishment of a national monitoring centre (Chapter Four, 2016a).

Zimbabwe

The deterioration of the economy and the quality of life of the people in Zimbabwe have provided good ground for the rise of dissent. Freedom of expression and political criticism were under immense attack in the Mugabe era and continued after the 2017 ‘coup’. There have been many efforts to control dissent, and there has been strong suppression of critical voices through abductions of leaders and members of dissenting groups and oppositional political party leaders, the banning of political rallies through the Public Order and Security Act (POSA) of 2002, and arbitrary arrests and trials of politicians and journalists. In Zimbabwe, using the Cybercrime and Cyber-security Act focused on cyber-related offences, the government proved itself an authoritarian regime that was not tolerant of dissent by accusing critics of spreading falsehoods, which was being done through policing and curtailing citizens’ participation and expression online. The Interception of Communications Act of 2007 provided for the establishment of a Monitoring of Interception of Communications Centre, with the power to oversee traffic on all telecommunications services and to intercept phone calls, emails, and faxes under the pretext of national security (Freedom non the Net, 2020). Numerous examples exist where the law has been weaponised to disable dissent. Prominent investigative journalist Hopewell Chin’ono, the Movement for Democratic Change-Alliance (MDC-A) spokesperson Advocate Fadzayi Mahere and MDC-A leader Job Sikhala were arrested and charged with promoting violence, which the state argued posed a threat to national security. Similarly, Edmund Kudzayi, journalist and former editor of Zimbabwe’s government-owned Sunday Mail, and his brother Phillip were arrested and charged with attempting to subvert a constitutionally elected government in connection with the Baba Jukwa case. Baba Jukwa was a Facebook anonymous account that became popular for leaking both ZANU PF and State secrets.

Twitter as the new battleground for democracy

In recent times, we have noted the weaponisation of social media by all sides of the political divide to disseminate propaganda and disinformation. In many cases, sophisticated tools have been leveraged to perform mass surveillance on social media and collect data on target online demographics (Freedom House, 2019). Broad discussions about the usage of the social media platform Twitter in the political arena became prominent just after the Iranian elections in 2009 (Siapera, 2018). Siapera (2018) noted that Twitter cannot literally topple repressive governments; it gives temporary hope that the political system may change because people want it to be changed, by allowing voices to be heard and by people showing solidarity. Twitter has ‘‘enabled to some extent the coordination of the protests, the organization of a popular resistance front, as well as the galvanization of public opinion” (Siapera, 2018, 59). Twitter allows for bottom-up, peer-to-peer, and horizontal communication which helps facilitate continuous and accumulating forms of political activism and enables citizens to speak back to power (Munoriyarwa & Chambwera, 2020). Twitter conversations might contribute to the formation of public opinion, as they allow direct communication between citizens as well as between citizens and politicians. From this point of view, social media might contribute to the political process because “they allow for direct communication (and even deliberation) on issues of common interest” (Siapera, 2018, 58).

A critical theoretical approach to Twitter

In this article, our analytical approach is informed by critical theory, which allows us to question how social media usage and control are embedded in power structures. In general terms, critical theory refers to theories that are critical of capitalism and domination, and its starting point is the work of Karl Marx. Several scholars (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000; Forst, 1999; Honneth, 2004; Kellner, 1989) have defined and identified various approaches which they argue constitute critical theory. For Kellner (1989, 1),

the work of the Critical Theorists provides criticisms and alternatives to traditional, or mainstream, social theory, philosophy, and science, together with a critique of a full range of ideologies from mass culture to religion. … Motivated by an interest in relating theory to politics and an interest in the emancipation of those who are oppressed and dominated.

Critical theory focuses on society and allows us to question and explain the factors that hinder communication (Fuchs, 2009). It acts as a framework for understanding how power operates in society in the age of social media (Fuchs, 2015, 1). Through this approach, we analysed the ways in which different individuals used Twitter during the Ugandan and Zimbabwean elections to encourage civic participation to challenge those in authority and the response of the government to this action. In other words, critical theory allowed us to analyse the society/context in which political communication on Twitter was taking place. For example, Fuchs (2012a, 386–7) argues that:

One of the reasons why critical theory is important for analysing media, technology, and information is that it allows us to question and provide alternatives to technological determinism, and to explain the causal relationship of media and technology on the one hand, and society on the other, in a complex way that avoids one-dimensionality and one-sidedness.

By moving away from arguments about technology which focus only on the positives or negatives, we can explore the context and other complex factors that shape the relationship between technology and society (Fuchs, 2012a). Critical theory also enabled us to interrogate the multidimensionality and complex relationship between Twitter and those who were using it during ­election times.

Research questions

RQ1 How were surveillance and cyber laws used to curtail political participation in Zimbabwe and Uganda?

RQ2 What are the similarities and differences in the strategies used by the two states in crushing dissenting voices and with what implications?

RQ3 How may Gramsci’s theory of hegemony help us to understand how power works when it comes to societal contexts of social media usage in authoritarian states?

Methodology

To answer the questions of the study, the chapter used the case studies of Zimbabwe and Uganda elections. Critical discourse and textual analysis were used to analyse tweets and identify the discourses arising from the Twitter conversations. The selection of discourse analysis was based on the consideration that language is part of social life and that its analysis helps us understand its aspects (Fairclough, 2003). Purposive sampling was used to select the latest elections of the two countries under study, Zimbabwe (2018) and Uganda (2021), as these are examples of the latest internet shutdowns in these countries and help us analyse the strategies used to counter dissent. According to Denieffe (2020), purposive sampling identifies cases that meet predefined criteria and should enable researchers to identify similarities and differences. Purposively selecting Zimbabwe and Uganda allowed us to generate new knowledge through the processes of comparison and contrast (Denieffe, 2020). We were also able to identify and do a legal/document analysis of the laws used to justify the internet shutdowns. Out of the thousands of tweets shared in Uganda, we chose to focus on 30 that carried the hashtags #WeAreRemovingADictator and #SecuringYourFuture: the more common hashtags that dominated the political discourse in the lead-up to the elections. The selected tweets were also purposely selected considering the number of tweets that spoke to the same topic. Similarly, in Zimbabwe, we searched for the tweets under the hashtag #fuelhikes #Zimbabwe. During the same time, another popular hashtag was #KeepItOn, in which the government was encouraged to keep the internet on. We noted that during the shutdown of January 2019, several civil society groups and media ­advocacy groups, such as the Media Institute of Southern Africa (MISA) Zimbabwe, tweeted under the hashtag and condemned the shutdown. Narrowing down to tweets about elections and shutdowns was important in answering the research questions.

Findings and discussion

An analysis of the sociopolitical contexts and Twitter communication in the lead-up to and during elections in Zimbabwe and Uganda demonstrates that the state used regulation and other coercive strategies to control dissent from oppositional groups in both Zimbabwe and Uganda, giving sense to the theory of hegemony. The use of the army and police was common as they were brought in to ‘enforce order’. The state limited dissenting voices online and on traditional media platforms through regulation. State control was, however, met with resistance and exemplifies the argument by Fuchs (2015, 18) that

contemporary social media is a field of power struggles, in which dominant actors command a large share of economic, political and ideological media power that can be challenged by alternative actors that have less resources, visibility and attention, but try to make best use of the unequal share of media power they are confronted with in order to fight against the dominant powers.

We also noted that citizens had agency as they demonstrated power and fought back against the state and were not passive recipients of repression. This is in line with the argument by McNally and Schwarzmantel (2009) that the theory of hegemony emphasises a creative view of human agency and not human beings as passive.

During the elections in Zimbabwe, ‘fake news’ and defaming of the opposition dominated the Twitter platform (Chibuwe, 2020). Uganda experienced a nationwide internet shutdown with all internet-based communication, social media platforms, and digital financial tools like mobile money, as well as online mobile applications like Google Play Store and App Store blocked (Kyeyune, 2021; Rickard, 2021). In addition, more than 100 virtual private networks (VPNs) were also blocked during the shutdown, which was imposed from 13 January 2021 to 18 January 2021, when there was a partial restoration of internet services (CIPESA, 2021). Social media and other digital messaging platforms, however, remained blocked for close to a month from the day of the shutdown, whereas Facebook remains blocked to date (CIPESA, 2021; Kyeyune, 2021; Rickard, 2021). On 13 January, Uganda’s communication regulator, Uganda Communication Commission (UCC), following state directives, ordered telecoms and internet service provider companies to shut down the internet and social media platforms. However, on its social media platforms, UCC made no mention of the pending shutdown. The leading telecom companies informed the public through their social media channels of the shutdown they would experience; for instance, MTN Uganda, Airtel, and Africell telecom companies released statements a day prior to the disconnection. An example is the statement MTN Uganda shared on 13 January 2021 through its official Twitter page @mtnug that read:

MTN Uganda informs its esteemed customers & other stakeholders that National Telecommunication Operators in the country, have received a directive from Uganda Communications Commission (UCC) to immediately suspend access & use, direct or otherwise of all social media platforms and online messaging applications over the network until further notice. MTN Uganda has, in compliance with its National Telecommunications Operator License and in accordance with MTN’s group-wide Digital Human Rights due diligence framework implemented the directive. MTN Uganda will continue engaging with the relevant stakeholders to limit the scope and duration of the service disruption (@mtnug, 13 January 2021)

With the regulators and censors catching up on citizens’ tactics of bypassing the restrictions, mostly through VPNs, this time around, there was hardly any avenue to take to grant access to the internet or social media platforms ­(Griffiths, 2021). Further, the mobile companies releasing public announcements, such as the one above from MTN Uganda, show that there was no resistance to the directive and neither did they decide to take up the case in the courts of law. The telecom companies perhaps chose to comply with these directives to avoid incidences of imprisonment or their licences being revoked, which is typically what an authoritarian state would do (Kapiyo, 2021). This supports the ­argument by Marx Weber as it relates to domination, where one group sees institutional power as a means to exercise its will over the other. Many citizens were shut out from the world and only had voice calls as an option for communication.

In Zimbabwe, the government implemented a strategy similar to Uganda’s, and issued a directive to internet providers to shut down the internet. On Tuesday 15 January 2019, the second day of a stay-away called by the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU), all internet services across the country were terminated under government directives (Veritaszim). Econet, the country’s largest mobile telecommunications operator and ISP, issued the following statement to its subscribers:

Further to a warrant issued by the Minister of State in the President’s Office for National Security through the Director-General of the President’s Department acting in terms of the Interception of Communications Act, internet services are currently suspended across all networks and internet service providers. We are obliged to act when directed to do so and the matter is beyond our control.

Other ISPs issued similar statements and complied with the Minister of State’s orders, leading to the shutdown of internet services, email services, and social media platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and Twitter. The protests reportedly resulted in the death of 12 people and the arrest of up to 200 citizens. Those arrested include the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions (ZCTU) Secretary General Japhet Moyo, who had appeared on a video clip posted on the union’s Twitter account urging workers to stay away from their jobs to protest the fuel hike (CIPESA, 2019). Like Uganda, it can be argued that directives by the government to telecommunication companies to shut down the internet were beyond the control of these companies, which rely on the government for licencing. Governments use this licensing muscle when it pleases them, particularly in the face of dissent. Like Uganda, Zimbabweans turned to VPNs to evade censorship and access blocked content, though these were blocked in the 2021 Ugandan elections too. In the 2016 elections in Uganda, those using VPNs had managed to use them without the government blocking them. Thus, it can be argued that the social media is space where media power and counter-power are played out (Fuchs, 2015). The Digital Society of Zimbabwe provided recommendations such as ExpressVPN, Psiphon, and Buffered for use in the country to aid citizens to evade censorship. Activists, civil society, and independent media could also reach out to Access Now’s Digital Security Helpline for 24/7 assistance (Majama, 2018). It has been argued that African governments with democracy deficits recognise – and fear—the power of the internet in strengthening citizen organising and empowering ordinary people to speak truth to power (CIPESA, 2019).

We also noted a trend on Twitter in which civil society groups such as Kubatana, media advocacy organisation MISA Zimbabwe, Open Observatory, and 263Chat among others tweeted in solidarity against the January internet shutdown. Furthermore, they also issued statements on their websites condemning the shutdown. To note also are the debates on these platforms, where some citizens posted in support of the government and justified the shutdown. Examples of such tweets are:

violence and looting was unconstitutional not internet shutdown. State has right to shut it if its threatening state security. state security supersedes constitution. do your homework first. @Tafy WaMambo January 17, 2019.

All of a sudden internet rights abva atokosha kudarika marights to education, nemamwe marights. Isu kwedu kuno #shutdownZimbabwe yatibatsira nekuti team reku location riya rinoba chibage chedu muminda harisi kufamba @mwanadandadzi (All of a sudden internet rights are now more important that education and other rights. Where we come from, the #shutdown helped us because it prevented thieves who usually steal from our farms from coming to steal (January 16, 2019).

Other citizens who commented on the same thread supported the ­government’s reasons for shutting down the internet, noting that the shutdown was justified because some citizens were looting, burning cars and other people’s ­properties, and violating the rights of others. These Twitter battles reflect what often happens offline in Zimbabwe when supporters of the ruling (ZANU PF) and oppositional parties (MDC) clash in support of their ideologies. Twitter thus becomes an extension of a space for ideological clashes. In some instances, governments mobilise Twitter armies to counter oppositional views and spread propaganda.

To demonstrate the lack of freedoms that citizens experience in Uganda, the leading opposition party during the 2021 election, the National Unity Party (NUP), led by singer turned politician Robert Kyagulanyi, also known as Bobi Wine, came up with a campaign hashtag on Twitter – #WeAreRemovingADictator. This tag was a rallying call for the opposition calling for change after 35 years of President Museveni’s reign. The ruling National Resistance Movement Party ran the election with a campaign hashtag #SecuringYourFuture. The political contestation between the ruling party and the leading opposition party was visible in this instance which makes the Twitter platform a site of struggle, again as an extension of what commonly happens offline. By examining the hashtags, we argue that political participation was curtailed due to cyber laws and surveillance. On 13 January 2021, the communications regulator – At 17:00 on the same day, UCC issued a directive to all ISPs to shut down the internet completely, and this directive was effected at 19:00, plunging the country into an internet shutdown for the next several days. The initial order to block all access to social media was seen as retaliation to Twitter and Facebook acting on networks of government-related social media accounts and pages early in ­January. Twitter’s Global Public Policy Team said in a Twitter post dated January 12, 2021, ‘‘Earlier this week, in close coordination with our peers, we suspended a number of accounts targeting the election in Uganda (@Policy)”

Over 450 Facebook and Instagram accounts, pages, and groups with links to the Government Citizens Interaction Center (GCIC) at the Ministry of Information and Communications Technology were removed by the social media company. Facebook cited what it termed Coordinated Inauthentic Behaviour (CIB) as the reason for taking down these accounts, saying, ‘‘When we find domestic, non-government campaigns that include groups of accounts and Pages seeking to mislead people about who they are and what they are doing while relying on fake accounts, we remove both inauthentic and authentic accounts, Pages and Groups directly involved in this activity.’ (Facebook, 2021). In response to this action, the ruling party (NRM) quoted the President’s ­reaction in a Twitter post, saying, ‘‘@Facebook decided to block the NRM message senders. Why would anybody do that? When I heard about that I told our people to warn them. That social channel, if it’s going to operate in Uganda, it should be used equitably by ‘everybody’. (@NRMOnline, 12 January 2021).

The President’s then-senior press secretary, Don Wanyama, who saw both his own Facebook and Instagram accounts shut down, accused Facebook of election meddling in a Twitter post, saying, ‘‘Shame on the foreign forces that think they can aid and plant a puppet leadership on Uganda by disabling online accounts of NRM supporters. You won’t take away @KagutaMuseveni votes. #IWillVoteM7 #SecuringYourFuture” (@nyamadon, 9 January 2021). On the decision to block social media, the president had this to say, as quoted by his Party in a Twitter post stating, ‘‘I’m very sorry about the inconvenience to those who have been using this channel. But we cannot tolerate this arrogance of anybody coming to decide for us who is good or who is bad. ‘#SecuringYourFuture’ ” (@NRMOnline, 12 January 2021). Presidential candidate Robert Kyagulanyi reacted in a Twitter post, saying, ‘‘Conspiracy by the dictator & his biased Electoral Commission is in a new phase. A plot to rig is set, internet is completely shut down & media is censored. However, the people of Uganda are firm, and nothing will stop them from ending this oppressive regime. #’WeAreRemovingADictator” (@HEBobiwine). The same sentiments were expressed widely on the platform, with some recalling the internet shutdown experienced in the previous election, with one user posting on Twitter ‘‘5yrs later...it’s happening again #WeAreRemovingADictator #’M7Rigs2021” (@Mr_Mugii, 13 January 2021).

With freedom of expression under siege, users on the platform expressed their heightened fear of the escalation of state surveillance. For example, one user posted a list of safety tips, saying, ‘‘Here’s a guide for friends in Uganda, to minimize the chances of surveillance and tracking via photos & imagery. Please don’t post any facial images of voters while in a voting line. More here… #UgandaDecides2021 #IStandWithUganda #KeepItOn #WeAreRemovingADictator #’EyesOnUganda” (@suhayllo, 14 January 2021). As the internet shutdown continued for weeks, concerns were raised over more overt and bold surveillance by the state in Uganda. One user posted footage of helicopters circling opposition leader Kyagulanyi’s residence; a quote from the police accompanied the video: ‘‘We received reliable intel that @HEBobiwine & @NUP_Ug members were planning violence as they marched aggressively from Magere to some locations in K’la following the withdrawal of our security forces. So, we deployed our helicopter to surveil the area” #WeAreRemovingADictator (@BuffaloSoldierA, 26 January 2021). The intimidation of opposition leaders and supporters offline is a common strategy deployed by both the governments of Uganda to suppress dissent.

International reaction to the Uganda government’s actions was characterised by condemnation by bodies such as Amnesty International, describing it as “clearly intended to silence the few accredited election observers, opposition politicians, human rights defenders, activists, journalists and bloggers who are monitoring the elections. Such shutdowns are a violation of the right to freedom of expression and access to information. Ugandan authorities must immediately lift all blanket restrictions, and end their wave of political ­repression ahead of the general election” (Amnesty International, 2021). The government’s action against social media was seen as a violation of the right to freedom of expression guaranteed under Article 29 of Uganda’s 1995 Constitution ­‘‘freedom to hold opinions and to receive and impart ideas and information without interference”, Article 27 of the constitution (the right to privacy and non-interference with communication and correspondence), and Article 9 of the African Charter on Human and Peoples Rights (ACHPR). Furthermore, it was seen as being outside the scope of Article 43 (2) (c) of the Constitution on what is justifiable. Also, the UN Joint Declaration on Freedom of Expressions and Elections in the Digital Age declares that internet shutdowns cannot be justified under international human rights law. To be legitimate, such restrictions must be strictly necessary and proportionate.

In Zimbabwe ‘ZANU–PF is believed to pay pro-government commentators to defend the new administration and attack opponents on social ‘media’ (Freedom of the Net report, 2020). During the 2018 elections, there was a rise in anonymous accounts on Twitter and Facebook that attacked perceived government opponents, especially human rights defenders and opposition party members (ibid). A similar strategy was used in Uganda when inauthentic accounts linked to the ruling NRM party were pushing the incumbent’s agenda and posting false narratives against the opposition candidate, Robert Kyagulanyi. Notable here is that while the internet promotes freedom of expression for users, powerful people see the internet as a threat (Mano, 2020) and find ways to counter dissent. To note is that both Zimbabwe and Uganda are among the lowest ranked countries on the World Press Freedom Index.

Conclusion

In the chapter, we have argued that the contestation on Twitter, in which those aligned with the opposition in Zimbabwe and Uganda challenged those in power, was not just a Twitter war. Instead, it reflected the political contestation happening offline in which the government tried to stifle all forms of dissent through arrests of human rights defenders, violence on civilians through the police, restrictive media laws, and the criminalisation of protests among other strategies. The people who have been deprived of a space offline to challenge the government were the ones using Twitter and other social media platforms to challenge those in power. On these online platforms, the government used its power to issue directives to the telecommunications companies and service providers to shut down the internet to restrict information flow, and communication, and cripple the organisation of protests. Though social media, and in this case Twitter, presents an opportunity for those that are repressed within a country to effect political change, ‘‘their ability to cause change is linked to other aspects of life and the social systems in which they are embedded” Ndlela (2009, 239). We conclude that ‘‘the mass media and politics focus on surveillance, law-and-order politics and the condemnation of social media will not solve the problems” (Fuchs, 2012a, 389). Gramsci’s theory of hegemony is useful in explaining operations of power, power struggles, and the strategies used by those in power to maintain a social order which is challenged by subordinate groups. However subaltern groups have not been able to overthrow the ruling power as they continue to challenge repression.
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CHAPTER 4

Instigators, Rebels, Miscreants, and Hooligans: Reframing Social Media Activists in Contemporary Africa

Itunu Ayodeji Bodunrin and Trust Matsilele

Introduction

Social media is a double-edged sword depicting multiple and varied effects. On the one hand, social media enables citizens at the margins to challenge and speak back to power (Anderson & Jiang, 2018; Barnabas & Bodunrin, 2022; ­Bertot et al., 2012; Bodunrin, 2021; Bodunrin & Matsilele, 2024; Frangonikolopoulos & Chapsos, 2012; Gabriel, 2014; Hynan et al., 2014; Sigsworth, 2019; Stamati et al., 2015). However, on the other hand, the same sphere has become the surveillance ground for state intelligence services, which undermines citizens’ democratic rights to privacy, expression, association, and choice (Matsilele & Mutsvairo, 2021; Tshuma et al., 2022). The imagined power of social media found resonance following the success of the Arab Spring uprising of 2010 and 2011 (Hughes et al., 2010; Shirky, 2011). However, there have been a fair number of critics who have questioned the power of social media and argued for its limited effects (Gladwell, 2010; Matsilele, 2022; Morozov, 2011).

The current study focuses on the latter side of social media – the more top-down appropriation of social media by state intelligence gathering agencies, both formally and informally, which has allowed formal institutions of power to stymie any transnational and national protest movements’ activities. For powerful elites (in democracies and dictatorships alike), social media is increasingly being viewed as a nuisance deserving strict regulation, while for ordinary citizens it is viewed as a democratic space for enforcing a more accountable and responsive government (Matsilele, 2022; Matsilele & Mboti, 2021; Tshuma et al., 2022). Munoriyarwa and Chiumbu’s (2020) study confirms this assertion, adding that this culture of surveillance does not demarcate liberal from illiberal states, as most countries are clandestinely involved in this practice. This duality is most pronounced when one juxtaposes the role social media played in the Arab Spring uprisings of 2010 and 2011 (Wolfsfeld et al., 2013) with, for instance, the Facebook and Cambridge Analytica scandal of 2016 where cyber surveillance allowed far right movements across Europe and North America to weaponise intelligence affordances from social media infrastructure to turn citizens against each other and building echo chambers that radicalise users (Cadwalladr & Graham-Harrison, 2018; Isaak & Hanna, 2018). Hence, one may posit that social media has not only become a mobilisation ground for positive civic purposes but has also done the exact opposite, allowing the states and powerful elites to control civic engagements, censorships, and surveillance (Cinelli et al., 2021; Gillani et al., 2018; Harris & Harrigan, 2015).

Opponents of the powerful effects of social media such as Gladwell (2010) and Morozov (2011) argue that the raft scholarship seems to ignore existing interpersonal and communal offline relationships and social networks outside the cyber sphere. Those cynical about social media have also argued that its power contributes a small change, and that its success in inspiring contemporary movements has often failed to be transported into different geographies (Gladwell, 2010; Morozov, 2011). It is argued that the cyber-inspired social movements rely mostly on elites and a handful of diaspora communities considered to be out of touch with realities in their homeland (Andén-Papadopoulos & Pantti, 2013).

Despite these criticisms and polarisation, however, there remains a consensus that social media plays a significant role when it comes to elevating issues of accountability and young people, many of whom were previously excluded from sociopolitical affairs and who have utilised social media to voice their opinions, participate in politics, debate, and hold relevant authorities accountable in a more bottom-up trajectory (Makwambeni & Adebayo, 2021; Matsilele, 2022). For example, a study by Sigsworth (2019) explores how citizens of various African countries are holding the police accountable using complaints in the social media sphere, thereby influencing the public behaviour of law enforcement agents. It is this duality within the social media discourse that has seen the constant framing and reframing of views regarding cyber activists, depending on the spectator’s ideological and social location. The ideological tension is what has led to the ‘collapse’ (as a metaphor) of civil society, at its peak best illustrated by the former US President Donald Trump’s special advisor Kellyanne Conway, when she spoke of alternative facts (Anderson, 2017; Cooke, 2017; 2018; Strong, 2016).

Outward-Inward: Mapping social media challenges and opportunities for civic engagement

Anecdotally, in 2018, a famous Washington Post journalist, Jamal Ahmad Khashoggi, was killed in a Turkish embassy by alleged Saudi security agents, for his cyber mobilisation campaign that sought to promote democracy and the rights of women in Saudi Arabia (Milavonic, 2020). Khashoggi was promoting a cyber-trolling movement codenamed the ‘Bees’ which was fighting Saudi propaganda described online as the ‘Flies’ (Barrle, 2021). This explains why in some countries, social media has been described by state institutions and ruling elites as a war-field filled with landmines (Simon, 2019). This is one anecdote giving a window to how governments, globally, have been making moves to tighten cyber surveillance activities and to overturn the internet’s civic enabling role, which as its core has enabled young people to come into the political arena.

Considering that social media has been used to organise some of the most powerful protest demonstrations around the world, which resulted in policy changes and the downfall of regimes (Cox, 2017; Ince et al., 2017; Tshuma et al., 2022; Yang, 2016), many authoritarian regimes have appropriated it as a weapon of the weak to fight political elites (Chitanana & Mutsvairo, 2019; Mare, 2015; Matsilele & Mutsvairo, 2021; Mpofu & Mare, 2020). Many of these governments and regimes, especially in Africa, sought to invalidate them as a credible public sphere and legitimate space for citizens to demand accountability from the state and state actors. These threats and surveillance are accompanied with government-instituted judicial and extrajudicial interventions to curtail these cyber-mediated movements (Freyburg & Garbe, 2018; Marchant & Stremlau, 2020; Mare, 2020).

In Africa, social media-inspired protests are interpreted or intertwined with active opposition politics, and ‘governments’ immediate instinct is to fight back and crack down on the dissenting and opposing voices on social media networks. This explains why, often, governments have sought to characterise these digitally powered movements with euphemistic terms calling for annihilation. For example, in Zimbabwe, these movements were termed rebels, drawing parallels with terrorist groups and the like which should be exterminated (Harb, 2011; Rathnayake & Winter, 2020; Tufecki, 2018). Historically and within Zimbabwean memory, alleged terrorists faced state sanction brutalities, with the case in point being the atrocities which visited the so-called terrorists in the Midlands and Matabeleland provinces in the 1980s. The same treatment was faced by oppositional after activists after 2000, and internet rebels like journalists Hopewell Chin’ono and Mdudusi Mathuthu, and activists such as Evan Mawarire were targeted after 2013. The targeting of activists who deploy social media for their activism demonstrate the continuity in how the state respond to ‘terrorists’ and rebels.

The present study will examine three popular social media-inspired uprisings or social movements in sub-Saharan Africa, namely #FreeJacobZuma in South Africa, #ThisFlag in Zimbabwe, and the #EndSARS campaign in Nigeria, with the aim of understanding how national government and state ­authorities acted after the steam of the movement had considerably decreased. The three protest movements were partly aimed at challenging the ‘invincibility’ of the governing regimes and state policies that jeopardised people’s civil liberties and socio-economic welfare, and inhibited the entrenchment of democratic culture. Since these events, social media remained eminently positioned as a protest mobilisation tool for collective social activities such as protest, and as a means for political mobilisation which bypasses mainstream media censorship.

These three movements share interesting similarities such as feeding offline activities from online mobilisation, and building social networks and bonds, thereby sustaining the life of the campaign and forcing the hand of the government to take unprecedented steps such as unmasking (or attempting to do this) the identities behind social media parodies. However, there are also major differences: the #EndSars campaign grew out of issues and was not mobilised around one person, in comparison to #ThisFlag in Zimbabwe which grew out of the identity of Pastor Evan Mawarire, and the #FreeJacobZuma movement which movement which was mobilised around the person and incarnation of South Africa’s former president, Jacob Zuma. The other interesting dynamic is that Nigeria and South Africa, to varying degrees, have observed transfer of power through elections in the past two decades, with Zimbabwe remaining the only country where offline civic participation has not resulted in power transfer. While Zimbabwe saw power transfer from Robert Mugabe to Emmerson Mnangagwa, this transfer was neither led by nor borrowed from civic power. This transfer relied on the use of the military to effect power transfer. This element is crucial in explaining limits of offline civic engagements, and why citizens tend to express the type of rage online they might not ably show offline. Lastly, #EndSARS was about police brutality, and #ThisFlag was about collapsed social welfare and deepening poverty, with #FreeJacobZuma being about the alleged ‘unjust’ incarceration of the former head of state. These distinct features make this study interesting, seminal, and challenging – interesting in that it might help demonstrate that, regardless of the underlying motivations around social media mobilisations, the life, character, and post life of the movements might produce shared intended and unintended consequences. We argue that this study is seminal as no such study has been conducted in the field of digital humanities, presenting an opportunity for groundbreaking discoveries that could potentially inform future scholarship. This study is also challenging because, at a macro level, these are three different countries with three different governance systems, coming from three different histories. These differences pose the danger that, while outcomes might be shared, the motivations might be informed by something bigger than what our study might find.

This chapter thus sets out to examine a pattern of labelling of social movements and their prominent actors as other realities of increased state surveillances, social media censorship, and other crude means enacted to stifle voices and the possibility of a re-emergence of such uncontrolled anti-state coalitions and movement. As Mahmood Mamdani (2011) observed, the memory of these massive online and street uprisings seems to threaten and fuel government fears in many African polities. Rather than address issues that these movements bring to the fore, we argue that African ‘governments’ immediate reactions are often to geared towards portraying them as an amorphous, disorganised, and destabilising force which seeks to cause violence and thus requires harsh responses from the state and its security apparatuses. Attaching elements of criminality and indiscipline to a movement’s identity allows the states to enact policies aimed at severely punishing prominent actors as a way of cautioning or dissuading possible recurrence in future. In countries such as Zimbabwe and Nigeria, state-sponsored bills, and policies were enacted to ban social media outright or severely punish individuals who participate in forms of social media activisms that are critical to the state. For example, Aniekan Augustine-Edet (2021) recounted how the Nigerian government successfully placed a national ban on Twitter in April 2021 following its use for mobilisation during the #EndSARS movement. In Zimbabwe, the country’s parliament passed the Cyber Security and Data Protection Bill in September of 2021. The law, as rights groups have argued, seeks to punish those who abuse the social media, internet, and communication networks.

While there have been studies exploring social media as a tool for mass mobilisation during popular protests, with many studies pointing to factors such as grievances, elite support and resources, social network structures, and cultural frames (Croeser & Highfield, 2014; Oh, Eom, & Rao, 2015), there have been a limited number of studies focused on ‘states’ systemic attempts to stifle social media dissenting voices. Most importantly, to date, no cross-country comparative study on sub-Saharan Africa has looked at the macro landscape that has allowed the success of social media censorship. There are a few studies (Mare, 2020; Munoriyarwa & Chiumbu, 2019) that have looked at cyber surveillance in select countries, but none cover the scale and periodisation of this work.

The history of contemporary social movement in Africa can be traced to the 2011 Egyptian uprisings which led to widespread protests in North African sub-region and the Middle East in what has been tagged the Arab Spring social movement; in this, young people, activists, and civil society practitioners utilised the power of social media to challenge suppressive regimes and policies, and bring about social justice and change (Lakitsch, 2015). The significant role of social media in communication discourse in the Middle East and North African sociopolitical affairs has since been the focus of many scholarly studies (Comunello & Anzera, 2012; Eltantawy & Wiest, 2011, Stepanova, 2011). Michel Foucault’s notion of Panopticism is used to make sense of Africa states’ surveillance and reactions in the wake of social media-inspired protest movements. Panopticism refers to the process of exerting power, wherein everyday lives of subjects are subjected to internal surveillance (observation, inspection, categorisation, hierarchisation, and sanctioning) by the powerful elites and the state. The aim was to control individuals’ behaviour while stimulating normed, standardised, and self-exerted behaviour by these individuals (Foucault, 1979).

Theoretical framework: Panopticism in the age of social media activism

Twentieth-century social theorist Michel Foucault best interpreted how power is being (mis)managed and used to exploit freedom and exert control by the state. He likened this situation to a ‘‘Panopticon”, a machine for dissociating the dyad of see/being seen: in the peripheric ring, one is totally seen without ever seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything without ever being seen (Foucault, 1979, 6). This forms the basis of his ideal on Panopticism, premised on the idea that the state regards itself as having a ‘perfect disciplinary apparatus’ that operates as a ‘perfect eye such that nothing would escape and a recentre towards which all gazes would be turned’ (Foucault, 1979). He described how citizens and the state negotiate power in a society where security is central and where the state seeks to manage people, regulate space, and ensure sociopolitical control through the ‘Panopticon’ (ibid). The implications of this foundational strategy of disciplinary power– based on behavioural homogenisation, hierarchy, and ceaseless observation and examination – are manifold and still hold relevance today.

The Panopticon is perhaps an effective metaphor for the way African states approach contemporary technologies in terms of power and the surveillance of online public life. The Foucauldian perspective can be used to make sense of continued government crackdown on social media activists several years after popular social media-inspired uprisings. As discussed throughout this chapter, social media is increasingly becoming securitised, regulated, and controlled by national governments, regimes, and the African ruling class.

The securitisation of public platforms such as the social media is shaped and organised around what Foucault described as ‘biopolitical security dispositif   ’, which entails the suspension of the existing rule of law by the state to ‘facilitate extraordinary social control where citizens can be literally stripped of political rights (Dillon & Lobo-Guerrero, 2008). This alters the relationship between the state/sovereign and the citizenry within a territory (ibid). While these kinds of state control are used across African states, they have also been used in Western democracies, with this control system seeming to be the last resort during exceptional times of humanitarian crisis. For instance, it has been experienced in the United States in dealing with urban riots in Los Angeles (1992) and responding in a security-military fashion to Hurricane Katrina (2005) and the 9/11 terrorist attack. We argue that while these tactics might be enacted during exceptional situations in the Western climes, they are being used as tactics to daily govern and regulate public life in contemporary African society.

The use of state institutions to suppress social media activism and ­anti-government protesters may also be understood via Foucault’s ‘‘technologies of the ‘self’ and ‘‘technologies of power’ (see Lemke, 2002, 49; 2010, 31). These two related concepts were used by Foucault to describe ‘the people’ as active subjects and agents, rather than as passive dupes particularly within a democratic setting (May, 1995, 72). The advancement in technology evident by the widespread use of social media no doubt presents an opportunity to rethink how these classic concepts by Foucault manifest within the context of the present era.

The seductive power of social media lies in its suggestion of agency, creativity, and individual freedom – hence we ‘share’ highly detailed information about ourselves online, while the state and other corporate institutions can mount surveillance on us much like the Panopticon. As Amy-Jo Jory (2015, 10) noted,

we fastidiously curate our online lives according to a variety of generic templates under the relentless stare of actual and imagined spectators. We are unknowingly part of a widespread infiltration of surveillance program in and beyond the United States … we are unwittingly contributing to cyber data-gathering on a grand scale, for the benefit of both known and unknown corporate and government powers.

If then, as in the Panopticon, our complex and highly visible contemporary lives are dictated by unseen, unnamed power-wielding forces, how best can individuals, activists, and social media enthusiasts respond to the overwhelming technologies of power? As Anita Seppa (2004) declared, resistance comes first and remains superior to all other forces inherent in the struggle for power, for it is resistance that forces power relations to change.

Methodology

The study used a qualitative exploratory approach that allowed an in-depth historical analysis and interpretation of the development of different protest movements in Nigeria, Zimbabwe, and South Africa. The qualitative description research method has been predominately used in research related to social media activism (Sandelowski, 12010). There is a clear alignment of qualitative description research with the philosophies and principles of carrying out netnography or research on social networking sites (ibid). Qualitative description studies have overtones of other qualitative methods, which is acceptable as noted by Law (2004). These overtones need to be acknowledged and described explicitly, while recognising that the research approach remains qualitative description and should be appropriately named (Sandelowski, 2010).

Qualitative case study research, such as the present study, is known to use selective or purposeful sampling: because the number of cases is so small, it is unlikely there is going to be a random selection process for which sites are included. However, case studies are usually always ‘in-depth’ due to the complex interplay they are studying, and it is unusual to have more than a few different case study locations, especially as each may require months or years of study (Yin, 2018).

The study purposively sampled three contemporary social movements in three sub-Saharan countries. Purposive sampling is a nonprobability sampling technique which aims to produce a sample that can be logically assumed to be representative of the population. This is often accomplished by applying expert knowledge of the population (or cases sampled) to select, in a non-random manner, a sample of elements that represents a cross-section of the population (Lavrakas, 2008).

Case studies

This study purposively chose three case studies covering different periods. These case studies were chosen due to their different geography, ecology, and perceived ‘impact’. The #ThisFlag campaign of Zimbabwe that was popularised in 2017 by a charismatic preacher, Evan Mawarire. The #EndSars campaign of Nigeria in October of 2020 was also selected due to its global appeal and unique character that among others involved buy-in by both traditional celebrities and parodies which contributed to its transnational character. Lastly, we look at the #FreeJacobZuma campaign of July 2021 in South Africa. The latter campaign, unlike the other two, while it gained international visibility, lacked international solidarity. It started as a call for the release of Zuma but morphed into civil unrest and looting at an industrial scale.

#EndSARS

The October 2020 Nigerian #EndSARS protest movement is an archetypal example of contemporary protest that begins online with mass participation of social media users and is later organised into large on-the-ground countrywide protests (Bodunrin & Matsilele, 2024). The protest advocated for an end to police brutality and the abolition of Nigeria’s corrupt and notorious police unit known as SARS – the Special Anti-Robbery Squad. SARS was established in 1992 to respond to waves of crime (such as armed robberies and rampant kidnappings) in metropolitan cities such Lagos, Ibadan, and Abuja, the country’s capital city. As part of their operational style, police officers in this special unit were given the authority to operate covertly, wear plainclothes, carry guns, and drive unmarked vehicles. By 2009 the SARS had become a large powerful unit which began overstepping its mandate beyond armed robbery to internet fraud and other civil matters. They are known to harass and unfairly target Nigerian youths, who constitute about 70% of the country’s population. Between 2017 and 2020, SARS operatives were found to have committed at least 82 acts of ­torture or extrajudicial execution, with their victims mostly being between 18 and 35. In 2013, 35 bodies of missing people were discovered in a river in Anambra State – the murders were later linked to SARS (Amnesty International Report, 2016).

The #EndSARS protests was born when young Nigerians took to social media to share their experiences of harassment, call for change, and draw global attention to this issue (Matsilele & Ruhanya, 2021). The entire buzz around the movement, including the movement’s fundraising structure, was all done online (promoted on social media platforms). The organisation, the Feminist Coalition, which had been at the forefront of gathering funds, utilised social media platforms to provide public and up-to-date accounts of monies received and spent; mobilising ambulances for injured protesters; providing security at protest venues; creating functional helplines (for food, emergencies, legal issues, and mental health needs); and promptly bailing out protesters.

In the first 48 hours, the tweet generated nearly 30 million tweets, trending in major cities across the world. Many members of the Nigerian diaspora across the world, international corporations, celebrities, and influencers tweeted in support of the protest and amplified the mission of the movement. These include Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey (see Figure 1 below), who created and tweeted a unique emoji to show solidarity with the #EndSARS protesters.
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Figure 1: Many celebrities and influencers including Twitter CEO tweeted in support of the #EndSARS protest.

[image: img4.jpg]

Figure 2: One Adamu Garuba, a member of the ruling party, among the influencers who attempted to sway public opinion in favour of the government.4

The Nigerian government’s initial reaction to the protest was to announce the disbandment of SARS on 11 October 2021, with a promise to ‘redeploy’ members of the unit. However, the on-ground protest continued and even gained momentum when protesters began calling for broader wholesale police reforms and government accountability. The political class became terrified of the movement, thus began to use violent response alongside social media propaganda. This led to security forces opening fire on unarmed protesters in Lekki, Lagos on 20 October 2020, reportedly killing 12 people. At least 56 people died in Nigeria since the protest began (WEF, 2020).

Following the shooting of protesters and wide condemnation by the international communities, the government began its own attempts to counter social media sentiments, by peddling narratives that sought to position the government and Nigeria as victims of Western invasion or foreign sponsored attacks on the Nigerian territory. The government-recruited ‘‘keyboard warriors” who were tasked with writing social media updates with the aim of swaying public opinion in their favour of the government.

Later, when the protests had subsided, government began arresting prominent social media activists, justifying this by tagging them ‘‘miscreants, criminals and hooligans” (see Vanguard, 2020). The then President, Muhammadu Buhari declared:

it is unfortunate that the initial genuine and well-intended protest of youths in parts of the country against the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) was hijacked and misdirected … unfortunately, the protesters refused to call off the protest and engage the government to address their grievances. Instead, they became emboldened and gradually turned violent (Vanguard, 2020).

What followed this statement were the repressive tactics of the violent repression and state surveillance, typical of regimes across Africa and reminiscent of the country’s decades of military rule. As some scholars have observed, many governments and ruling elites in Africa tend to construe anti-government social media dissent as political rebellion targeted at overthrowing the ruling elites or the ruling government (Harb, 2011; Rathnayake & Winter, 2020; Tufecki, 2018). Prominent voices who led the protests via social media were arrested and many others received threatening phone calls and messages saying they had been placed under surveillance (see Vanguard, 2020)

Amnesty International also claimed it had heard from protesters, activists, and even their own staff about similar messages, typically threatening punishment for what people had said or done, and visits by people believed to be working for security services (Reuters, 2020).

Many protesters and activists also reported that they were offered bribes to stop posting about the protest on social media. According to the news agency Reuters, the following message was sent to one of the #EndSARS activists:

One text message reviewed by Reuters said the recipient would ‘‘lose your life” if they did not post a message on social media that the Lekki shooting did not happen but would get 10 million naira (or about $26,000) if they did. The message came from a number the recipient didn’t recognize (Reuters, 2020).

On 5 June 2021, the Nigerian government placed an indefinite ban on the use of Twitter in the country. This is because of how it was deployed during the #EndSARS movement in the preceding year and continued usage of the platform by activists to challenge government excesses. Despite being criticised for how the banning of such global social platform can stifle growth and sustenance of innovative businesses, the Nigerian government, as at the time of submitting this draft, have yet to lift the ban on Twitter. The government claims that the platform is being used by anarchists and terrorists to destabilise its economy and must therefore be censored in some ways (Amnesty International, 2021).

#FreeJacobZuma

The #FreeJacobZuma campaign largely operated in the cybersphere, seeking to secure the immediate release of the former president from prison where he was being incarcerated for defying the constitutional court. The campaign started as a peaceful movement but lost its peaceful character as it morphed into a criminal entity with ‘supporters’ invading malls and warehouses and burning buildings in the process. In the cybersphere, few notable figures appropriated social media to defend the looting and show support for the activities that were happening, with subtle undertones of encouraging these activities to persist. In the president’s televised addresses, the social media users who were believed to be in support of these acts of vandalism, looting, and sabotage were addressed as ‘‘instigators of violence”. This frame also gained the support of the mainstream media (see Figure 3 below) which also labelled them as enablers of violence and looting. This comes after numerous government lockdowns and other restrictions that stifled mobility and hurt many local businesses.
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Figure 3: The framing Twitter of Twitter users as instigators of violence and looting.

[image: img6.jpg]

Figure 4: One of the posters of Ngizwe Mchunu who made several dubbed ‘state of the nation addresses’ through social media campaigning for the release of Zuma.

[image: img7.jpg]

Figure 5: One of the key social media voices unmasked by the state agency over the involvement in the violence and looting. This was the first social media user operating under a parody to be unmasked.

The Daily Maverick reporting on the arrest of the so-called instigators stated, Law enforcement appears to be closing in on some of those responsible for orchestrating the unrest and looting that gripped KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng in July, with two more suspected instigators arrested on Saturday. Both were arrested for allegedly using social media platforms to incite public violence. This claim, while yet to be tested in court, received an initial rebuke from the presiding magistrate, Gayle Pretorius, who when ruling on the bail, stated that ‘‘videos did not prove that [Ngizwe] Mchunu incited violence and asked the State to produce that evidence”.

#Thisflag

The state began to show interest in #ThisFlag after the video of 20 April 2016 went viral. For instance, we see state functionaries such as Professor Jonathan Moyo, a government minister, dismissing Mawarire’s video as a pastor’s rants. Another minister, Supa Mandiwanzira, went as far as threatening Mawarire with physical violence after he accepted an invitation to debate a ZANU PF apologist at Mandiwanzira’s radio station, ZiFM. State newspapers, a typical barometer of government interest in ongoing events, carried a story on 23 July 2016 that sought to attack Mawarire’s person. The article under the headline ‘‘Mawarire is no saint” painted the pastor as a ‘‘fraudster” who had evaded paying tax while he was in the UK (The Herald,5 2016). Another article published a year later, 29 September 2017, ran the headline ‘‘Witness equates Mawarire to Boko Haram” (The Herald,6 2016). We see both state newspaper headlines grappling with the polar “labels ‘saint’ and terrorist”, seeking to fix Mawarire at one extreme or the other. The articles tried to isolate Mawarire from his ‘dissident’ followers by attaching a dangerous label on him which, in Zimbabwe, warranted a death penalty. After all of this, following the #Shutdown on 6 July 2016, the state charged Mawarire with treason and subverting a constitutional government. According to the law, a crime of this nature carries a death penalty. Other Zimbabweans to have previously been charged with this crime include the late opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai, Tendai Biti, and Munyaradzi Gwisai. This was the same crime that Mawarire was now facing. On 11 August 2016 at the National Heroes’ Acre, Robert Mugabe addressed party supporters on the question of #ThisFlag, saying:

We will say no, forever no, find another environment if you are a pastor…. A man of religion we would hope would preach biblical peace. I Corinthians says love one another and not destroy one another. So, beware not all men of cloth are true preachers of the bible, I don’t know if they serve God, we spell God as double G-o-d and they spell in reverse, dog.

Robert Mugabe often used burials of national heroes at the national shrine as a platform to attack real and perceived opponents. For instance, in August 2010 he used the burial of his sister, Sabina, to berate Western governments. He said, ‘‘We say to hell, hell, hell with them Americans and Europeans. They will not decide who is going to lead the people of Zimbabwe”. However, Mugabe seldom used the platform to personally attack civilians. This level of personal attack on a civilian was unprecedented and served to highlight the level of panic that #ThisFlag had apparently occasioned in the power hierarchy. After Mugabe’s public comments, Mawarire was forced to rethink his intended imminent return from self-imposed exile. Through his regular video update, a downcast Mawarire would tell his followers that, ‘‘I want to go back home, I have a home there and I have a church … the events of the last few days make it clear for me that I may not be as safe as I thought I would be”.
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Figure 6: @ProfJNMoyo mocking #ThisFlag. (Source: @ProfJNMoyo Twitter).
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Figure 7: @ProfJNMoyo mocking #ThisFlag. (Source: @ProfJNMoyo Twitter).

In the aftermath of Mawarire’s court appearance, the government banned the sale and display of the national flag, proclaiming that under statutory act 184 of 1987 it was illegal to do so. The Justice Ministry warned that carrying a replica flag like that of the Zimbabwe government carried a fine of US$ 200 or jail term not exceeding one year. ZANU PF and government minister and spin-doctor Professor Jonathan Moyo dismissed #ThisFlag in scatological terms as a ‘‘pastor’s ‘fart’. The heightened attack on Mawarire and moves to clamp down on his movement demonstrated the government’s panic.

A rival campaign called ‘‘Our Flag” was also launched to neutralise and ­counter- appropriate the national flag from #ThisFlag. This campaign was spearheaded by Professor Jonathan Moyo – ironically, another social media dissident – who sought to wrest the symbolism of the flag from Mawarire by arguing that the pastor’s appropriation was individualistic and divisive. #OurFlag dismissed #ThisFlag as a creation of Western embassies bent on undermining Zimbabwe’s sovereignty.
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Figure 8: @ProfJNMoyo attempting to popularise rival campaign to #ThisFlag. (Source: @ProfJNMoyo Twitter).
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Figure 9: Image sourced from @ProfJNMoyo’s Twitter handle popularising #OurFlag campaign.

All the case studies examined in this chapter can be likened to what ­happened during the Egyptian uprisings that later spread through North Africa and the Arab world. The Egyptian government, like its South African, Nigerian, and Zimbabwean counterparts, were said to have labelled social media activists and anti-government protesters as ‘scum people and thieves’ (Lim, 2012).

It is also on record that prior to the genocidal events in Rwanda which led to deaths of several people in 1992, a senior politician in Rwanda’s then-ruling Hutu party, Leon Mugesera, had labelled members of the country’s minority Tutsi population as ‘‘cockroaches” – who should go back to Ethiopia, the birthplace of the East African ethnic group. It is this labelling that is said to have begun one of the most tragic civil wars in the history of the continent (see McDoom, 2012). We argue that the use of these terminologies, labels, and framing of activists are attempts by leaders and regimes to gain popular support in the process of cracking down on dissenting voices (see Vanguard, 2020)

In the three movements cited in this chapter, the governments responded with overt and covert acts of repressions and surveillance which the social ­theorist Michel Foucault discussed in his classic work on Panopticism.

Conclusion

The central point we advanced is that there is an ongoing phenomenon in many African countries where governments and regimes are increasingly censoring social media and clamping down on dissenting voices because of fear of how social media can be mobilised to contest colonising ideologies and unpopular government positions. They do this by labelling cyber activists, regulating internet use, and promoting state and self-censorship through unmasking instigators. The three case studies examined in this study all reveal how society has become a central force for organising ground protests and raising awareness about social issues affecting African societies. In Africa, social media-inspired protests are interpreted or intertwined with active opposition politics, and the government’s immediate instinct is to fight back and crack down on the dissenting and opposing voices on social media networks. This explains why governments have often sought to characterise these digitally powered movements with euphemistic terms calling for annihilation. Using Foucault’s notion of Panopticism, we sought to explain the ways in which selected African states utilise state institutions to mount surveillance on citizens and online ­anti-government protesters.

The study empirically confirms postulations made by Munoriyarwa and Chiumbu (2020, 27) who argued that the ‘‘culture of surveillance does not demarcate liberal from illiberal states, as most countries are clandestinely involved in this practice”. This was the case in this study; South Africa remains the most democratic state in sub-Saharan Africa and yet has also been the first recorded case of a country to unmask Twitter activists and employ euphemistic language, such as instigators, meant to mobilise against those dissatisfied with the governing regime. South Africa scores above average on several indices in the Freedom in the World 2020 report where it is regarded as a free country, in comparison to Zimbabwe and Nigeria which are characterised as partly free. Ultimately, this study, we argued, is the first of its kind in making a seminal discovery of how democracies and dictatorships alike, in Africa, are converging in how they seek to police citizens in the public sphere. This convergence sends a real threat to the global pro-democracy campaign as it leaves citizens vulnerable to what the famous British novelist George Orwell described as ‘Big Brother’. At the time of writing this chapter, Zimbabwe and South Africa had just gazetted two bills that could have far-reaching consequences in holding powerful elites accountable. South Africa in July 2021 gazetted the POPI Act which seeks to police the sharing of private data in the cybersphere, with Zimbabwe following the same path in September with the Cyber Security Law. The effects of these two pieces of law will be of interest to future studies, especially where issues of civic engagement and holding political elites accountable are concerned.
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CHAPTER 5

The Weaponisation of Social Media in Zimbabwe: An Insight into Internet Usage and Government Restrictive Responses

Thembelani Moyo and Mphathisi Ndlovu

Introduction

While online digital spheres have been credited for extending communication access to various dissent groups in Africa, and Zimbabwe in particular, scholars agree that their advent also led to an influx of fake news, cybercrimes, and bullying (Moyo, 2007; Mpofu, 2014; Mutsvairo, 2016). In Zimbabwe, platforms such as news websites and social media spheres like Twitter/X and Facebook have been appropriated for cyber-activism by various opposition groups and citizens (Gukurume, 2017; Moyo, 2009, 2014). The ruling party, the Zimbabwe African National Unity – Patriotic Front (ZANU PF), also utilises online spaces for hegemonic purposes (Mpofu, 2009, 2014). Despite the euphoria and utopian fantasies about online platforms and democracy in Africa, it is important to understand the social contexts that influence the adoption of digital technologies (Banda, Mudhai, & Tettey, 2009). Restrictive government responses have been a stumbling block in the utilisation of digital technologies for the democratisation of African societies (Mare, 2020; Moyo, 2009).

Based on the above observations, this chapter investigates how social media platforms have been used by counter-hegemonic forces in Zimbabwe, and deliberates on the restrictive responses from the Emmerson Mnangagwa-led ‘new dispensation’. More specifically, it examines how Twitter, a microblogging site, is used as a tool to express views on the political situation in the ­post-2017 ‘coup’ in Zimbabwe. Dominant scholarship on digital activism (#ThisFlag, #ThisGown, and #Tajamuka) in Zimbabwe is focused on pre-2017 coup era. Drawing data from Twitter/X handles of prominent figures in the country’s political arena, this chapter explores the role of Twitter/X as a site of political contestation in the new political administration. Counter-hegemonic voices include Twitter/X accounts such as Hopewell Chin’ono @daddyhope (popular journalist) and Thandekile Moyo @Mamoxn (popular Twitter/X political commentator who popularised the hashtag #ZanuPfMustGo), while pro-ZANU PF voices include Twitter/X handles of Nick Mangwana @nickmangwana (government spokesperson and permanent Secretary in the Ministry of Information) and George Charamba @Jamwanda2 (presidential spokesperson and Deputy Chief Secretary to the President and Cabinet). These accounts are the most active in political discourses in Zimbabwe. Their selection also includes certain #tags that they foreground and popularise, including #ZanuPFmustgo, #RegistertoVote2023, and #EDtheGameChanger. As a case study, Twitter/X has been chosen for this research because, unlike other social media platforms and news websites, it is the most used as a site for political discourses in Zimbabwe. This study is a qualitative research inquiry which uses purposive sampling as a method for data selection. The qualitative approach highlights multiple realities in specific contexts (Jensen, 2002). As such, it enables researchers to examine the social meanings that are constructed and contested by groups as they make sense of their lived realities within particular contexts. Thus, the qualitative approach views communication as a ‘‘cultural practice through which issues of power, class and social identity could be negotiated” (Brennen, 2013, 5). Underpinned by the concept of counter-publics (Asen, 2000; Fraser, 1990; Squires, 2002), this chapter delves more deeply into the appropriation of Twitter/X by subjugated groups in Zimbabwe. Counter-publics are created by groups who recognise their exclusions in mainstream spaces (Asen, 2000). In this regard, Twitter/X amplifies voices of political forces that are excluded and silenced in mainstream public spaces. We explore how digital platforms are being weaponised by pro-government and pro-oppositional forces as they seek to achieve specific political agendas in Zimbabwe. Our focus is on the contestations among Twitter/X users who are defending the ruling party, and those agitating for political change in the country.

The media landscape in Zimbabwe

The Zimbabwean media landscape is dominated by the state-controlled news organisations published by the Zimbabwe Newspapers Group (Zimpapers). These newspapers such as The Herald, The Sunday News, Chronicle, and Sunday Mail reinforce the ideologies of the ruling ZANU PF party (Ranger, 2005). The state media propagates the ruling party’s ‘patriotic history’ which serves to venerate the members of the ruling party as ‘patriots’ and denounce oppositional forces as ‘sell-outs’ and puppets of the West (Ranger, 2005, 13). Although the ‘independent’ media such as the Daily News articulate oppositional discourses (Chuma, 2008; Moyo, 2005), these news organisations operate under stringent conditions. The government has in the past promulgated ‘draconian’ laws such as the Public Order and Security Act (POSA), and the Access to Information and Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA) to curtail press freedom and restrict the democratic space in Zimbabwe (Mpofu, 2014, 119). As a result, political activism and civic engagement have been constrained in offline spaces (Moyo, 2007).

Within this authoritarian environment, the internet has emerged as an ­alternative platform for opposition forces and civic groups to express their dissenting views and resist ZANU PF’s hegemonic discourses (Moyo, 2007; Mpofu, 2014). Alternative public spheres such as news websites like ­Newzimbabwe.com enable citizens to discuss issues that are excluded in dominant and ­state-controlled/regulated spaces (Mpofu, 2014; Ndlovu, 2018). The internet enables citizens to demand justice for human rights abuses such as the Matabeleland massacres (1983–1987) that were orchestrated by ZANU PF (Mpofu, 2015; Ndlovu, 2018). Discourses on the Matabeleland massacres are ‘denied spaces in the local public sphere’ (Mhlanga & Mpofu, 2014, 129).

Digital technologies and democratic engagement in Africa

Within technological determinist approaches, there is an assumption that the technologies ‘per se will bring about social change and deepen democratic ­participation’ (Wasserman, 2011, 148). Such euphoric discourses tend to ­‘uncritically celebrate’ (Atton & Mabweazara, 2011, 688) the impact of new media technologies in society without considering the ‘situated nature of their ­influences’ (Mabweazara, 2015, 109). This chapter stands within the social ­constructionist approach that acknowledges the social contexts shaping the appropriation of digital technologies (Atton & Mabweazara, 2011; Mabweazara, 2015). The social constructionist approach enables researchers to take into account the socio-historical and political contexts shaping the online debates. It suits this study because of the belief that social contexts shape the appropriation and use of technologies. Thus, the use and weaponisation of Twitter/X in Zimbabwe is influenced by the sociopolitical, economic, and social contexts.

Citizen journalism shapes political activism in Africa (Moyo, 2009). Microblogging and social networking sites such as Twitter/X foster political activism and transform protest movements (Bosch, 2017; Mpofu, 2019). ‘Twitter/X Revolutions’ in North Africa indicate the centrality of social networking tools for ‘political dissent and activist organisation’ (Christensen, 2011, 155). In Tunisia and Egypt, social media tools played a key role in ‘organising and publicising social protests’ (Khondker, 2011, 677). Further, in South Africa, Twitter/X became an integral tool during the #FeesMustFall and #RhodesMustFall student-led protests at universities, as it became a vehicle for the mobilisation and coordination of protesters (Bosch, 2017; Bosch & Mutsvairo, 2017; Mpofu, 2019). Through the #RhodesMustFall campaign, Twitter/X ­enabled young people to participate in political discussions and articulate counter-memories (Bosch, 2017). Although the Rhodes Must Fall campaign was initially a campaign against Cecil John Rhodes’ statue, it metamorphosed into a decolonial movement against ‘institutionalised racism and the demands for the Africanisation of the university curriculum’ (Bosch, 2017, 222). Images of the Fees Must Fall social protests were tweeted and retweeted for political activism and legitimation of the movement (Bosch & Mutsvairo, 2017). Black Twitter/X in South Africa constitutes a subaltern public sphere that enables citizens to express their voting patterns and frustrations (Mpofu, 2019). While scholarship demonstrates how citizens appropriate social media to promote their causes, the internet can also be used for spreading extremist and propagandist views (Bosch, 2017).

Social movements like #ThisFlag, #ThisGown, and #Tajamuka in Zimbabwe demonstrate the potency of social media in the mobilisation of widespread civil unrest (Gukurume, 2017; Hove & Chenzi, 2020; Mpofu & Mare, 2020). Amid political and economic upheavals, disenfranchised citizens engaged in social media-driven protests to vent their discontent and frustration at the Robert Mugabe-led government (Hove & Chenzi, 2020). In the post-Mugabe era, Twitter/X played a pivotal role in facilitating political discussions during the 2018 national elections, although these cyber-battles were characterised by irrational debates and insults (Chibuwe, 2020, 7). Although social media tools are creatively used by Zimbabwean activists to ‘‘reclaim their political voices and spaces” (Gukurume, 2017, 49), their political impact ‘should not be overstated’ (Chitanana & Mutsvairo, 2019, 66). The Zimbabwean government has responded to political activism through repressive mechanisms such as arrests, beatings, and torture of the protesters (Hove & Chenzi, 2020, 122). The internet shutdowns in 2016 and 2019 indicate the Zimbabwean government’s ‘digital authoritarianism’ (Mare, 2020, 4244).

Theory

This study is underpinned by the notion of counter-publics (Asen, 2000; Fraser, 1990; Squires, 2002). This concept enables the study to examine the counter-hegemonic potential of Twitter/X in the Zimbabwean context. Subordinated social groups form subaltern counter-publics to formulate ‘oppositional interpretations, interest and need’ (Fraser, 1990, 67). Subaltern counter-publics have emancipatory potential as they serve as sites for ‘agitational activities directed toward wider publics’ (Fraser, 1990, 68). They articulate alternative discourses that are excluded in the mainstream publics (Fraser, 1990).

This scholarship on counter-publics is a development of Habermas’s conceptualisation of a bourgeois public sphere where citizens come together to discuss issues affecting their daily lives (Calhoun, 1996; Dahlgren & Sparks, 2005). Habermas’s ideal liberal public sphere was an arena promoting critical and rational debates, without barriers to entry (Calhoun, 1996). This notion of a public sphere has been applied to media and communication studies where media platforms are conceived as public spheres for citizen participation (Garnham, 2007; Kellner, 2004). Thus radio, television, and newspapers are seen as public spheres in such a sense. In the recent years, the internet has emerged as a digital public platform that promotes online deliberation and civic engagement (Bosch, 2010; Papacharissi, 2004). In this chapter, Twitter/X is viewed as one of the digital public spheres. However, Habermas’s conceptualisation of the liberal public sphere has been critiqued by various scholars (Asen, 2000; Fraser, 1990; Squires, 2002). Asen (2000) posits that counter-publics are formed by participants who recognise their exclusions from the wider public domain. In this regard, Twitter/X, as a counter-hegemonic space, enables participants to ‘articulate recognised exclusions’ (Asen, 2000, 437).

Methodological considerations

This qualitative research allows for the interpretation of data based on social contexts (Jensen, 2002). Case studies are also known for relying on multiple data sources, providing exhaustive descriptions of cases within their contexts and delivering in-depth contextual understandings of issues studied within cases (Tellis, 1997; Yin, 2003). This study employs purposive sampling as a method of selecting data for analysis. Purposive sampling is a non-random technique that allows researchers to consciously and deliberately select units to address research questions (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). Through purposive sampling, data are drawn from Twitter/X to investigate how digital media is used as a tool for political engagements in Zimbabwe. Purposive sampling enables researchers to focus on the selection of data according to characteristics that address research objectives (Bryman, 2006). As a result, we identified Twitter/X handles and hashtags that indicate how Twitter was being weaponised by both pro-ruling party and pro-opposition political forces. The scope of the study is the month of August 2021, a period when social media-driven protests such as #ZanuPfMustFall and #ZimbabweanLivesMatter were popularised to challenge President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s regime.

The following Twitter/X accounts were selected for the study: @daddyhope and @Mamoxn (articulating counter-hegemonic discourses), and @nickmangwana and @Jamwanda2 (expressing pro-government narratives). Critical discourse analysis (CDA) was employed to analyse the selected tweets, as it enables researchers to analyse how language is used to sustain and challenge relations of domination (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002; Richardson, 2007). Fairclough’s (1995) three-dimensional model of CDA enables researchers to analyse texts, discursive practice, and social practice. Drawing upon CDA, we identified the linguistic devices employed by users on Twitter/X as they sought to achieve their political agendas.

Twitter/X as a space for dissent voices in Zimbabwe

Anti-government voices appropriate Twitter/X in a manner that is in sync with previous most popular #tags in Zimbabwe such as #Tajamuka/Sesijikile and #ThisFlag (Gukurume, 2017). This is in the sense that what the tweets foreground is the dislodging of ZANU PF from power, as well as the end of undemocratic practices, corruption, and abuse of human rights. The Twitter/X handles that were selected for this study indicate that Twitter/X is used as a weapon to legitimate, authorise, normalise, and resist oppression. As highlighted before, the media space and freedom are severely constrained in the country (Ranger, 2005). These handles demonstrate that in Zimbabwe, dissenting voices have found a platform to express themselves on social media. Mpofu (2014) and Moyo (2007) have argued also that pro-opposition groups have used the internet for political activism. At the same time, we acknowledge that Twitter/Not only amplifies dissenting voices, but can also be used to reproduce and reinforce racial, ideological, and epistemic injustices. Inasmuch as Twitter/X constitutes an arena for dissenting voices, it can also be weaponised by government forces to silence pro-opposition voices.

In this study, the selected Twitter/X handles are that of renowned journalist-cum activist Hopewell Chin’ono (@daddyhope) as well as media personality Thandekile Moyo (@Mamoxn). These use Twitter/X as a tool to resist ZANU PF’s hegemony and mobilise Zimbabweans to challenge oppression. They push certain #tags which are aimed at exposing the human rights violations perpetrated by the ruling party. @daddyhope’s common hashtags during the period this study’s data sample was selected include #RegisterToVote2023 and #ZimbabweVotesMatter. Such hashtags are meant to encourage Zimbabweans to register to vote in the 2023 national elections. @Mamoxn pushes the #ZanuPFMustGo, #RegisterToVote2023, #Gukurahundi and #EndEnforcedDisappearances. These hashtags are used as sign-off cues for most of the selected tweets. Gukurahundi is a genocide that was orchestrated by ZANU PF against civilians in Matabeleland and Midlands provinces between 1983 and 1987 (Mpofu, 2015; Ndlovu, 2018). More than 20 000 predominantly Ndebele-speaking civilians were killed by a state-sponsored military force (Ndlovu, 2018). Although the atrocities ended in 1987, the scars are yet to heal, as affected communities are demanding that perpetrators be brought to justice, and that exhumations, reburials, and commemoration of victims be carried out (Ndlovu, 2021). In using Twitter/X, @daddyhope articulates ­pro-opposition sentiments, especially the support for the Movement of Democratic Change (MDC) Alliance led by Nelson Chamisa. He calls for people to register to vote for the opposition so that they dislodge ZANU PF. For instance, these are some of the tweets he posted:

Engage them, go to the affected people on the ground! The @mdczimbabwe should go to the ground & talk to these affected people and tell them that their vote can change all this. They vote for ZANUPF because you mock them, and don’t win them over. You have to work for their votes

Mnangagwa said he won’t lose the election when speaking in Manicaland today. The young ones are saying ‘‘Enough is Enough.’ RETWEET if you are voting for Nelson Chamisa. LIKE if you are voting for Mnangagwa!

This ZANUPF meeting is taking place right now in Chiredzi West’s Ward 3. This is how Mnangagwa has weaponized Covid-19 regulations against the opposition. I thought Mwonzora was the opposition leader! @DMwonzora is a puppet!

The message is getting to the ghetto youths that jobs will only come if they vote! No amount of Charamba’s fake stories will stop the youth Voter Registration. The regime is terrified of a huge voter turnout so they will do anything possible to stop this! #RegisterToVote2023

Similarly, @Mamoxn critiques ZANU PF by exposing the human rights abuses in the country. Additionally, she uses Twitter/X not to only motivate people to vote, but also to call for peaceful protests and social change. In some of the tweets, the handler asserts:

There are many ways one can contribute to the struggle for freedom. You can protest on & offline. Another way of contributing to the struggle is by funding your opposition of choice. Here is an opportunity to put your money where your mouth is. #RegisterToVote2023

When we say we need a revolution, a non-violent uprising - sustained peaceful protests to remove the regime - kuthwa (they say) it won’t work! Then we say #RegisterToVoteZW Sokuthwa (they now say) elections won’t work. So, what will work? Or have people resigned themselves to the status quo? #ZanuPFMustGo

There will be no electoral reforms while Zanupf is in power. There’ll be no fair media coverage. There’ll be no rallies by opposition until the 11th hour. There’ll be voter intimidating. There’ll be rigging. Only an uprising can #FreeZimbabwe We need a revolution. #ZanupfMustGo

There are dominant thematic issues on Twitter/X handles of pro-democracy actors that can be identified. First, the issue of human rights abuses by ZANU PF is a focal point in cyber-discourses. Pro-democracy actors use Twitter/X to expose human rights violations such as the Gukurahundi massacres, arbitrary arrests, and torture. The ruling party has long been accused of stifling freedoms and violating other human rights (Chari, 2003). To show that the party does not deserve to continue being in power, the Twitter/X handles argue that ZANU PF abused human rights during the Gukurahundi genocide. The ruling party is also accused of violating freedom of expression and using violence during and after elections to maintain its hegemony. The pro-democracy actors use Twitter/X as a weapon to demand justice for the Gukurahundi massacres. Below are some of the tweets showing why ZANU PF should be voted out of power:

@Mamoxn: Gukurahundi genocide Indaba (talk)? Between a perpetrator, & a handful of victims? Gukurahundi was a genocide. Many other crimes against humanity were committed during the genocide. A perpetrator can’t lead justice efforts against himself. Respect us! #JusticeForGukurahundi #ZanuPFMustGo

Do political parties have vetting processes for those who want to contest as MPs & councilors? What are the requirements and what does your party’s vetting process entail? Or is it a matter of who is the most popular regardless of their background & qualifications? #ZanuPFMustGo

A perpetrator thinking he can dictate to victims? Madness! Our contributions to Gukurahundi conversations will come through all communication channels available. We will write about Gukurahundi academically, we’ll discuss it in the media, & eventually, in courts of law. #ZanuPFMustGo May you articulate for all, what this #Gukurahundi is whose resolution Mnangagwa is leading. Before solving it, shouldn’t there be a description of the problem? So that as victims, & as a nation, we know whether or not we’re on the same page about what we’re solving. #ZanuPFMustGo

Thank you for this petition! Makomborero Haruzivishe should not be in jail. United Nations: The Zimbabwean gvt (government) must Free Mako - protest is a human right not a crime – Sign the Petition! http://chng.it/XJWc8Pd9 via @Change #FreeMako #MakoMonday #PeoplePower #ZanuPFMustGo

@daddyhope: The removal of sanctions is so easy, Mnangagwa’s regime should simply follow Zimbabwe’s constitution & these targeted sanctions will go away. The idea that they can be negotiated means Mnangagwa doesn’t want to implement the Rule of Law which attracted sanctions! Follow the Law

As we head towards 2023, there are many with genuine concerns, but beware of those who start their statements with; ‘‘I have been an MDC supporter...’ The system is desperate to shut down critical voices with smear campaigns & to cause confusion by planting FAKE MDC supporters!

The arrest of journalist Elizabeth Mashiri in Gweru for doing her work shows how impossible Mnangagwa’s regime has made it for journalists to do their work! It is a tragic breakdown of democracy if journalists are routinely detained on baseless charges!

Second, the endemic corruption in the country is another dominant thematic issue. The pro-democracy voices articulate a narrative that ZANU PF has destroyed the economy due to widespread corruption, looting, and nepotism. The handlers use Twitter/X as an armament to denounce ZANU PF and drum up support for the opposition party. Below are some of the tweets:

@daddyhope: Billions of public dollars are being looted, and some folks prefer fighting a man exposing that corruption. Citizens have no drinking water, no medication, no jobs, yet daily their priority is attacking a journalist who doesn’t hold public office & is not seeking public office!

You can’t talk about the struggling Zimbabwean youth without talking about the corrupt political system. The youths are struggling because of the looting of public funds & plunder of Zimbabwe’s natural resources which are meant to create economic opportunities! They are victims!

When we talk about the money they have looted, the hospitals without medication, the schools without books, the youths without jobs and the homes without clean drinking water, they go and write acres of fiction, lies, crude propaganda! Bhora Mberi!!! #RegisterToVOTE2023

@mamoxn: For as long as Zanupf is in power & in charge of the allocation of resources, For as long as they continue to allocate resources using a patronage system, For as long as they continue to impose sanctions on non-supporters, People will sadly remain at their mercy. #ZanuPFMustGo

I sincerely believe there must be a personal cost to supporting Zanupf in any way, But the only way to effectively stop this, is to remove Zanupf from power. They have captured state institutions and are using national revenue to fund their politics of patronage. #ZanuPFMustGo

Digital spaces such as Twitter/X enable the emergence of counter-hegemonic voices that seek to expose corruption and human rights abuses in Zimbabwe. As the country is preparing for elections in 2023, the theme of elections has become dominant in these online discourses. Pro-opposition actors are using Twitter/X to denounce the Zimbabwean electoral system which has been marred by violence, clack of reforms, and allegations of manipulation. Hashtags such as #ZanuPFMustGo and #RegisterToVOTE2023 are foregrounded in ways that seek to challenge ZANU PF’s hegemony:

@daddyhope: The veterans of Zimbabwe’s war of liberation have apologized to Zimbabweans for the violence inflicted on Zimbabwean citizens by the veterans during election campaigns on behalf of the ruling ZANUPF! They say they were paid to do so! Interesting times indeed #RegisterToVote2023

The message is getting to the ghetto youths that jobs will only come if they vote! No amount of Charamba’s fake stories will stop the youth Voter Registration. The regime is terrified of a huge voter turn-out so they will do anything possible to stop this! #RegisterToVote2023

When ruling party strongholds are being abused like this by the ruling party, don’t insult them or remind them of their support for ZANUPF. The opposition should go in there and offer solutions including legal representation. Even if you fail, they won’t forget the effort!

Youth of Zim #RegisterToVote2023 and when you vote, vote for jobs, vote for clean drinking water, vote for working hospitals, vote for decent roads, vote for a good public transport system, vote for decent salaries, vote for pensions, vote for Rule of Law and Constitutionalism!

Using @ZECzim rigged numbers, Mnangagwa avoided a run off with 32,393 votes. He had international & local Goodwill, everyone wanted him to succeed! 5 years later with unfulfilled promises, looting, plunder, failED policies, violence & brutality; What is the people’s plan?

@mamoxn: Do people have the right to support oppression? Like is it within one’s rights to support Zanupf, A party whose ideology is a one party state, & To enforce that one party state, They kill opponents, Do people have the right to support criminal entities? #HumanRights #ZanupfMustGo

There will be no electoral reforms while Zanupf is in power, There’ll be no fair media coverage, There’ll be no rallies by opposition until the 11th hour, There’ll be voter intimidating, There’ll be rigging, Only an uprising can #FreeZimbabwe We need a revolution. #ZanupfMustGo

Social media platforms transform civic engagements in authoritarian environments such as Zimbabwe. Although hashtag activism may shape the country’s political landscape, it is important to acknowledge that the internet does not necessarily have a ‘direct influence on the Zimbabwean political climate’ (Mutsvairo, 2013, 191). Given the constraints such as the digital divide, digital tools such as Twitter/X tend to be viewed as ‘elitist’ and an urban phenomenon. Besides the constraints of accessibility and affordability of the internet, there is also the challenge of ‘citizens’ unwillingness and powerlessness to actively participate in politics due to their fear of the unknown’ (Mutsvairo, 2013, 191). Although the internet can help by providing information to marginalised groups, it ‘should not entirely be credited with influencing the way people participate in their political affairs’ (Mutsvairo, 2013, 195). Despite the utilisation of Twitter/X as a tool for pro-opposition political campaigning, ZANU PF maintains a stronghold in rural areas during elections which indicates the limited effects of online activism.

Hashtag activism and the reconfiguration of digital counter-publics in Zimbabwe

Hashtag activism shapes the political landscape in the country, as oppositional forces, human rights activists, civic groups, and citizens in general use Twitter/X for political activism and mobilisation. A hashtag works by creating an ‘identifier or tag for fellow activists’ (Stache, 2015, 162). In this way, hashtag activism constitutes large numbers of postings that ‘appear on social media under a common hash tagged word, phrase or sentence with a social or political claim’ (Yang, 2016, 13). Hashtag activism such as #BlackLivesMatter and #MeToo have been crucial in exposing racism and gendered violence in the United States (Williams, 2015, 342; Wonneberger, Hellsten, & Jacobs, 2021, 1697). In Zimbabwe, pro-democracy supporters appropriate hashtags such as #ZimbabweanLivesMatter and #ZanuPFMustGo to advance counter-hegemonic discourses, mobilise communities for dissent, and build a collective action. The virality of these anti-government hashtag campaigns indicates how political actors and citizens that are marginalised and excluded in mainstream spaces use digital tools to challenge the status quo and demand political transformation in Zimbabwe.

Twitter/X is an important digital platform used by citizens to expose human rights abuses, corruption, and maladministration in the country. The #ZanupfMustGo and #ZimbabweanLivesMatter movements enabled citizens to raise awareness about human rights violations. Although these hashtags were created earlier, they became mobilised in 2019 at a time when there was a protest movement meant to pile pressure on the government to end arbitrary arrests, torture, abductions, and corruption. With the incarceration of political activists and journalists such as Jacob Ngarivume and Hopewell Chin’ono ahead of the planned July 31 anti-government protests, Twitter/X became an arena for citizens to vent their anger and frustration. As the government intensified its crackdown on anti-government protesters, journalists such as Mduduzi Mathuthu were forced into hiding, while student activists such as Tawanda Muchehiwa were abducted and tortured by suspected state agents. Given this repressive political environment, #ZimbabweanLivesMatter was creatively appropriated by citizens to amplify their voices against authoritarianism. Moreover, Twitter/X activism also contributed to forging and solidifying unity beyond national borders, as the #ZimbabweanLivesMatter movement attracted international support. Through this hashtag, international celebrities and politicians joined Zimbabweans in denouncing President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s government for human rights violations.

Hashtags are an effective way to ‘share information’, ‘spur action’, and ‘bringing attention’ to issues affection a particular social group (Williams, 2015, 342). As such, the #ZimbabweanLivesMatter protest movement heightened the plight of Zimbabweans and mobilised actors for collective action. Evidently, hashtags configure and transform the emergence of ‘digital counter-publics’ (Wonneberger et al., 2021, 1694). Thus, hashtag activism can be considered as a ‘strategy toward creating and propagating counter publics’ (Wonneberger et al., 2021, 1695). In this way, Zimbabweans who are excluded in the state-controlled mainstream spaces use hashtag activism to forge digital counter publics. The #ZanuPfMustGo and #ZimbabweanLivesMatter appear at the end of tweets posted by activists, and this is meant to raise awareness and stimulate political discussions. Hashtags, @usernames, and retweets are important elements in promoting social protests by shaping digital counter publics (Wonnerberger et al., 2021, 1698).

Social media as a bane of democracy?

While social media can amplify pro-democracy protests by mobilising and organising dissent, we should be conscious of the darker side of these digital tools (Sinpeng, 2021, 194). With autocratic regimes harnessing digital tools for their ‘political gains’, social media can become a ‘bane of democracy’ (Sinpeng, 2021, 194). Thus, digital media allows autocrats to ‘counter popular mobilisations, frame public discourse in their favour, neutralise opposition elites, and curb demands for uncensored information’ (Sinpeng, 2021, 194). The ruling party appropriates social media platforms to maintain its hegemony in the face of attacks from oppositional forces.

The pro-ZANU PF Twitter/X handles focus mostly on attacking opposition members. Thus, they use Twitter/X as a tool to criticise and mock pro-democracy actors. At the same time, pro-ZANU PF actors use Twitter/X as a tool to campaign for the ruling party by asserting that that they have fulfilled the pledges they made before the 2018 national elections. Through certain #tags, the accounts denounce opposition members and garner support for ZANU PF. Nick Mangwana, the government spokesperson, @nickmangwana, pushes forward #EDTheGameChanger and #Vision2030. The presidential spokesperson, George Charamba, @Jamwanda2, pushes #ZanuPFTheGameChanger. These #tags clearly support the ruling party and assure the nation that ZANU PF is governing well. The dominant themes in the pro-ZANU PF tweets include an argument that the ruling party has delivered on its electoral promises. Most of the tweets by the pro-ruling party handlers report that ZANU PF is delivering its pledges. Arguably, this is an attempt to discredit the arguments by the opposition that the party is failing and destroying the economy. It is also a way of luring support for the party, especially now that the country is preparing for the 2023 elections. The #tags themselves show that they regard President Mnangagwa, popularly known as ED, as a game changer and that people must continue to support the ruling party. Below are some of the tweets:

@nickmangwana: Zimbabwe is expected to have the fastest growing economy in the region. This is a big shift the regional aweaping boys some were accustomed to hearing about this country. The figures given here are actually understated. We are bigger and better than this. #EDTheGameChanger

More projects which evidence that there is a plan and strategy being implemented towards the attainment of #Vision2030

ED is fulfilling each and every of his pledges to the Zimbabwean people.

1912 to 2017 this country had many prime ministers and a President who knew about the Matabeleland Zambezi Water Project. Only the one who was elected in 2018 leading to the Second Republic went beyond words and actually implemented the project.

@Jamwanda2: HORROR SCENARIO FOR OPPOSITION: To imagine Zanu-PF going beyond infrastructural discourse to tackle issues of youth stomachs is a forbidding prospect for the opposition politically. They had banked on the Zambian youth refrain of, we don’t eat roads!!! With the setting aside of 500hectares in each province for youthful settlers, coupled with distribution of 600 cattle and infrastructural and input support ahead of a promising season, the die is definitely cast for maChinja. Meanwhile infrastructure in & cities is getting mended!!! #ZanuPFTheGameChanger!

Gwayi-Shangani Dam richikwira, richikwira semavhoti eZanu-PF!!!! (Gwayi-Shangani Dam going up, going up just like Zanu PF votes). ­#ZanuPFTheGameChanger

Tichitofamba kugadzira zvakawondongwa nemaChinja!!!!! (Moving ­forward, fixing what was destroyed by the MDC Alliance party). #ZanuPFTheGameChanger

GOING HOME: All the way from Beatrice to the environs of Chivhumudhara, wangova mutserendende!!!! Mabasa eZanu-PF anoshamisa zvamunoona!!!! (All the way from Beatrice to the environs of Chivhu is nit smooth. Zanu PF works are wonderful). #ZanuPFTheGameChanger!!! #nyikainovakwanevenevayo!!!!! (The country is built by its indigenous citizens).

Moreover, pro-ZANU PF actors propagate an argument that the opposition parties in Zimbabwe do not have a chance of dislodging the ruling party. The pro-ZANU PF Twitter/X accounts also foreground a narrative that the opposition has nothing to offer to the people. It can only be ZANU PF which can afford to offer what Zimbabweans want. Pro-ZANU PF supporters argue that the MDC Alliance party, with its allies from the West who imposed sanctions on Zimbabwe, have failed to dislodge the ruling party:

@Jamwanda2: Tongovaka, tichingovaka, tigongovaka, maSanctions aripo, declared the President, urging Zimbabweans to move on, in spite of sanctions!!!!

Even in the wake of spiteful sanctions by those intent on breaking our spirit, Zimbabwe will never kowtow but will raise itself on its bootstraps. A country requires three things to develop: a country, a people and rains!! The past season clearly showed the value of the three #ZanuPFTheGame Changer

@nickmangwana: On the International Calendar of Events there are two programs. 1- UNGA 2- COP26 The script has not changed. 1- Fake Abductions and attribute them to the State. 2- Break the law in the name of some Universal Right and get arrested and draw world attention. CHARACTERS: Same

‘‘Those who imposed Sanctions on us are disappointed that Zimbabwe is rising. We are rising, The Economy is recovering, Our institutions are strengthening, Our democracy is taking root…’ President @edmnangagwa

A Delusion is a belief maintained despite being contradicted by reality or rational ‘argument’. I have had the opportunity meet dozens of diplomats of different countries. None believes this guy (Chamisa) won the elections. So,-Evidence –ZEC-Courts-Diplomats Iwe wega?

Although digital spaces have traditionally been perceived to be dominated by pro-opposition forces in the country, ZANU PF members appropriate social media platforms to defend the ruling party. President Mnangagwa’s followers, nicknamed ‘Varakashi’, have been visible on social media defending the ­government and attacking opposition members (Chibuwe, 2020, 7). These cyber-wars are between the Varakashi and the followers of Nelson Chamisa’s MDC Alliance nicknamed ‘Nerorists’ (Chibuwe, 2020, 7). Varakashi literally means ‘beaters’ or ‘those that thrash others’ (Chibuwe, 2020, 8). In Zimbabwe’s political landscape, Varakashi entails President Mnangagwa’s ‘defenders and cyber storm troopers’ on cyberspace (Chibuwe, 2020, 8). These social media accounts of Varakashi and Nerorists were ‘specifically created for purposes of attacking the opponent and defending the preferred candidate’ (Chibuwe, 2020, 8). The term Varakashi is derived from President Mnangagwa’s ‘call to ZANU PF’s youths to join social media and engage in battle with ZANU PF’s ­opponents’ (Chibuwe, 2020, 8). The downside of digital democracy is the ­invasion of these spaces by ‘cyber ghosts’, or ‘phantom Twitter/X users … ­operating behind the facade of pseudonyms and whose identities are a matter of ­conjecture’ (Chibuwe, 2020, 8).

Government responses to social media-driven protests in authoritarian contexts

Given the potential of digital media in promoting social change, authoritarian regimes formulate mechanisms to thwart and block the use of social media for activism and protests (Novotny, 2013). The Zimbabwean government has relied on the repressive legal landscape and coercive mechanisms to maintain its hegemony. Governments make attempts to ‘control or inhibit the use of these social media and their underlying communications infrastructure’ (Novotny, 2013, 70). The Zimbabwean government has resorted to ‘‘digital authoritarianism” such as the state-ordered internet shutdowns which occurred in 2016 and 2019 (Mare, 2020, 4244). In 2019, the government used the Interception of Communications Act (2007) to order an internet shutdown (Mare, 2020, 4257). This legal instrument allows state agents and the police to ‘spy on citizens’ mobile phones and e-mails’ (Mare, 2020, 4253). These countermeasures deployed by the government such as the blocking of internet services are meant to avert social media-driven movements. Other tactics employed by the government include intimidation and arrests of pro-opposition actors such as Hopewell Chin’ono. Although pro-democracy actors use social media to ‘‘reclaim their political voices and ‘spaces’ (Gukurume, 2017, 49), they must deal with countermeasures deployed by the Zimbabwean government.

Conclusion

The Zimbabwean political discourse was confined to the traditional media before the advent of the internet and its platforms. But the mainstream media, such as the state-controlled newspapers, have restricted and dismissed dissenting voices while supporting the ZANU PF ideology. The internet, through websites and social sites like Twitter/X, has enabled those voices to be heard. As such, Twitter/X has been used as a platform for political contestation. Pro-opposition handers use it as a weapon to fight oppression, corruption, and demand justice for the abuse of human rights. At the same time, the ZANU PF-led government does not relax and uses the same platform to defend and consolidate its stranglehold on power. It has also responded by using pieces of legislation to silence critics, some of whom have been harassed and arrested. Thus, social media in Zimbabwe is a space for dissenting voices and encourages activism through #tags. It also has a darker side, especially considering negative government responses.This chapter has examined how Twitter/X is being weaponised by both pro-government and pro-opposition forces in Zimbabwe. It has shown that Twitter/X is an essential platform for political contestation in the country, allowing opposition forces and citizens to challenge the hegemony of the ruling party, ZANU PF, and expose human rights abuses, ­corruption, and maladministration. However, the chapter has also highlighted the limitations of Twitter/X and the challenges activists face in using it to achieve political change. One of Twitter’s main limitations is that it is inaccessible to all Zimbabweans. The country has a significant digital divide, with many people needing access to the internet and digital devices. This means that the government can limit the reach of opposition voices on Twitter/X by controlling access to the internet. The government can also use its own social media accounts and supporters to spread propaganda and misinformation. Another challenge for activists is the government’s restrictive response to online activism. The government has shown that it is willing to shut down the internet and arrest journalists and activists who criticise it online. This creates a climate of fear and intimidation, making it difficult for activists to organise and mobilise online. Despite these challenges, Twitter/X remains a valuable tool for political contestation in Zimbabwe. It allows activists to connect and share information, and gives them a platform to amplify their voices and reach a wider audience. Twitter/X can also be used to document human rights abuses and hold the government to account.

The findings in this chapter have several implications for future research. First, more research is needed to understand the impact of the digital divide on political contestation in Zimbabwe. It is important to understand how the government is able to use its control of the internet to limit the reach of opposition voices. Second, more research is needed to explore the dynamics of ­counter-publics on Twitter. It is important to understand how these online counter-publics differ from offline counter-publics, and how they can be used to achieve political change.
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CHAPTER 6

Wedging Participatory Gaps? ­Minority Superusers’ Dominance of Discourse on Twitter during Elections and the ­Perpetuation of Online Discursive ­Inequalities

Leonard Makombe

Introduction

In politics and technology, so many changes occur in five years. Studying the use of Twitter for public political participation during the 2013 and the 2018 elections in Zimbabwe is no exception. The 2013 elections in Zimbabwe were critical for a number of reasons. These were the first elections after the country had adopted a new constitution. Additionally, the 2013 elections marked the end of the Government of National Unity (bringing together three political parties which had participated in the disputed 2008 elections in a unity government) whose lifespan ended with the dissolution of parliament pending fresh elections (Makombe, 2017). More interestingly, the 2018 elections were critical because they were held for the first time since 1980 without Robert Mugabe participating, after he had been ousted a year before. On the hand, for the first time since 2000, the main opposition, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), was fielding a new presidential candidate after the death of the founding leader Morgan Tsvangirai. In terms of the administration of the elections, a more ‘transparent’ biometric voter registration system was adopted in 2017, which was a marked departure from what had been used up to 2013.

Twitter, like many other ‘capitalist social media’ (Fuchs, 2021), is always influx. The technology is driven by a desire for profit and thus regularly effects technological, legal, and privacy changes. For example, in 2017 Twitter doubled the character limit to 280, a significant departure from what was allowed when the platform was founded in 2006 by Jack Dorsey and associates in San Francisco (Rodgers, 2014, x). The character increase was seen as a way of empowering users, who had always truncated words with the 140-character limit, with more space. Apart from doubling the character limit, the platform instituted a number of structural changes and privacy policy alterations, as well as amendments to the legalities governing user interface with the platform.

Various social media platforms that include Twitter/X, Facebook, Snapchat, YouTube, and Instagram were widely used during the 2013 and 2018 elections in Zimbabwe. Facebook and Snapchat were not used for this study because they lacked the same publicness in debates compared to Twitter, as will be shown below.

Twitter/X is a social media platform that is made possible by the affordances that come through the use of information communication technologies. Social media refers to a group of internet-based applications that allow for the ­creation and exchange of user-generated content (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, 61). Social media takes various forms, like social networks, blogs, weblogs, and video-sharing platforms. Twitter calls microblog posts by users ‘tweets’, which until November 2017 had a 140-character limit. Compared to other social media platforms, Twitter has built-in affordances which makes it ideal to probe how it is used for public political participation. Some of the ­affordances ­available to a researcher include the following:

1) Twitter/X allows third-party application-programming interface (APIs) which can be used to collect and archive tweets. An API facilitates data exchange between applications and allows for the creation of new applications (Murugesen, 2007, 3).

2) This platform allows for directional relationships (where one follows another user without being followed back).

3) Platform users may use hashtags, making it easy for a researcher to collect, archive, and analyse specific tweets.

4) The use of hashtags means that messages go beyond a user’s immediate circle of friends.

5) In contrast to other platforms, for example, blogs, which are longer and more formal, tweets are shorter and informal and can be sent rapidly to capture what is happening.

Theoretical perspectives

…if you want to have a free society, just give them the internet. And the reason why is that the Internet [helps] help you fight the media war. (Wael Ghonim, Egyptian blogger, Google employee and political ­activist quoted in Fuchs, 2012, 385)

The advent of Twitter/X, like other social media, is said to have had a liberating effect, a supposition further underlined by Ghonim as quoted above. Twitter/X is hailed as an equaliser, as anyone with the right technology can publish and be heard (Luoma-aho, 2011, 3). The notion that Twitter/X is an equaliser was popularised in 2009 when protests in Iran and Moldova were said to have been made possible by Twitter/X. The so-called Arab Spring (2010–2011), when revolts erupted in the Middle East and North African (MENA) countries, further engrained the notion that technologies facilitate revolutions (Aouragh & Alexander, 2011; Mungiu-Pippidi & Munteanu, 2009; Starbird & Palen, 2012). The revolts in the MENA countries were even cited as ‘Twitter Revolutions’ (Shirky, 2011). Even after the so-called Arab Spring, scholars (such as Tufekci, 2017) continued to view these technologies in hackneyed optimistic terms. Speaking of social media in terms such as enhancing participatory democracy, opening up space, liberating, equalising, or levelling the playfield is to be overly technology deterministic. The technological deterministic approaches, which are underlined by scholars and journalists who argue that social media caused revolutions, do not give a clear picture of how these technologies are used within specific contexts. In most cases, these conclusions are not drawn from empirical evidence. As Fuchs (2018, 223) argued, ‘Most published academic works are speculative or big data analyses that can say nothing about how prevalent social media use was among actual activists who occupied squares.’ This is a wake-up call for those seeing a causal effect between the presence of social media and increased participation. This line of argument is taken further by Boikos, ­Moutsoulas, and Tsekeris (2013) who dismissed as idealist and utopian these technology deterministic approaches, adding: ‘But beyond idealistic or utopian conceptualisations, the very reality Web 2.0, as a key factor that determines users’ daily habits and practices, poses the pressuring need of its critical appraisal.’

This chapter addresses the gaps identified by Fuchs (2018) and Boikos et al. (2013) by critically looking at tweets posted during two elections periods in Zimbabwe. By so doing, the objective is to rise above technological determinism and adopt a critical theory of technology as a tool of analysis. Locating the use of social media within a given context helps us understand how the technology has been used. As Fuchs (2009, 269) pointed out:

New media as such do not have clear-cut effects; they are antagonistically structured and embedded into the antagonisms of capitalist ­society. The antagonism between co-operation and competition that shapes modern society, limits self-determination, and participation, also shapes the techno-social Internet system.

As such, analysing power relations within society helps to explain whether these technologies are emancipatory or are in fact instruments of oppression or alienation to some parts of the society. It has to be pointed out that technology is not neutral as claimed by social constructivists (see for example Henwood, Miller, Senker, & Wyatt, 2000, 10). Technologies are ‘‘implicated in the sociopolitical order they serve and contribute to shaping” (Feenberg, 2009, 146). A critical theoretical approach to technology repudiates both technological determinism and its counterforce, technological optimism, as well as essentialism. Critical theory of technology is a detached approach that does not reduce analysis to two options, that is, technological optimism or pessimism. In the case of Zimbabwe in 2013 and 2018, one has to ask questions around the use of a technology within the historical context, and this approach ‘‘provides a systematic locus for sociopolitical variables that actually diversify its historical realisations” (Feenberg, 1999, 201).

Taking Twitter as an ‘equaliser’ is to deliberately discount sociopolitical, economic, and historical variables which shape public political participation using technologies. For example, in the Zimbabwean context, the socio-economic variables and resources such as access to mobile phones, airtime credit to access social media platforms, and network coverage make it virtually impossible for all citizens to participate as equals. This is further exacerbated by the fact that

… attention has its own political economy on the Internet: not everyone has the same power to be heard, seen, and read on social media. Powerful actors such as CNN or The New York Times have much more visibility than a single political blogger. On capitalist social media such as Google, Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, some users are more equal than others – which means that there is inequality (Fuchs, 2021, 16).

Accordingly, even those fortunate enough to have the right technology and resources for participation, that is, devices through which to access the social media platform, airtime credit, and network coverage, are not equal before the eyes of the users of the platform. Such inequalities are overlooked in shorthand and clichéd reference to social media platforms as ‘equalisers’ or ‘liberation technologies’. The inequalities online are further expounded by Fuchs (2015, 22): ‘‘Social media are spaces, where media power and counter-power are played out”. Twitter, as a social media platform, is thus a site of struggle where power relations play out. It is therefore important to ascertain such power relations, identify which actors wield what power, and understand how they shape or influence public political participation online.

Thus, this study adopts a critical theory approach and uses available information to come to a provisional conclusion on how Twitter facilitates public participation in the election of a new government. In doing so, this research borrows from Christensen (2011, 156) who, despite being dismissive of the technology optimists, argued for:

… balancing (intellectually and theoretically) the relation between the affordances of social media technologies and the materialities of the offline world. Considering the affordances and materiality is, in essence, a reminder to consider the importance of sociopolitical context in the analysis of social media.

A critical theory approach was adopted and used available information to arrive at a provisional conclusion on how Twitter/X facilitates public participation in the election of a new government. This is a provisional conclusion because the technology itself is always in a flux, and the changes effected may change patterns of participation. Additionally, the historical sociopolitical and economic context always shift, thus there is always a need to update such research.

Methodology

The election period, in this analysis, includes the processes and procedures which are followed before and after voting (Mass Public Opinion Institute [MPOI], 2007), what can be termed immediate pre- and post-electoral activities. These activities include public rallies as well as debates on radio and television. This time delimitation was chosen because it gives important insights pertaining to how people were using the microblogging platform for political participation in Zimbabwe in 2013 and 2018. As such, tweets were collected 25 days prior to voting through to the voting day, and the continuous archiving only terminated 25 days after voting. This brings to 51 the number of days when tweets were continuously archived, including the voting day for both the 2013 and 2018 elections.

For the purposes of analysing the two elections, it was ideal to come up with a data collection method that would allow for the archiving and possible interpretation of the dataset. There are two types of Twitter streams, namely the firehose and the garden hose (Boyd & Crawford, 2012, 669). The firehose is a feed provided by Twitter allowing 100% access to all public tweets. The garden hose refers to the tweets accessed via a Twitter Streaming API that allows retrieval of 1% of public tweets (Morstatter, Pfeffer, Liu, & Carley, 2013, 400). While having the firehose sounds appealing, the catch is that the higher ­volume access is only via commercial data resellers (Bruns & Stieglitz, 2014, 91), which implies a financial cost. Whereas there is a financial implication to using the firehose, there are some free search APIs, which tap into the firehose and retain the tweets on a given hashtag or keyword and assist one to gain some insight from the data flowing around a given hashtag. The Twitter Archiving Google Sheet (TAGS) was used, an open-source tweet collecting tool that automatically archives tweets around a given hashtag or keyword in the form of a Google Spreadsheet document (see https://tags.hawksey.info). The fact that TAGS works in Google spreadsheets means that one needs to have a Google account to be able to use it. TAGS v.5 was used in 2013, while TAGS v.6 was used in 2018. There is no material difference in terms of the dataset, resulting from the use of either version.

Using TAGS for data collection is unobtrusive. This means that only private tweets escape the purview of the data collection dragnet. TAGS v.5, for example, collects an average 90% (González-Bailón et al., 2014) of all public tweets utilising the streaming and search functionalities of Twitter to pull and archive all tweets using specific hashtag and keywords. This is close to a firehose if one is to go by the explanation given by Boyd and Crawford (2012). The 90% threshold suffices for the purposes of this chapter, as ‘big data is not always better ‘data’ (Smith, 2018, 58).

Tweets collected using TAGS have metadata that contain a great deal of information which can contribute to a better understanding of the characteristics of the discursive event and its actors. Some of the important data which are readily available when using TAGS include:

   i) id_str—a unique numerical ID attached to each tweet

  ii) from_user – the user name of the person posting the tweet

 iii) text—the text contained in the actual tweet

  iv) in_reply_to_user_id_str – if the tweet is a reply or another user has been mentioned using the @ symbol

   v) in_reply_to_status_id_str—if the tweet is a direct reply to another Twitter user’s status update. A status update is usually a tweet that is sent, not a retweet or reply to another tweet.

  vi) profile_image_url – link/URL to the user’s profile picture on Twitter

 vii) user_followers_count – the number of Twitter users following the user

viii) user_friends_count – the number Twitter users that the user follows

Why the hashtag?

Twitter/X has transformed from being a banal platform (Rodgers, 2014) where users shared updates on daily activities such as having coffee, to a useful tool used in crisis communications (Bruns & Burgess, 2014; Bruns & Liang, 2012), mass mobilisation (Theocharis, Lowe, Deth, & Gema, 2013), and debating political issues, especially elections (Larsson & Moe, 2014; Makombe, 2017). Bruns and Burgess (2014) point out that the debanalisation and legitimisation of Twitter have drawn journalistic and academic attention, and this was mainly a result of the hashtag, which the two authors termed a ‘killer app’ (meaning a very useful application or tool). Twitter/X users actively developed ways to reference other users (using the @ label then the user’s screen name), converged on labels to indicate topics (hashtags), and devised language to propagate messages (Boyd et al., 2010). This has partly restructured Twitter/X, and the new structure encourages the formation of a complex follower network with ‘unidirectional and bidirectional connections between individuals, but also between media outlets, NGOs and other organisations’ (Weller et al., 2014, xxx). Burgess (2011, 3) underlined the importance of the hashtag as a ‘‘central mechanism for the coordination of convergence on Twitter/X. Hashtags, where the hash (#) is prefixed to a keyword or text, allow Twitter/X users to follow posts, thus enabling communication within a community of interest. It is possible for anyone with a Twitter account to follow a hashtag and communicate with other users, even if they do not follow each other. Twitter’s privacy settings allow a user to block another user so that they will not be able to see their tweets. This does not affect hashtagged tweets when searched for using the Twitter search engine. It thus facilitates conversation with anyone interested in the topic. Additionally, it is also possible to search hashtagged tweets even if one is not a Twitter user, though they may not be able to participate in the discussion (retweeting, replying to, or liking the tweet).

Nevertheless, by glorifying the active participation of the platform users in restructuring Twitter, for example through the use of the hashtag, we run the risk of glossing over potential barriers to participation. This point is well articulated by Bouvier and Rosenbaum (2020, 4), who contended that the notion of Twitter as the ‘great equaliser’ is linked to the hashtag but also argued that hashtags ‘can be the source of friction between activists and outsiders such as advertising companies, mainstream media, or even politicians who seek to manipulate the hashtag’s meaning to their own benefit’.

Additionally, when using the hashtag as a metric for data collection, one should also be aware of the behind-the-scenes operations. What a Twitter user sees on the screens of their phones or computers is determined by software that uses complex methodologies to predetermine what appears on their newsfeed. Bouvier and Rosenbaum (2020, 5) argued that

the power of social media’s algorithms in determining who sees which posts, and consequently which hashtags, should also not be underestimated when discussing Twitter’s potential to level the playing field.

As such, it has to be made clear that the powerful profit-driven algorithms, which are not available to the public, have an impact on how various users used Twitter/X during the 2013 and 2018 elections in Zimbabwe. The algorithms also determined what one user could see and thus would be able to respond to or retweet, thus playing an important role. This in itself is a form of gatekeeping as the platform is not open, as the covert operations of the algorithms play a critical role in determining what one sees.

How were the hashtags selected?

In selecting the hashtags to be used for data collection, there were questions asked to come up with the most representative dataset. The use of hashtags to denote a discussion to a particular election had become common (see Zappavigna, 2015). These elections hashtags, for example, show the country name and the word vote, for example, #ausvote (for Australian elections). In 2013, prior knowledge of the possible hashtags for the elections in Zimbabwe was used to come up with a provisional list which had these: #zimelections, #zimvotes, #zimelections2013, #zimelection, #zimdecides2013, #zimdecides, #zwelections. For 2018, the hashtags identified in 2013 were used as the basis for data collection: #Zimvotes, #Zimelections, #Zimdecides, #ZimbabweElections2018, #ElectionsZw, #ZimbabweDecides2018, #Zimvotes2018 and #Zimdecides2018.

After settling on the selected hashtags for each of the elections, tweet collection and archiving per respective hashtag started. TAGS was enabled to update tweets saved under each of the Google spreadsheets after every hour. This meant that tweet archiving was continuous even when the researcher was offline.

Getting the top users

In order to answer critical questions pertaining to the use of Twitter in public political participation, it is important to get to know what the contribution of the top users was, compared to the rest of the users. This requires one to segment the users into the top 1%, the top 10%, and the remaining 90%. Given the nature of the dataset, it is possible to ascertain how many tweets each unique user contributed to a given hashtag. A simple statistical operation was done to show the frequencies of each user in each dataset. This was done to ‘see’ how many times each of the users contributing to any of the hashtags appeared in the dataset. The names of the users were arranged with those contributing the highest on top, with those contributing the least at the bottom. Another statistical operation was done to calculate the top 1% and 10% of the total users of each of the datasets. From there, it was possible to identify the top 1% and 10% contributors for each of the datasets.

Getting retweets (RT)

Tweets which were retweets were isolated from the rest of the dataset. This was done by writing a simple script in Excel that highlights tweets preceded by an RT (denoting retweet). These tweets were then saved as a separate Excel file. The first operation was to count the number of retweets in each of the datasets. The number of retweets as a percentage of total tweets was calculated to ascertain the number of original tweets. The Excel file was cleaned using OpenRefine (formerly Google Refine, a tool for working with messy data.) Using OpenRefine made it possible to isolate the user names of those who were retweeted. A simple statistical operation in Excel showed how many times each name appeared (frequency). User names were then arranged according to frequency, with the highest on top. From this list, the top 1% of users retweeted were selected for categorisation. It was also possible to look up the users’ screen names on Twitter/X (www.twitter.com) and then classify them into different categories using their publicly available bio-data.

Getting the reply_to

There are two forms of ‘‘in reply to”. The first one refers to a situation where one types in another user’s name within a tweet. This is done to bring their (the other user’s) attention and, it can be argued, is a way of initiating or perpetuating a debate. The other reply to metric refers to a direct response to what one would have tweeted on their status page. Using TAGS, it was easy to extract tweets which were posted as replies to other users. This is one of the various metadata which TAGS pulls and archives. The first operation was to count the number of reply to in each of the datasets. The number of reply to as a percentage of total tweets was calculated. After obtaining all tweets which were replies to another user, OpenRefine was used to select the names of the users who were replied to. A simple statistical operation in Excel showed how many times each name appeared (frequency). Usernames were then arranged according to frequency, with the highest on top. From this list the top 1% of users replied to were then selected for categorisation. It was also possible to look up the users’ screen names on Twitter (www.twitter.com) and then classify them into ­different categories using their publicly available bio-data.

Presentation and discussion of findings

Obtaining the numbers

It is evident from Table 1 that each of the identified hashtags, for both 2013 and 2018, had varying total tweets during the 51-day period. A reading of the table shows that there was an increase in the number of hashtags used, as well as the tweets posted on each of the hashtags. Six hashtags, two for the 2013 elections (#Zimelections and #Zimdecides) and four for the 2018 elections (#Zimelections2018, #ZimbabweDecides2018, #ElectionsZw and #Zimdecides2018), were selected for quantitative analysis. The six hashtags, giving us a total of 235 526 tweets for the 2018 elections and 73 805 for the 2013 elections, are representative of the activities which took place on the social media platform during the election periods. As such, this chapter will be limited to a detailed analysis of the six hashtags for the two elections. In other instances, the most widely used hashtag for each of the elections will also be used.

Table 1: Hashtags used in 2013 and 2018 with total number of tweets.

[image: img12.jpg]

Some Twitter/X users tweet more than others

The first step after collecting over 330 000 tweets was to make sense of the numbers. This entailed performing basic statistical operations on the dataset. This was done to ascertain basic but vital information such as the average number of tweets per user, number of tweets by the top 1% and 10% of contributors, and the number of original tweets, as well as the number of retweets. These basic statistical operations give us initial signposts regarding the nature of the ­networks that emerged during the 2013 and 2018 elections in Zimbabwe, ­particularly how each of the users participated. The resultant statistical information derived from these operations is presented in Table 2.

Table 2: The number of tweets, users, and contributions of the top users.
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Interesting deductions may be drawn from an analysis of Table 2. Apart from a substantial increase in the number of tweets and Twitter/X users, it is apparent that compared to 2013, in 2018 the top 1% of users’ contributions were almost constant at an average of 23.59% and 22.77% respectively. The top 10% of users’ contributions was also at around 57% during the two elections. In a further reading of the table, particularly when looking at the retweet metric (RT), we see an emerging pattern that gives important insights pertaining to the nature of the posts. In 2013, there was almost an equal distribution between original tweets and those which had been reposted (RT). However, in 2018, there were more participants but less new content, as 84.74% of the tweets were reposts. What this means is that for every 100 tweets collected in 2018, only a paltry 15 were original, with the rest being rebroadcasts. The retweet is a feature present on every public tweet posted. What the numbers show is that the Twitter platform users were able to press RT (retweet) more easily than they would respond to a tweet. This sounds like a feel-good effort by the users as they would claim participation by just rebroadcasting already existing content. This raises questions on who was retweeted. This is addressed below.

Table 3 shows the categories of the users who contribute the top 1% of the tweets for the most widely used hashtags in 2013 and 2018. It is clear from the table that the platform is mainly dominated by activists, journalists, and media organisations. These elite users, it can be argued, have a competitive advantage over ordinary users because they have the media literacy, that is, they know what to tweet, when, and how. Such superusers have the necessary resources to tweet which is explained by their dominance of the platform. These elite users invest in attracting attention. They sell attention through their other products, for example newspapers or online content. As such, they allocate resources towards gathering information which is then posted on Twitter/X among other platforms. In some cases, this is done to drive attention to these offline products. This illustrates the power politics at play, and the ordinary user, despite the seemingly openness of the platform, does not yield as much power as these resourced and positioned elite users.

Table 3: The categories of users who constitute the top 1% of contributors in 2013 (#Zimelections) and 2018 (#Zimelections2018).
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Responding to a post by another Twitter/X user is one of the signs showing the dialogical nature of the platform. An increased number of replies to tweets shows that the platform users are engaging in an ‘online dialogue’, following others’ posts, and responding to them. Table 4 shows that there was a significant drop in the rate at which tweets were responded to. The drop from an average eight tweets in response to every 100 tweets posted to slightly less than three tweets per 100 illustrates a pattern where Twitter/X users are not engaged in dialogue. In 2013, the average of eight replies to every 100 tweets was very low, as it meant that almost 92 tweets went unnoticed or just fell through, so to speak. However, when this is compared to less than three out of every 100 tweets, it becomes clear that the platform is of a very low dialogical nature. What is even more interesting is that in 2018 there were more tweets, compared to 2013, but there were fewer replies to their tweets. It becomes even more apparent when one further analyses the category of the top 1% of Twitter users whose tweets had replies, as illustrated in Table 5.

Table 4: Breakdown of replies for two widely used hashtags in 2013 and 2018.
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Table 5: Categories of those who were replied to for two of the most widely used hashtags in 2013 and 2018.
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Table 5 clearly shows that the superusers, namely journalists, media organisations, and organisations, were more likely to be responded to than any other category of users. This was the case in both 2013 and 2018. What this illustrates is the ‘political economy’ of attention on Twitter/X. Despite being touted as an equaliser, Twitter/X use is characterised by such asymmetries, where dominant superusers emerge and steer discourse on the platform. These superusers, it can be argued, may also dominate discourse offline, for example if one takes media houses which also shape discourses offline. A further analysis of this category of users shows that these are elites endowed with the resources necessary for participation on social media. Mapping the network of such superusers who have a stranglehold over the attention on the platform further shows that arguing that Twitter/X is an equaliser is to disregard what plays out on the platform during times like elections. It can be postulated that these elite users have the resources necessary for participation. In addition to resources such as the right technology, airtime credit, and network coverage, it can be argued that these elite users have the ‘Twitteracy’, that is, Twitter literacy, which is knowing how to tweet, when to tweet, and what to tweet.

Conclusion

Twitter/X architecture, on the surface, appears to give all users equal opportunities to be heard. Additionally, the openness of the platform seems to accord anyone with the right technology a fair chance of being heard. However, it is clear from the data collected during the elections in Zimbabwe in 2013 and 2018 that there are covert barriers to equal participation via Twitter/X. Such barriers see serious participatory asymmetries where some users are more important than others. The favoured users, it was found, are usually well resourced and thus dominate the attention accorded to platform users. These asymmetries are evident in how the resourced users dominate discourse through the number of tweets they contribute, the number of replies that they receive, and how many of their posts are retweeted. Resources for participation include knowing what to tweet, when to tweet, how to package the tweet, having airtime credit to access mobile data, and having the necessary network coverage. The emergence of these superusers/elite users discounts the rather messianic role that is accorded to Twitter/X as a ‘game changer’, ‘equaliser’, ‘leveller of the playing field’, or a ‘liberating technology’. The potential to serve such a messianic role exists but has not been fulfilled, if an analysis of the Twitter/X posts during the 2013 and 2018 elections in Zimbabwe is anything to go by.
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CHAPTER 7

Social Media, Digital Influencers, and Social Participation in Mozambique: A Case Study of the Digital Influencer Salésio Do Pânico

Tânia Machonisse and Henri-Count Evans

Introduction

Social media has emerged as a contemporary public sphere where young ­people, in particular, express their interpretations of social experiences and events. These platforms facilitate not only content consumption but also production, fostering a sense of community and participation. This phenomenon, known as prosumption, is often celebrated for its potential to democratise information and challenge dominant narratives (Dusi, 2016; García-Galera & Valdivia, 2014; Lam, 2019; Miller, 2016). However, a critical examination reveals that social media operates within the existing capitalist power dynamics, often reproducing and reinforcing inequalities rather than dismantling them.

This chapter explores the role of social media in shaping social participation and discourse in Mozambique, focusing on the famous digital influencer Salésio do Pânico. While acknowledging the agency of audiences and the potential for alternative narratives, this study adopts a Marxist lens to analyse how social media platforms function as tools for commodification, ideological reinforcement, and the perpetuation of existing power structures. Individuals produce and consume content through social media platforms, seemingly dissolving barriers of elitism and social hierarchies. This apparent democratisation of information and access to alternative narratives is often presented as a challenge to the elitist tendencies of mainstream media. However, a critical theory critique reveals that social media platforms are not neutral spaces but embedded within the capitalist system. The algorithms that govern content visibility, the commodification of user data, and the influence of advertising all contribute to the reproduction of social and economic inequalities.

By analysing the content produced by Salésio do Pânico, we examine how humour, dance, and music are utilised to engage audiences and frame social, economic, and political issues. However, rather than simply celebrating the potential for self-expression and social critique, this chapter investigates such content’s underlying power dynamics and ideological implications. The analysis focuses on five key categories that emerge from Salésio do Pânico’s Facebook content: (1) Money as a symbolic representation of materialistic culture. This category explores how the pursuit of wealth and material possessions is portrayed as a central aspiration for young Mozambicans, reflecting the influence of consumerism and capitalist values. (2) Hetero-affective relationships and unbalanced power dynamics. This category examines how gender roles and power dynamics within relationships are represented, often reinforcing traditional stereotypes and neglecting the agency of women. (3) Social construction of racial dynamics. This category analyses how racial inequalities and power imbalances between mulattos and black people in Mozambique are portrayed, highlighting the persistence of social divisions. (4) Social platforms as marketplaces. This category explores how social media platforms function as marketplaces, with digital influencers like Salésio do Pânico leveraging their popularity for advertising and commercial partnerships, thus contributing to the commodification of online spaces. (5) The interface of memes and intermedia. This category examines the interplay between traditional media and social media, as well as the role of memes in user-generated content and audience engagement, highlighting how these forms of communication can both ­reinforce and subvert dominant narratives.

Public sphere in the context of digital media: A search for an ideal theoretical framework

The emergence of digital media has ignited debates regarding its impact on the public sphere and the potential for democratising information and participation. Optimistic perspectives highlight the seemingly boundless reach of the internet, enabling individuals to become ‘publishers’ and ‘producers’ of content, fostering a more inclusive and participatory public discourse (Iosifidis, 2011, 6). However, others critique the idealistic assumptions of such claims, highlighting the persistence of economic interests and power imbalances, and the limitations of technology in fostering genuine social change (Highfield & Bruns, 2015; Fuchs, 2014; Mahlouly, 2013). Jürgen Habermas’s influential ­concept of the public sphere, rooted in the rational-critical discourse of the European bourgeoisie, has been subject to scrutiny in the context of digital media. Habermas envisioned a public sphere characterised by open access, rational debate, and the absence of coercion, where citizens could come together to discuss matters of common concern and influence public opinion (Habermas, 1989).

However, critics argue that this idealised model fails to account for the complexities of the contemporary media landscape, where the boundaries between public and private are blurred, economic interests exert significant influence, and algorithms curate content, shaping what information users encounter (Dean, 2009; Fuchs, 2014). Salikov (2018, 89) asserted that ‘the classic concept of the public sphere ... needs some rethinking’ to describe the realities of the digital era adequately. Far from being a unified and egalitarian space, the internet is fragmented and shaped by power imbalances. Similarly, Bruns and Highfield (2015, 102) questioned whether the ‘public sphere’ as an idea remains relevant, given the complexities of the contemporary global media ecology. Critics of Habermas’s public sphere concept point to its exclusionary nature, as it privileges the voices of the bourgeoisie and intellectuals, neglecting the perspectives of marginalised groups (Fraser, 1992). Furthermore, the assumption that the logic of the public sphere is independent of economic and political power is challenged by the realities of digital media, where corporations and governments exert significant influence over information flows and access (Fuchs, 2014). While acknowledging the potential of digital media to facilitate participation and diverse voices, this chapter adopts a Marxist lens to critically examine the limitations and contradictions of the digital public sphere. Rather than perpetuating utopian visions of a democratised and egalitarian online space, we must recognise how social media platforms operate within and often reinforce existing power structures, contributing to the commodification of information and the perpetuation of social and economic inequalities.

Social media: Uses, gratifications, and the logic of capital

The rise of the internet and Web 2.0 technologies has led to the proliferation of digital spaces like Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube, transforming the communication landscape and giving rise to the phenomenon of prosumption – the blurring of lines between producers and consumers of media content (Aparici & García-Marín, 2018; Dusi, 2016; Lam, 2019). This new media culture, characterised by ‘participatory’ culture, user-generated content, and the rise of digital influencers, seemingly empowers audiences and disrupts the traditional top-down model of mass communication. However, this chapter argues that these seemingly emancipatory practices are often co-opted and commodified within the capitalist system.

The Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) provides a framework for understanding how and why audiences engage with media. Social media platforms offer various gratifications, including connection, self-expression, entertainment, and information-seeking (Dolan, 2015; Gadekar, 2017; Hossain, 2019). However, it should be noted that these gratifications often align with capitalist values and consumerist tendencies. The pursuit of self-expression and connection can become intertwined with the desire for social status and material possessions, perpetuating a cycle of consumption and commodification.

The concept of prosumption, as articulated by Alvin Toffler (1980), suggests a shift towards individuals acting as ‘independent producers of their own goods and services’ (cf. Alhashem, 2017, 25). While social media platforms seemingly enable this by allowing users to create and share content, this chapter reveals the limitations of this supposed ‘empowerment’. User-generated content becomes a source of profit for corporations, with platforms extracting value from user data and labour without fair compensation (Terranova, 2000). Furthermore, the algorithms that govern content visibility prioritise content that aligns with the platform’s commercial interests, often marginalising alternative perspectives and reinforcing dominant ideologies (Gillespie, 2014).

The rise of digital influencers exemplifies the commodification of social ­relations within the digital sphere. These individuals, who gain popularity through their online presence, leverage their audience to promote products and services, effectively becoming extensions of marketing and advertising campaigns (Jarrar et al., 2020; Khamis et al., 2017). This blurring of lines between authentic self-expression and commercial interests raises concerns about the manipulation of audiences and the erosion of genuine social connection. Despite their potential for diverse voices and perspectives, social media platforms can also serve as tools for ideological reinforcement. Algorithms create filter bubbles and echo chambers, limiting exposure to dissenting viewpoints and reinforcing existing beliefs (Pariser, 2011). Furthermore, the dominance of consumerist values and the focus on individual self-promotion can distract from systemic issues and collective action, contributing to a sense of alienation and false consciousness (Marcuse, 1964). Therefore, it is crucial to approach social media critically, recognising its potential for exploitation.

Agenda setting on social media

The advent of the internet and social media platforms necessitates a ­re-evaluation of the Agenda Setting Theory within the context of the digital age. The traditional model of agenda-setting, where media organisations and the state control the flow of information and shape public opinion, has been disrupted by the ‘participatory’ nature of social media (McCombs, 2005). However, despite the apparent shift in power dynamics, social media platforms still operate within the logic of capital, reproducing existing inequalities and serving as tools for ideological reinforcement. Social media platforms have undoubtedly expanded access to information and provided a platform for diverse voices to be heard. Individuals can now share their perspectives and engage in public discourse without relying on traditional gatekeepers (Wohn & Bowe, 2016). This has led to the emergence of ‘micro agenda setters’ who can influence public opinion within their own networks (Wohn & Bowe, 2016, 3). However, the algorithms that govern content visibility and the commodification of user data ensure that the overall agenda remains shaped by the interests of corporations and powerful elites (Tufekci, 2017). While social media may offer a semblance of a democratised agenda, the underlying power structures of capitalism persist, limiting the transformative potential of these platforms.

The concept of Intermedia Agenda-Setting explores the interplay between traditional media and social media, highlighting how they influence each other’s agendas (Boukes, 2019). While social media can bring attention to issues that mainstream media may ignore, the reverse is also true, with traditional media often setting the agenda for online discussions (Aruguete, 2017). This dynamic demonstrates the persistence of power imbalances within the media landscape, where established institutions and corporate interests continue to exert significant influence. The flow of information and the shaping of public opinion remain subject to the control of dominant forces despite social media’s seemingly open and participatory nature. Ahmed et al. (2018, 4) stated that ‘traditional media function as the official, prescriptive source and social media as the reactionary and sometimes pre-emptive public feedback’. Furthermore, social media platforms, despite their potential for diverse voices and perspectives, can also serve as tools for ideological control. As argued earlier in this chapter, algorithms create filter bubbles and echo chambers, limiting exposure to dissenting viewpoints and reinforcing existing beliefs (Pariser, 2011). This algorithmic curation of content serves the interests of capital by promoting consumerism, individualism, and other values aligned with the capitalist system, while simultaneously suppressing challenges to the status quo. As Dean (2005, 15) argued, ‘the culture industries ... play a crucial role in reproducing the dominant ideology’, and social media platforms have become integral ­components of this ideological apparatus.

The commodification of attention within social media platforms further hinders critical discourse and meaningful engagement with complex issues. The constant stream of content, notifications, and updates creates a sense of urgency and distraction, hindering critical reflection (Crary, 2013). The algorithms that prioritise engagement often favour sensationalised and polarising content, further eroding the quality of public discourse and hindering the development of a more informed and critically engaged citizenry (Sunstein, 2009).

Entertainment as a space for criticism and framing

Social media platforms, with their participatory culture and affordances for user-generated content, have become spaces where entertainment and social critique intersect. The Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) highlights the agency of audiences in choosing and using media for various purposes, including entertainment and information seeking (Dolan, 2015; Gadekar, 2017). However, the use of entertainment for social commentary on social media is not without its limitations and contradictions. While humour and satire can serve as powerful tools for raising awareness and challenging authority, they can also be co-opted and commodified within the capitalist system, ultimately reinforcing the status quo and distracting from systemic issues.

As social media functions as a feedback mechanism and a reactionary platform, it naturally becomes a space where people share, comment, and create their own perceptions of reality, often through the lens of leisure and entertainment. This aligns with Kowalewski’s (2009, 28) observation that ‘individuals have the ability to reshape the media message to coincide with their existing attitudes, finding ways in which at least parts of the information reinforce their own opinions’. However, this reshaping of media messages can also reinforce existing biases and perpetuate dominant ideologies, as individuals may selectively choose and interpret information that aligns with their preconceived notions rather than engage in critical reflection and challenge the status quo.

Both mainstream and social media utilise entertainment to provide alternative frames or interpretations of social facts. Existing literature argues that using different forms of humour helps to lessen the seriousness and news-making normativity embedded in hard-news outlets provided by mainstream media, making humour more persuasive than hard news (Zhou, 2012). However, it is important to question the underlying power dynamics at play in this process. Who controls the production and dissemination of humorous content? Whose interests are served by framing social issues through the lens of entertainment? These questions highlight the need to critically examine the role of humour and entertainment in shaping public discourse and potentially distracting from systemic issues.

Humour has long been recognised as a ‘weapon of the weak,’ allowing marginalised groups to express dissent and challenge authority figures through satire, irony, and ridicule (Scott, 1985, cited by Hart, 2007, 8). The political and social functions of humour, as explored by Mpofu (2021), denote its capacity for enabling free expression and participatory engagement within the political and social spheres. Humour becomes a tool wielded by diverse societal actors, ranging from anonymous citizens to the political elite, facilitating resistance to or reinforcement of existing power structures.

While humour can raise awareness and spark conversations, it can also serve as a safety valve, allowing individuals to express frustration without engaging in more direct forms of resistance or challenging the underlying power structures (Žižek, 2009). The laughter and amusement generated by humorous ­content can create a sense of catharsis, potentially diffusing the urgency for collective action and systemic change. As Jennings et al. (2019) explained, while entertainment can enrich one’s understanding of social facts, those who rely on it as their primary source of information may lack the necessary details and context for a comprehensive understanding. The constant stream of humorous content, memes, and viral videos can create a culture of distraction, diverting attention away from critical analysis and collective action (Debord, 1994). This focus on entertainment can contribute to a superficial understanding of complex social issues and hinder the development of a more informed and critically engaged citizenry. As Zhou (2012, 11) noted, ‘social media provides a two-way communication platform that gives people the ability to provide feedback’, but this feedback often takes the form of humorous commentary or emotional responses rather than in-depth analysis or calls for systemic change.

The use of humour and social critique within social media is often commodified. Digital influencers, like Salésio do Pânico, leverage their popularity to attract advertising and promote products, effectively turning social commentary into a form of entertainment that reinforces consumerist values (Khamis et al., 2017). This commodification of humour and critique can undermine their subversive potential, transforming them into tools for profit generation rather than vehicles for social transformation. The focus shifts from challenging the status quo to generating clicks, likes, and shares, ultimately serving the interests of corporations and advertisers.

Memes, as units of popular culture circulated, imitated, and transformed by users, can be seen as a form of participatory culture and self-expression (Guenther et al., 2020, 4; Shifman, 2013). They can also serve as social commentary and critique tools, often employing humour and satire to challenge dominant narratives. However, the subversive potential of memes is often ambiguous. Their meaning can be easily co-opted or misinterpreted, and their viral nature can lead to the trivialisation of complex issues. While memes may offer a fleeting moment of amusement and shared cultural experience, their impact on promoting meaningful social change remains limited.

Methodology

This study employs a textual analysis approach to examine the social media content produced by Salésio do Pânico, a prominent Mozambican digital influencer. Textual analysis as described by Smith (2017, 1) involves examining various forms of data, such as documents, films, and web pages, to assess the meanings, values, and messages conveyed through them. McKee (2001, 1) further emphasises the importance of interpreting texts within their cultural and historical contexts to understand how individuals make sense of the world around them. In this study, textual analysis is used to deconstruct the agendas, framings, and underlying ideologies present in Salésio do Pânico’s Facebook content. Salésio do Pânico was chosen as the focus of this study due to his significant following and the broad range of social, political, and economic issues he addresses through his humorous content. With over 600,000 followers on his Facebook page (as of September 2021), his work reaches a broad audience and has the potential to influence public opinion and shape perceptions of social reality. Unlike other digital influencers who focus on specific topics, Salésio do Pânico utilises original theatrical performances, dance, and music to engage with various issues, making his content particularly relevant for this study.

The analysis focuses on content produced by Salésio do Pânico between July and September 2021, a period chosen to capture recent and relevant social, political, and economic trends in Mozambique. The content is examined chronologically, and five categories of analysis are generated based on the recurring themes and framings: (1) Money as a symbolic representation of materialistic culture, (2) ­Hetero-affective relationships and unbalanced power dynamics, (3) Social construction of racial dynamics, (4) Social platforms as marketplaces, and (5) The interface of memes and intermedia.

This study aims to deconstruct the underlying ideologies and power dynamics in Salésio do Pânico’s social media content by employing a textual analysis approach. The analysis reveals how humour and entertainment, while seemingly offering a space for social critique and self-expression, can reinforce ­existing inequalities and perpetuate the logic of capital.

Results presentation and analysis

This section presents the Facebook posts to be analysed in this chapter. After this section, a more detailed analysis of these posts is provided.

2 July 2021: ‘Let’s share a laugh: Good morning everyone!’

This entry features an original sketch simulating a journalistic report on the introduction of a new brand of cement called ‘Do Gongo’, which was approved by the Mozambican government for sale in the domestic market. This brand was introduced at a lower price point, provoking opposition from established competitors and sparking a socio-economic debate within Mozambique, particularly about its impact on the young population facing housing problems.

In the performance, an actor takes on the role of a reporter who wants to gather young people’s opinions on the government’s decision. He begins by mistakenly saying that it was the Angolan government that made the excellent decision to introduce the affordable brand of cement, only to be corrected by an audience member: ‘No, it’s here in Mozambique, not in Angola.’ The actor playing the journalist jovially congratulates the Mozambican government. He then attempts to interview three people, including Salésio do Pânico, who humorously refuse to speak without compensation, feigning ignorance of the subject and asking the reporter for context.

As the sketch progresses, Salésio do Pânico begins to comment, claiming that the new product will not affect him as he claims ownership of a car, only for the real owner to appear and dispute his claim. This comic confusion continues as his companions suggest that Salésio has simply mistaken someone else’s car for his own. When the conversation attempts to return to the original topic of housing, the characters comically insist on receiving the payment the journalist had previously mentioned. Salésio do Pânico, who claims to live a comfortable life and has no advice to give to others, is suddenly interrupted by a woman who demands money for the house and adds another layer to the satire by criticising him on air. Salésio defensively takes back the microphone and demands payment from the reporter, who apologetically flees the chaotic scene.

3 and 13 July 2021: ‘Now I am a dog’ memes

These dates feature memes of two different young women dancing to a song by Salésio do Pânico called ‘Now I am a dog’. The accompanying lyrics reflect the end of a romantic relationship, expressing feelings of betrayal and ­disappointment:

• ‘When the relationship ends ...’

• ‘Everything was once beautiful and sweet ...’

• ‘When it ends ...’

• ‘Now she calls me a dog!’ (this line is repeated three times)

13 July 2021: The Joe Williams sketch

Joe Williams, a notorious and affluent pastor from Mozambique, is known for displaying his wealth and luxury in the media. In a satirical segment, Salésio do Pânico crafts a scenario where he conducts a mock interview with Joe Williams, aiming to satirise public statements made by notable figures.

Salésio do Pânico (SP): ‘Joe Williams, share with us. You were supposed to meet a young lady at a hotel, correct? Who did you encounter upon arrival?’

Joe Williams (JW): ‘It was an elderly woman ...’

SP: ‘Are you going to continue trusting young women?’

JW: ‘Absolutely not! Never again!’

SP: ‘What must she do to earn your forgiveness?’

JW: ‘She needs to come to the church and seek forgiveness.’

SP: ‘If you were to see her on the street, what action would you take?’

JW: ‘I shall endeavour to save her soul; God is on my side.’

SP: ‘But Joe Williams, as a pastor, surely you can extend forgiveness?’

JW: ‘I seek vengeance, not forgiveness.’

15 July 2021: Natura Juice advertisement

The scene is set for a commercial promoting Natura Juice. In a pastoral setting under a tree surrounded by lush greenery, a pack of Natura Juice is strategically placed. Salésio do Pânico happens upon it, partakes of the juice, and is moved to dance joyously. Proclaiming the product’s virtues, he exclaims, ‘Natura, outstanding quality at an affordable price – the finest juice there is!’

15 July 2021: ‘Please tag a friend who’s always borrowing money!’

In this comedic vignette, Salésio do Pânico impersonates three women who are close friends. Dressed in feminine attire and donning wigs, he humorously embodies their characters.

First lady: ‘Oh dear, Jessica is so averse to lending money. She really must adjust her mindset; it’s just not acceptable to be so tight-fisted.’

Second lady: ‘Hold on, my phone’s ringing. It’s my boyfriend – he just sent me some money!’

Third lady: ‘That’s fantastic! Could you lend us a little?’

Second woman (after a pause): ‘Now I comprehend Jessica’s perspective. She indeed has a point. Don’t either of you have boyfriends? You’re always asking for too much ... Look, I’ve already spent the money on necessities. Farewell!’

17 July 2021: Natura Juice promotion

Salésio do Pânico releases six images on Facebook, each promoting Natura Juice with playful enthusiasm.

19 July 2021: ‘Imagination’ – a Natura Juice advertisement

In a humorous video, Salésio do Pânico takes on dual roles as both a teenager and his mother. Donning feminine attire and a wig, he depicts a scene where the teenager clandestinely drinks Natura Juice straight from the pack. His mother catches him and humorously chastises him, saying, ‘Child, I have always told you to use a glass for juice. But this will be the last time.’ As she scolds, she comically brandishes a belt, a slipper, and a stick, threateningly ­urging the teenager to flee.

20 July 2021: ‘The mulatto’s warning’

The scene features Salésio do Pânico and another actor playing two black ­individuals who tease a mulatto peer and seize his skateboard. The mulatto character warns, ‘If you do not desist, I will inform my cousin of your behaviour.’ When the mulatto character returns with his cousin, one of the pranksters flees, leaving Salésio alone.

Salésio do Pânico (SP): ‘Please, do not harm me. I was coerced into this; it was not my choice ... I plead with you, spare me due to my health issues. I am innocent; it is the other who is the true culprit.’

Cousin: ‘Were you aware that I have undergone military training in Cabo Delgado?’

SP: ‘In Cabo Delgado?’

Terrified by the cousin’s military background, Salésio do Pânico makes a hasty retreat.

23 July 2021: ‘A fruitless walk with him’

This sketch is a conversation between Salésio and two friends.

Salésio do Pânico (SP): ‘Have you found a girlfriend yet?’

Friend 1: ‘Yes, I have!’

Friend 1: ‘Join me to meet her, won’t you?’

SP: ‘No, I’d rather not. Go by yourself.’

Friend 1: ‘She has a gorgeous friend you might like.’

Friend 2: ‘You should consider it, bro …’

SP: ‘Well, if she’s as beautiful as you say, then I’m intrigued. Let’s go.’

However, upon arrival, only the friend’s girlfriend is present.

SP: ‘Where is she? Where’s your friend?’

Girlfriend: ‘Oh, she couldn’t make it.’

Salésio stays, but mischievously interferes with the couple’s intimacy, ­preventing them from embracing or conversing privately. Later, he boasts to another friend about how wonderful the absent girl was, claiming she was a beautiful mulatto.

25 July 2021: ‘Caught in the act’

The scenario unfolds with three friends lamenting their hunger and lack of money.

Friend 1: ‘Salésio, we’re starving. Could you buy us something to eat?’

SP: ‘Alas, I am without funds as well.’

Friend 2: ‘Come on, Salésio …’

SP: ‘How is it you lack money? You’re mulatto, adorned with a gold necklace, and yet penniless?’

Friend 1: ‘And you, Salésio? Why no money?’

SP: ‘My pockets are empty because I am black!’

SP: ‘Here’s a thought! If you’re out of money, go home and eat there!’

The friends depart, disheartened. Alone, Salésio do Pânico ponders why he should ever spend money on mulattos or a friend who likely juggles a girlfriend and a side affair. Yet, he ends up purchasing a pizza for himself. To his dismay, the friends return, eat the pizza, and chide him for never reciprocating their past generosity, leaving Salésio without a slice to enjoy.

26 July 2021: Roseway tea advertisement

Salésio do Pânico endorses Roseway tea on Facebook with a spirited claim, ‘Roseway is the best tea … it rocks!’ alongside a video of himself preparing the beverage.

28 July 2021: Facebook aphorism

Salésio do Pânico posts a pithy statement: ‘It will cost you more money if you pretend to have money!’

30 July 2021: Qualijust tea promotion

A set of three images feature Salésio do Pânico advertising Qualijust tea, with the tagline: ‘Feeling cold? Stay calm because Qualijust brings you three good teas.’

4 August 2021: Celebrity humour sketch

In a humorous reenactment, Salésio do Pânico channels a confrontation between celebrities.

SP: ‘Rumours persist that Guyzelh Ramos should cease singing …’

Guyzelh Ramos: ‘Persist with such claims, and I shall retaliate!’

SP: ‘Hot Blaze, can Guyzelh Ramos still sing?’

Hot Blaze: ‘He’s lost his singing ability.’

6 August 2021: ‘Out of money’ sketch

Salésio do Pânico, dressed as a young woman, comedically acts out a character desperate to sell personal items:

Young woman: ‘Greetings all! Today, I aim to sell everything from my purse – oh, it’s from South Africa, no, wait – I bought it downtown. It’s top quality, just like these original spoons and, well, even my own hands that can do anything! I’m also, ahem, looking to “sell” myself – aren’t I beautiful? And this special purse from my sugar daddy – Oops, what am I saying? Farewell!’

8 August 2021: Detergent advertisement

The advertisement asserts: ‘For clean clothes with little water, this detergent rocks!’

11 August 2021: Qualijust Juice sketch

Salésio do Pânico produces a song and video where he plays both a mother and son discussing a mix-up at the store.

Mother: ‘Son, where’s the bread?’

Son: ‘The bread? I got sidetracked by this delicious juice – Qualijust, try it before you scold me!’

Mother: ‘This juice is amazing! Let’s save some for lunch and dinner, and have mango for breakfast!’

15 August 2021: ‘The power of a car’ sketch

Salésio do Pânico’s character debates with his girlfriend about transportation.

SP: ‘Why are you late, my love?’

GF: ‘Because you lack a car.’

SP: ‘I may not have a car, but I adore you, despite rumours you’re only with me for money.’

GF: ‘Those are just envious lies. We’re meant to be together.’

SP: ‘I plan to buy a bike to take you everywhere; wouldn’t that be unique?’

Suddenly, a car arrives, and the girlfriend’s loyalties shift, highlighting the materialistic allure.

18 August 2021: Roseway tea promotion

Images of Salésio do Pânico depict him promoting Roseway tea as ‘the best.’

19 August 2021: Viva Taxi endorsement

Salésio do Pânico is announced as the ambassador for Viva Taxis, celebrating the partnership with gratitude.

23 August 2021: Midnight callers satire

In a new song, Salésio do Pânico satirises those who boast about their significant others who only call late at night, prompting a dance and the wry lyrics questioning whether this hurts their feelings.

1 September 2021: Viva Taxi service advertisement

Salésio do Pânico takes on dual roles to highlight Viva Taxi’s convenience, where the girlfriend, tired of waiting at the bus station, is introduced to the ease of using the Viva Taxi app by her boyfriend, ending with an immediate and satisfying service experience.

Discussion of Findings

Money as a symbolic representation of materialistic culture

Salésio do Pânico’s content consistently portrays the pursuit of wealth and material possessions as a central aspiration for young Mozambicans, reflecting the pervasive influence of consumerism and capitalist values. This theme is evident in various sketches and posts, often employing humour and satire to highlight the materialistic culture in Mozambican society. This theme resonates with the Marxist critique of capitalism, which argues that the system inherently promotes a culture of consumerism and commodification, where individuals are encouraged to define themselves by their possessions and their ability to participate in the market (Marx, 1867). This focus on individual accumulation and the pursuit of material wealth often comes at the expense of social solidarity and concern for the common good, perpetuating social and economic inequalities.

The 2 July 2021 sketch featuring a satirical news report about the affordable cement brand ‘Do Gongo’ exemplifies the commodification of social issues within a capitalist framework. While the government’s initiative aims to address the housing crisis, the sketch exposes the individualistic and materialistic attitudes that hinder collective progress. The young men interviewed display a disregard for the social good, demanding payment for their opinions and boasting about personal possessions, such as cars, that are out of reach for many Mozambicans. This portrayal underscores the pervasiveness of consumerist values, where self-interest and wealth accumulation take precedence over social solidarity and concern for the common good. This aligns with the Marxist concept of commodity fetishism, where the social relations of production are obscured, and commodities are perceived as having inherent value independent of the labour that produced them. In the sketch, the focus is on the acquisition of material goods, such as houses and cars, rather than on the underlying social and economic structures that create inequality and limit access to these goods for many Mozambicans.

The 15 July 2021 sketch, where young women gossip about a friend who refuses to lend money, further emphasises the importance placed on material possessions and financial status within a consumerist society. The underlying message suggests that having money and the ability to spend it is a defining characteristic of social acceptance and belonging. This aligns with the Marxist critique of consumerism as a tool for social control, where individuals are encouraged to seek fulfilment through consumption rather than through meaningful social connections or collective action (Marcuse, 1964). The sketch also highlights the role of social media in perpetuating consumerist values. Tagging a friend who ‘likes asking for money’ encourages audience participation and reinforces the idea that financial status is a source of humour and social commentary. This aligns with the analysis of social media platforms as tools for commodification and promoting consumerist ideology (Fuchs, 2014).

While Salésio do Pânico’s content often reinforces consumerist values, subtle hints of a systemic critique are embedded within the humour. The exaggerated portrayal of materialistic characters and the absurdity of their actions can be interpreted as a commentary on the excesses of consumer culture and the emptiness of a life solely focused on acquiring possessions. This aligns with the concept of false consciousness, where individuals are unaware of how the dominant ideology shapes their beliefs and values. However, these critiques remain largely implicit and do not explicitly challenge the underlying ­structures of capitalism. The humour exposes the contradictions of a society driven by consumerism, but it does not offer alternative visions or pathways for social change.

It is important to consider the broader context of Mozambique’s economic situation and the challenges faced by young people in accessing basic ­necessities and opportunities for upward mobility. As Dusi (2016) and Lam (2019) argued, social media can replicate the capitalist model, promoting those who already have popularity and enhancing the verticality of information. The focus on materialism in Salésio do Pânico’s content may reflect the aspirations and frustrations of a generation grappling with economic hardship and limited prospects for advancement within the current system. As Ritzer and Jurgenson (2010) discussed, the prosumption phenomenon, where individuals act as both producers and consumers, can be seen as a response to the limitations of the capitalist system. However, within the context of social media, this prosumption often takes the form of creating and consuming content that reinforces consumerist values and distracts from the need for systemic change.

Salésio do Pânico’s content provides a valuable lens for examining the pervasiveness of materialism and consumerism in Mozambican society. By critically engaging with social media content and recognising how it reflects and reinforces consumerist ideology, we can develop a more conscious approach to consumption and work towards creating a more just and equitable society.

Hetero-affective relationships and unbalanced power dynamics

Salésio do Pânico’s sketches frequently satirise hetero-affective relationships, offering a sharp commentary on the power dynamics and gender roles that permeate Mozambican society. The depictions often illuminate the unbalanced power dynamics within relationships, inadvertently reinforcing traditional stereo­types and occasionally offering glimpses of resistance or subversion.

In the vignettes, Salésio humorously represents the complex interplay between gender, power, and economic status. His portrayal of characters who are entangled in relationships where money and materialism are key concerns reflects a society deeply influenced by patriarchal values. This is apparent in the 15 July 2021 sketch, where the women’s conversation revolves around monetary transactions within relationships. These interactions echo the heteronormative expectations that are woven into the social fabric, where financial prowess is equated with masculinity and women are commodified in the pursuit of economic security. The interactions depicted, however, go beyond mere caricature. They subtly reveal the systemic roots of gender inequality, consistent with the Marxist feminist critique that economic structures and the division of labour are foundational to gendered power relations. The content produced by Salésio do Pânico mirrors these systemic inequities and, through satire, invites reflection on the ways in which capitalistic and patriarchal ideologies intersect to shape relationship norms.

This unbalanced dynamic is further scrutinised in scenarios where women are placed in positions of dependence, highlighting the interplay of economic control and affection. Yet Salésio’s sketches do not always endorse these dynamics. At times, his humour serves to question and mock the absurdity of these power imbalances. By exaggerating characters and situations, he manages to reveal the underlying societal norms that govern relationships, offering a critique of the ways in which capitalistic values have infiltrated personal spheres.

The comedic content also speaks to the concept of the superstructure, where the economic base of society shapes cultural and social consciousness. Salésio’s portrayals of hetero-affective relationships, while humorous, inadvertently reinforce the idea that relationships are transactions, often rooted in economic necessity rather than mutual affection or equality. This transactional view of relationships is indicative of a broader capitalist superstructure where all forms of interaction are commodified, and everything, including love and affection, is seen through the lens of economic benefit.

Moreover, Salésio’s work sheds light on the concept of ‘reification’’ within relationships, a term used by Marxists to describe the process by which social relationships are reduced to object-like relations. The humorous depictions of women leveraging their relationships for financial gain, and men flaunting their wealth to attract partners, underscore the commodification of human relationships where people are valued not for their inherent worth but for their economic utility.

The sketches also have a metacognitive aspect – they are aware of the platforms they inhabit. The ‘Please tag a friend who’s always borrowing money’ post encapsulates this, as it not only critiques the materialistic and transactional nature of contemporary relationships but also implicates the audience in its perpetuation. By engaging with this content, users of social media are not passive consumers; they are active participants in the propagation of these ideologies. Salésio do Pânico navigates the fraught terrain of gender and power within the context of a patriarchal society. While his sketches provide a platform for humour and entertainment, they also serve as a mirror reflecting the deep-seated ideologies that govern personal relationships. The content produced by Salésio is thus a site of tension, simultaneously reinforcing and critiquing the capitalist and patriarchal values that shape social interactions and the construction of gender roles in Mozambique.

Social construction of racial dynamics

Salésio do Pânico’s content offers not only an avenue for humour but also a critical lens through which the social construction of racial dynamics in Mozambique can be examined. The sketches involving interactions between black and mulatto characters, such as the one aired on 20 July 2021, bring to the fore entrenched racial stereotypes and power imbalances that have been woven into the societal fabric. In the sketch, Salésio portrays the mulatto identity as being perceived with connotations of financial privilege and higher social status. This aligns with the broader racial inequalities present in Mozambique, where historical and colonial legacies have left marks on racial relations and hierarchies. His content mirrors these complexities, using humour to underscore the absurdity of racial prejudices and the arbitrary nature of the social privileges afforded to mulattos over their black counterparts.

The sketch featuring the ‘mulatto’s warning’ is a case in point. By presenting the mulatto character as threatening to use familial military connections as leverage, Salésio touches on the intersection of race and power. This moment reveals the persistence of social divisions and the way racial identity can ­influence perceived authority. Yet, through its comedic resolution – wherein Salésio himself, representing the black character, comically retreats upon the revelation of the cousin’s military background – the sketch critiques these power dynamics, exposing them as both real and absurd.

This representation shows that societal structures are underpinned by the dominance of certain groups over others, where race, like class, is a dimension along which power is unequally distributed. Salésio’s content brings to light how these racial dynamics are socially constructed, with power and privilege stemming from historical contexts rather than inherent racial differences. The analysis of these racial portrayals also taps into the concept of ideological state apparatuses (Althusser, 1971), where institutions and cultural norms perpetuate the ruling class’s ideology. In the case of Mozambique, racial hierarchies are maintained through cultural representations and social norms, which Salésio’s content aptly reflects and challenges. His sketches serve as a microcosm of the racial narratives that permeate the Mozambican public sphere, demonstrating how humour can function as both a reflection of and resistance to the racialised power structures.

In engaging with Salésio do Pânico’s content, the audience is invited to ­confront racial prejudices. The humour, in this context, becomes a subversive tool that can potentially unsettle established racial constructs. This chapter argues that humour has the power to challenge the colonial mentality and the racial hierarchies it produces. However, while humour can serve to illuminate and critique these issues, it is not in itself sufficient to dismantle the entrenched racial inequalities.

In essence, Salésio do Pânico’s sketches do not merely entertain: they expose the constructed nature of racial identities and the inequalities that arise from them. His work highlights how social media platforms can both reflect societal tensions and act as a conduit for social commentary. By doing so, Salésio offers a reflection on the social construction of race in Mozambique and the potential for digital spaces to contribute to a critical re-examination of these constructs.

Social media platforms as a marketplace

The utilisation of social media platforms as marketplaces is a theme recurrent in Salésio do Pânico’s content, especially in his engagement with commercial entities and the integration of advertising into his posts. This trend represents a shift in how social spaces are perceived and utilised, transitioning from purely interactive spaces to commercial hubs where influence can be monetised. Salésio do Pânico’s Facebook sketches show how interactions are commodified and influencers like himself are not just cultural icons but also market actors. This commodification extends to the portrayal of relationships and personal interactions, alluding to a broader social marketplace where value is ascribed based on one’s economic and social capital. In examining these digital marketplaces through a critical lens, we observe the commodification process Salésio’s content reveals – the blending of social relations with economic transactions. For instance, the sketch aired on 25 July 2021, where friends share a pizza, conveys the transactional nature of friendships in a capitalist society, implying that relationships are often based on what one can offer materially.

The content highlights how social media platforms are intrinsically capitalist, acting as spaces where every post, like, and share has the potential to be monetised. This monetisation is not just in the form of direct advertising but also through the commodification of Salésio’s own social influence. Salésio’s role in this space is symbolic of the dual nature of digital influencers: as creators and amplifiers of culture, and simultaneously as agents of commodification. The strategic placement of products, such as Natura Juice in a natural setting, and the comedic endorsements he offers, illustrate how seamlessly products can be woven into content that audiences consume not only for entertainment but also for information and social interaction. Furthermore, the sketches echo the Marxist idea of reification, where social relationships and human interactions are treated as things, commodities to be bought, sold, or traded.

This integration of commerce and entertainment raises questions about the authenticity of relationships between influencers and their audiences. As Salésio do Pânico promotes products, his audience engagement becomes a commodity, with likes, shares, and comments translating into metrics of success and monetary value. This commodification is symptomatic of the broader capitalist system, which, as Marx argued, is predicated on the extraction of value from labour – now extended into the digital realm where the line between labour and leisure is increasingly blurred.

Salésio’s content reflects the theory posited by Alvin Toffler on the prosumer, where the production and consumption of content become a singular act. Yet, as this chapter suggests, there is a critical difference in the digital age: the labour of prosumption enriches the platform owners and advertisers more than the content creators themselves. Digital influencers like Salésio do Pânico are both the product and the producer, engaging their followers with content that entertains and sells, thus perpetuating the capitalist cycle.

Moreover, Salésio’s activity on social media illustrates the application of Uses and Gratifications Theory within a capitalist framework. The theory suggests that media use is driven by the audience’s needs, which in the context of social media extend to the need for products and services that influencers recommend. Thus, social media becomes a marketplace that satisfies a variety of gratifications, from social connections to consumer desires.

However, the notion of social platforms as marketplaces has its contradictions. While Salésio do Pânico utilises his platform for commercial gain, his content often satirises the very consumerist culture in which he participates. The portrayal of a woman attempting to sell everything she owns, including herself, in the 6 August video clip, is a trenchant commentary on the extent to which capitalism has permeated personal identity and self-worth. Yet, this content itself is part of a marketplace where audience attention is the currency.

Salésio’s role in this marketplace is complex. On the one hand, his humour and creativity resist traditional media’s gatekeeping role. On the other hand, as Jarrar et al. (2020) suggest, the very act of engaging in commercial ­partnerships signifies a form of capitulation to market forces that govern social media ­platforms. His content becomes a mirror reflecting the commodified nature of contemporary digital interactions, where personal expression is entangled with the imperatives of capital. The entertainment value of the content contradict the underlying critique of capitalist structures. For example, the Qualijust tea promotions and the comedic sketches about materialism serve to both endorse products and critique the materialistic values they represent. The subtle irony is that while the audience are being sold a product, they are also being invited to question the very act of consumption. This thematic exploration demonstrates the inherent tension within social media as platforms that simultaneously empower and exploit users. Salésio do Pânico’s engagement with commercial entities on his platform does not escape the overarching structures of power and capital that the Marxist critique so aptly dissects. In this light, the digital marketplace is a site of contestation, where influencers like Salésio navigate the complex interplay between promoting products and fostering genuine social interaction.

The interface of memes and intermedia

The intersection of traditional and social media in Salésio do Pânico’s content reflects a nuanced dialogue between established and emerging forms of communication. This interplay, particularly through the use of memes, illustrates the shifting dynamics of media influence and the participatory nature of digital culture. Salésio’s sketches, embodying the qualities of memes – humour, satire, and shareability – underscore how these forms of media not only mimic but also influence and reshape each other’s content.

Memes, in Salésio’s utilisation, become a potent vehicle for framing social issues, often simplifying complex realities into digestible and relatable content. As Shifman (2013) and Guenther et al. (2020) discussed, memes ­encapsulate shared social experiences and can rapidly disseminate ideas, becoming a form of currency in the digital public sphere. The intermedia agenda-setting, as Boukes (2019) identified, plays out in Salésio’s content as he navigates the reciprocal relationship between traditional and social media, allowing memes to both propagate and parody the narratives found in conventional news outlets.

However, the reliance on memes for framing societal dilemmas also brings with it the potential for oversimplification and the reinforcement of stereotypes. While they can serve as a form of resistance or critique, their pervasive nature on platforms like Facebook underscores the capitalist logic of social media, where engagement and virality often trump depth and accuracy. This underlines the tension between memes’ ability to democratise discourse and their potential to dilute or distract from substantive debate.

Salésio’s work, especially the sketch from 15 July 2021 which invites friends to tag those who are always borrowing money, demonstrates the intermedia interface. This particular content piece encourages active engagement and reflection on social behaviour, leveraging the meme’s participatory nature. Yet it also reflects the framing theory discussed by scholars like Gorp (2007) and Hart (2007), where the mode of presenting information shapes perception. The humour and relatability of memes can frame economic hardship as an individual failing rather than a systemic issue, subtly echoing capitalist ideologies that valorise personal responsibility over collective solutions.

Furthermore, Salésio’s content reveals the intersection of personal and collective identity within the public sphere. His memes and sketches offer a space for shared laughter and critique but also risk becoming tools of commodification as discussed earlier. This aligns with Ahmed et al.’s (2018) assertion that social media can function as reactionary spaces where public feedback pre-empts or responds to traditional media narratives. However, the reactionary aspect of Salésio’s memes often operates within the confines of the existing power structures, arguably reinforcing rather than dismantling them.

The interface of memes and intermedia in Salésio’s content also mirrors the Uses and Gratifications Theory, with audiences seeking not only entertainment but also identity affirmation and community formation. The participatory ­culture surrounding meme-sharing fulfils these needs, but it does so within a capitalist framework that values content for its ability to generate engagement and, ultimately, profit. As Salésio’s content demonstrates, the commodification of memes within social media is symptomatic of a larger cultural shift towards the monetisation of all forms of communication.

Conclusion

Through a textual analysis of the content produced by Salésio do Pânico, a young Mozambican prosumer and digital influencer, we can understand the necessary adaptation of theoretical approaches that originated within the context of traditional, centralised media to fit the evolving digital era. This study has examined how the concepts of agenda-setting, framing, and uses and gratifications function within the realms of social media and prosumption. It concludes that the logic and essence of mass communication extend into the domain of self-mass communication, albeit on a transformed platform ­operating under familiar principles.

As indicated by Cowart (2017), social media platforms perpetuate the agenda-setting logic found in mainstream media, where the selection and prominence given to news in social media feeds constitute an agenda-setting process. These platforms define what is deemed important or salient, capturing public interest through user interactions such as sharing and liking. Salésio do Pânico, in his own creative practice, constructs a personalised agenda that engages social, cultural, political, and economic discussions relevant to Mozambican youth. His content often sheds light on the materialistic ethos ingrained in Mozambican society, which can influence deviant behaviour among both genders. Salésio frequently explores the dynamics of power in young hetero-affective couples in Mozambique. In contrast, the study has shown that the concept of Intermedia Agenda-Setting, as explicated by Boukes (2019) and Aruguete (2017), warrants reconsideration, given that the intermedia process on social media occurs within the platforms themselves, rather than solely transitioning between traditional and social media. Salésio do Pânico’s original work, which often includes producing humour from content shared by other digital influencers, exemplifies this phenomenon.

Regarding framing, the analysis has revealed that social media serves as a readily accessible medium for individuals to represent themselves and engage with societal issues they face. Framing is influenced by three key components: news organisations, the public, and cultural contexts. In this realm, Salésio do Pânico uses his platform to interpret the lived realities of Mozambican youth, navigating various elements of the cultural context, such as gender roles, marital expectations, and racial dynamics. The study also analysed which issues are emphasised or marginalised in Salésio’s content, highlighting reinforced ideologies such as the perception of men as financial providers and the stereotypical domestic roles of women. Despite societal shifts towards greater gender equity in financial and material domains, these changes remain underrepresented in Salésio’s narratives.

The study has also considered the Uses and Gratifications Theory, demonstrating how prosumers can evolve into digital influencers by employing social media as a platform for user-generated content. Moreno and Koff (2016) pointed out, the audience in new media are increasingly seen as ‘users’ rather than passive ‘viewers’ or ‘consumers’. Salésio do Pânico’s Facebook account epitomises this transition, embodying the audience-as-user model. Moreover, social media continues to reflect the capitalist dynamics that guide mainstream media, influenced by commercial interests.

Finally, the role of memes in the prosumption process is acknowledged. Followers of Salésio do Pânico engage with and reinterpret the content produced by him, exercising their agency as prosumers to provide feedback and further the discourse initiated by the original content. Memes epitomise this process, as they are ‘units of popular culture that are circulated, imitated, and transformed by users, creating a shared cultural experience’ (Shifman, 2013, as cited by Guenther, 2020).
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CHAPTER 8

Animation and Social Media as ­Alternative and Counterhegemonic ­Digital Public Sphere in Zimbabwe

Peace Mukwara7

Introduction

Since the turn of the new millennium, state media in Zimbabwe has exclusively functioned as a purveyor of state propaganda. Dissenting voices had to look for alternative media platforms. With the country operating one television station since independence, there has been an incessant need for alternative audiovisual platforms. This lacuna has been filled up by social media platforms such as YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and WhatsApp. The uptake and use of social media has increased tremendously with the emergence of networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube, amongst other platforms (Mhiripiri & Mutsvairo, 2013). What cannot be disputed is the interconnectedness of people from various corners of the world, who discuss and share information on these platforms. Chatora (2012) further argues that social media has facilitated the sharing and expression of diverse opinions within the online communities. The same social media has been used as a counter-discourse in Zimbabwe due to the hostility and rigidity of mainstream media. These ­platforms offer a distinct platform that is relatively unstaffed and unregulated by the state (Gambiza, 2020). Moyo (2020) notes that social media has become the same space that the government has its eyes on, although the government still faces dilemmas. It is in this context that media researchers have examined the ways in which digital platforms have been creatively used to expand political participation (Margetts, 2018). Others have looked at the emergent phenomenon of social media dissidence (cf. Matsilele, 2019), while others have focused on the political uses of memes (cf. Kasiyamhuru, 2019). A significant corpus of literature on social media in the Zimbabwean context, for instance, has previously focused on how youths use social media platforms for political activism (Mare, 2017). On the other hand, a growing body of scholarship has also focused on how political parties in Zimbabwe use social media platforms during national elections (Gukurume, 2015). The nexus between social media and propaganda reflects a gap in the aforementioned literature.

This chapter investigates the use of these platforms in countering state propaganda by non-state actors. It examines selected animation texts as resistance and counter-hegemonic propaganda against the Zimbabwe African National Union-Patriotic Front (ZANU PF) and state media hegemony. Raby (2005, 156) defines resistance as oppositional acts to dominance. Raby further contended that oppositional acts are often suppressed as subordinates regulate their anger towards the powerful, resulting in covert forms of resistance which are often elusive to the researcher. This chapter adopts this typology of resistance to study the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) resistance to ZANU PF hegemony through the use of digital media platforms. The chapter argues that political animations diverge from print media political cartoons in terms of visual style, but not function. Thus, animation has emerged as a vehicle that exploits both the cartoonist’s customary drawing skills as well as the new-media affordances of sound and motion.

A cartoon is a two-dimensional illustrated visual art form. The word cartoon is from the Italian ‘cartone’ and Dutch word ‘Aa/Yo/?’ meaning strong, heavy paper or pasteboard (Naqvi, 2012). While the specific definition has changed over time, modern usage refers to a typically non-realistic or semi-realistic drawing or painting intended for satire and humour. The term originated in the Middle Ages and first described a preparatory drawing for a piece of art such as a painting, fresco, tapestry, or stained glass window. In the nineteenth century, it came to refer to humorous illustrations in magazines and newspapers, and in the early twentieth century and onward, it referred to comic strips and animated films (Naqvi, 2012). Contrary to the common perception of associating art with children, cartooning is a powerful communication tool, a sharp weapon to ridicule the unjust, and a platform to mould public opinion, apart from creating good humour using the combination of wit, satire, and punch.

The chapter uses seven episodes of Nyoka and Kunyepa to analyse ­animation as a purveyor of counter-hegemonic propaganda and a form of the digital counter-public sphere. The animation series aired on YouTube before the 2013 general elections. The series has a combined viewership of over 300,000. These texts have deliberately been selected as they are amenable to an analysis of digital counter-hegemonic propaganda. This research conceptualises the animation series as a public sphere. Whereas the traditional application of this concept has been confined to deliberations that take place on social media during and after viewership, this chapter advances the notion that the world of animation itself represents a category of a public sphere which has received scant academic attention. As characters perform and deliberate on issues that deal with political issues, they automatically create a primary digital counter-public sphere, which is simultaneously reflective of other subaltern public spheres in the world beyond social media. The analysis of ­counter-hegemonic propaganda in this manner may result in new and reconfiguring digital ­counter-publics in terms of their potential strengths and weaknesses in articulating opposition resistance. In addition, this study looks at how animation texts enact, reproduce, and resist dominance and inequality in the social and ­political context.

Theoretical framework

This chapter mainly examines how the Digital Public Sphere (DPS) advances democratic engagement in authoritarian environments such as Zimbabwe. To this end, the chapter borrows from the twin concepts of public and counter-public spheres (see Habermas, 1988 and Fraser, 1994). The public sphere operates autonomously from the state and/or the economy and also facilitates rational discourse of public affairs directed toward the common good. (Garnham, 1990; Habermas, 1988). The chapter problematises issues that have not been sufficiently problematised, such as equality, plurality, and creating discourses against public authorities. Additionally, the article explores issues of universal access, the fight for the right to speak and address, and assembly (see Chikonzo et al., 2019; Habermas, 1988). Such an approach is expected to generate a discourse that will create a liberating public sphere.

The chapter posits that the animation series can be interpreted as a public sphere where issues of common national interests are deliberated upon within the world of the series. In this space, the characters deliberate on a range of issues that are of public concern. The modern public sphere, according to Habermas, plagued by forces of commercialisation and compromised by corporate conglomerates, produces discourse dominated by the objectives of advertising and public relations. Thus, the public sphere becomes a vehicle for capitalist hegemony and ideological reproduction. Naturally, a digital medium like the internet, with an infrastructure that promises unlimited and unregulated discourse that operates beyond geographic boundaries, would suggest a virtual reincarnation of the public sphere.

Research methodology

In collecting and analysing data, the research employed purposive sampling, and semiotic and visual analysis. In this endeavour, the researcher watched the selected texts in order to identify and analyse the various visual images within the animation text. Visual analysis derives concepts from the discipline of semiotics (Ali, 2004 as cited in Silverman, 2011). Analysis of such semiotic data involves decoding the materials for sociopolitical codes and meanings (Chang, 2008). In visual analysis, it is important to define the recurring semantic aspects of animated texts, that is, identifying the most relevant ‘signs’ that constitute animation language and interpreting their meaning. To understand the relevance that this specific language has in relation to the Zimbabwean audience, there is a need to analyse animation syntax, that is, texts’ deep structures of meaning and their relationship with Zimbabwean ‘reality’ (Mukwara, 2015). The material observed was analysed in the context of consulted sources, both published and unpublished. The researcher developed and processed the animation images into still photos to enable analysis and discussion of the content. Introspection, which is considered contentious in other research areas, was used. This choice is informed by the fact that the researcher is a subject of the media ‘environment’ under investigation.

Results presentation and analysis

Nyoka and Kunyepa are a caricature of Zimbabwean Central Intelligence Officers (CIOs)8. They have orders from President Robert Mugabe, the commander of the Zimbabwe defence forces General Chiwenga2 to do ‘everything possible’ to prevent free and fair elections from taking place. The two CIO operatives are given heinous orders through cellphone calls from General Chiwenga, who gets his orders directly from President Robert Mugabe. The series mainly features Robert Mugabe, Chiwenga, Grace Mugabe (Robert Mugabe’s wife), and other senior government officials. The animation series was screened on YouTube before the 2013 elections, which pitted against each other the longtime fierce rivals, Robert Mugabe representing the ruling party ZANU PF and Morgan Tsvangirai of the MDC. Each episode commences with the two ­characters (Nyoka and Kunyepa) executing different orders and witnessing how the public is responding to the unfolding political mismanagement. The two are constantly seen talking to General Chiwenga, whom they mention by name and through cellphone calls. When the series premiered, the commander of the Zimbabwe defence forces was the current Vice President Constantine Chiwenga, an architect of the 2017 coup that toppled the late President Robert Mugabe. By representing real people with fictional characters, this satirical format allows criticism and mockery of both the imaginary political elite and the existing social order.

The animation reveals how the 2013 elections are to be rigged in favour of President Robert Mugabe. It also delves into other sensitive issues, such as the involvement of the military in election matters, judicial capture, and Mugabe’s health. Most importantly, the series constructs the MDC as the most popular and widely supported political party. The chapter demonstrates the implications of a biased and binary counter-public sphere that the animation ushers in. On another level, the animation not only represents a discursive form for legitimating the MDC, but a situation is created where preferential meanings about democracy, militarisation of the state, and election rigging can emerge.

Monopolising democracy

Despite being something of a cliché, it is true that in contexts like Zimbabwe with restricted media spaces, social media plays a key role in democratising public discourse, expanding sources of information, and enabling the ­enjoyment of inalienable rights as espoused in the 2013 Constitution (Gambiza, 2020; Mare, 2018). One of the central concerns of the animation series under study is the exclusive treatment of the MDC as the credible and sole democratic political party in Zimbabwe. In this section, the chapter discusses how the ­animation deals with the MDC’s threat to the ruling party’s hegemony, engendering the opposition as the only viable counter-hegemony. Essentially, the animation’s topical issue is the relationship between the state and the MDC, with the ­latter given favourable frames. In the seven episodes on YouTube, there is a constant and sustained visualisation of the MDC as the only credible opposition in ­Zimbabwe. The selective framing of the MDC is sustained throughout all the episodes in order to legitimise its quest to defeat ZANU PF in the forthcoming elections. This is done through creation of legitimising myths with regard to the supposed popularity of the party.

In one of the scenes, Nyoka and Kunyepa witness an election registration centre where prospective voters are queuing to register for the 2013 presidential elections. Surprisingly there are two queues, one for the MDC and the other for ZANU PF supporters. As seen in Figure 1, the queue with MDC voters is oversubscribed, while the ZANU PF registration centre is deserted. Whilst it cannot be disputed that the MDC has dominated the urban vote since its formation, it would be an exaggeration to completely dismiss ZANU PF as a serious threat, as the party has gained traction by winning some seats in the past elections. It should also be noted that ZANU PF and the MDC, despite dominating the electoral space, are not the only players. As such, there seems to be a deliberate exclusion of other political parties from the animation’s public sphere. This uneven distribution of power works only to serve polarisation and propaganda. At this point of the animation, the cartoonists’ creative agency comes to the fore, where they have re-contextualised the prevailing media polarisation, reversing the framing of the ruling party’s hegemony.
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Figure 1: Voter registration.

Whilst the animation seeks to construct and affirm the MDC’s hegemonic endeavour, it does so at the expense of democracy. Consequently, democracy becomes a monopoly for the MDC, and other opposition political parties are discredited. Curran (1996, 53) encourages diversity and pluralism of engagement amongst classes which he viewed as [t]he communication of conflicting discourses which encourages various individual members of these groups to make sense of their lived experiences and their place in society as part of evaluating where their self-interest, and the wider interest of society lies. Instead of creating a public sphere that creates a binary appreciation of sociopolitical realities, Curran proposes one in which oppositional groups are given equal opportunities to freely express their interests and views whilst taking cognisance of the interests of other classes and groups. This helps to prevent the public sphere from creating oppressive democracy through the dictatorship of other classes. Curran added that:

Pluralism makes visible multiple definitions of collective interest, rather than proclaims of a single ‘natural interest’ that can mask or universalize a dominant class of interest. It allows for free ranging discussion which enables structures that appear too natural … to be questioned, and which enables people to challenge prevailing patterns of thought which legitimate their subordination. It also facilitates the exploration of self to others as a way of defining and exposing objective identity. (1996, 57)

This reading is crucial because it helps one to understand that any critique of despotism, oppression, and marginalisation must not leave other voices outside the domain of critical interrogation whilst providing the narrative that justifies social movement demands (McAdam, McCarthy, & Zald, 1996). Papacharissi (2010) asserts that there is a limitation to the digital public sphere because selfish people are now running unmediated public debates on social media. On the other hand, Fuchs (2011) contends that the democratising potential of social media platforms is now being mediated by trolls and bots, who have a leading role in spreading fake news.

In another episode, an Israeli Nikuv9 agent presents the company’s strategy on how it is going to rig the upcoming elections in favour of the incumbent ZANU PF. Interestingly, the first strategy is aimed at the MDC, while the rest are directed at different sectors and institutions. The cartoonists single out the MDC as the biggest threat to ZANU PF by strategically placing it first in the election rigging strategy. The strategy is presented as follows:

1 million MDC voters declared dead or deleted from the voters’ roll

Sabotaged mobile registration in rural areas

Registered more than 1 million deceased ZANU PF supporters

Ensured MDC-aligned security personnel were unable to cast their votes (Nyoka and Kunyepa, ep 3)

According to Russell:

The aim is to provoke and agitate the audience emotionally in order to achieve an enthymematic engagement with the viewer through the strategic selection and arrangement of imagery that introduces, explores and contextualizes social and political constructs and events by way of easily recognized and processed metaphors (2009, 26).

In this regard, Hartley (1988, 5) argued that the media, and in particular social media, against the background of the so-called consensus ideal, only supports the social, economic, and political interests of one group at the cost of another group. The ability and the need for the media to abide by its principles, such as to act independently, seek truth, and to minimise harm, are compromised (Oosthuizen, 2014). Thus, by positioning the MDC as the single threat to ZANU PF hegemony, the cartoonists aim to gain emotional support from participants in the digital public sphere. In turn, the audience is coerced to support it as the most outstanding movement, with the possibility of ousting ZANU PF from power. Consequently, the role of other political parties and civic society movements is downplayed. Whilst it is critical that public spheres be created that engender interests of disadvantaged groups, there is a need to ensure that the disadvantaged groups do not think that their interests are superior (Curran, 1996). In Curran’s view, it is necessary to prevent disadvantaged groups from believing that they are more significant and important than any other classes in society. Therefore, the digital public sphere should not just be a space for deliberating oppositional views, but also a place for self-interrogation and introspection (Kelvin, 2014).

Another example (Figure 2) that illustrates the cartoonist’s fixation with the MDC is when Nyoka and Kunyepa are driving around town and come across an MDC demonstration with all the party supporters wearing their party regalia (red outfits). On one of the placards is written Chinja, loosely translated as ‘change’, a word from the MDC slogan Chinja Maitiro – ‘Change your way of doing things’. The demonstrators are all dressed in red; the animators create an unrealistic scenario in any given demonstration. The animation aims to invisibilise other parties and visualise the MDC’s quest for power. Instead of benefiting from such a monopoly, the one dominant gaze permitted on social media is only rewarded with texts that lack nuance. Such a lack of nuance results in dangerous texts that cannot call things by their names. The failure to call things by their names is a euphemism for deceitfulness or outright propaganda.

[image: img18.jpg]

Figure 2: MDC demonstration.

This is also an attempt to make unsubstantiated information concerning the popularity of the MDC appear authentic. The intention is to delegitimise other opposition parties, such as the ZANU PF, and the electoral process, insinuating that the MDC is the most viable and outstanding opposition party worthy of taking over the reins of power. This betrays a hegemonic tendency for homogenising and patronising the public. According to Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, and Sasson (1992, 374):

We walk around with media-generated images of the world, using them to construct meaning about political and social issues. The lens through which we receive these images is not neutral but evinces the power and point of view of the political and economic elites who operate and focus it. And the special genius of this system is to make the whole process seem so normal and natural that the very art of social construction is invisible.

Gamson et al. (1992) pointed out that while images are reproductions, they could also be ‘mental pictures’ of something not real or not present (Gamson et al., 1992, 374). While the image makers might not do it intentionally, images often tell the readers how to interpret the world and are teachers of values, ideologies, and beliefs (Gamson et al., 1992). In other words, images can affect readers’ points of view on events or people. Indeed, the imaging and framing of the MDC in this way seem to constitute a specific strategic device deployed by the artists for purposes of sending and embedding messages into the collective national psyche and even into the unconscious. This chapter points out that before the opposition protests about systems of power, they must also interrogate themselves because constraints to democracy are inherent in any individual and at every level. On the other hand, the one-sidedness of the animation has the effect of making counter-hegemonic propaganda texts strong on rhetoric but weak on ideology, content, technique, and formal appeal. Thus, online texts do not always follow the high ideals set for deliberative democracy. Speech is not always so rational, tolerance toward those who hold opposing views is sometimes wanting, and the forms of interaction are not always so civil (Wilhelm, 2000).

Denouncing the militarisation of politics

The military’s involvement in civilian affairs, such as elections, has been a significant source of contestation between the MDC and the ruling party. In the run-up to the 2008 harmonised elections, several army generals declared that they would not recognise those without liberation war credentials, giving a major blow to the opposition leader Morgan Tsvangirai, who did not participate in the liberation war. The army has been accused of tilting the votes in favour of the ruling party. This is validated by Rupiya (2004) who argued that the current crisis in Zimbabwe is characterised by the reciprocal phenomena of the politicisation of the military and the militarisation of politics.

Other analysts have linked militarisation to high levels of violence and ‘thievery’ in the parliamentary elections held in June 2000, the presidential polls held in March 2002, and the 2008 June presidential run-off. Chitiyo and Rupiya (2003) noted that the 2002 presidential elections were run as a military operation. According to Tendi and Alexander (2008), the 2008 presidential run-off went a long way toward laying bare the deeply problematic nature of both the liberation–struggle logic and the militarised means by which ZANU PF sustains its claims to power. What is apparent here is that the Zimbabwean crisis has been sustained and propelled by the military’s involvement in civilian affairs. While the military has an important role to play in national politics as well as the formulation of different internal and external policies, their involvement in issues to do with the civilian leadership of the state should be ­minimised to give the citizens open room for free choice. In line with this observation, this section deals with the cartoonists’ portrayal of the military interests in civilian matters such as elections and the possible divisions in army circles.

In the second episode of the series, the cartoonists also gaze on the military’s involvement in civilian affairs. In the scene below (Figure 3), Nyoka and Kunyepa witness junior soldiers spraying graffiti on a wall; the graffiti reads Chiwenga Chimbuzi Chiripi (translated as ‘Chiwenga, where is the toilet?’). Upon noticing this, Kunyepa comments: ‘Things are not looking good, Even the young soldiers are not happy, my friend.’
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Figure 3: Junior soldiers denouncing General Chiwenga.

The military-led ZANU PF government that came into power in 2017 after a military coup frames social media as an ‘asymmetric threat’ and as intent on ‘command and control’ (Gambiza, 2020, 29). Because of fear, in Zimbabwe, it is unheard of for subordinates to challenge their superiors in public. Even if such a forum is available, free speech cannot be realised owing to constraining issues of hierarchy and protocol. The animation becomes a dialogical forum outside the knowledge of the authorities, empowering even those who are afraid to speak, to speak without fear (Sampedro, 2020).

The above can be said to be satirical about the military state’s capture of the government and the ruling party. The use of humour, irony, exaggeration, or ridicule to expose and criticise people’s stupidity or vices, particularly in the context of contemporary politics and other topical issues, is what can be termed as satire (Clark, 1991). Largely employing wit10 as a weapon and as a tool to draw attention to both particular and wider issues in society vices, satire is characterised by follies, abuses, and shortcomings which are held up to ridicule, ideally with the intent of shaming individuals, corporations, government, or society itself into improvement (Elliott, 2004). Contradictions among the military show a clear departure from the ZANU PF imaginings of a cohesive nation-state and the centrality of debate in a democratic society.

The above image demonstrates that vulgarity became a way of expressing anger over how the military meddled in civilian affairs. Using vulgarity in a dispute is a testimony and sign of extreme anger. Mbembe (2001) contended that vulgarity is an expression of power. He further argued that the obscene is a necessary element of resistance to the dominant culture. Under the one-party state, citizens developed ways of separating words from their conventional meanings and using them in other senses. This humour must not only be taken as a form of crude and primitive culture, but rather it demonstrates power contestations in societies (Mbembe, 2001). Ncube (2017) observed that ordinary people in Zimbabwe usually deploy vulgarity in popular culture sites such as football fandom to speak truth to power. This iconoclastic humour (analogous to Bakhtin’s Rabelaisian laughter) ‘visualises’ how the ordinary people see the glaring irrationality, preposterousness, and vulgarity of their ‘leadership.’ Ideally, this demystifies the leadership’s power and authority:

In transgressing taboos and constraints, people are stressing their preference for ‘conviviality’; they unpack the officialese and its protective taboos and, often unwittingly, tear apart the gods that African autocrats aspire to be (Mbembe, 2001, 23).

What is implied in Figure 3 is that the junior officers are fed up with their leadership. The junior officers then represent the subaltern whose grievances have been muted by the military. Therefore, the junior officers take over the public sphere to articulate their grievances in overt ways that are in full view of security agents. For this reason, the study points out that it is through the creation of alternative public spheres in subaltern spaces that people can talk about the burning issues of the day without fear of the repression in previous history. This is a significant factor in developing democratic thought through social media. Fraser (1994, 62) submits that subaltern counter-publics are:

Parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate counter-discourses, which in turn, permit them to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interest and needs.

Hence, this chapter explores how the subaltern invents and transforms social media into a space for oppositional politics. It also explores how the transformation of social media into a discursive arena liberates the agency of subaltern voices. The issues that Nyoka and Kunyepa discuss are quite sensitive as they draw from Zimbabwe’s fragile political contestations.

According to Bernard Cohen (1963), the media may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about. In this way, digital counter-public spheres increase the potential for participating in political debate (Papacharissi, 2010), but most citizens consume rather than produce information (Curtice & Norris, 2004). The most politically active are already mobilised (Loader & Mercea, 2011, 5), but they can lead public opinion and influence their immediate circles (Norris & Curtice, 2008). Social media has created a virtual community of dissent that actively fosters counter-hegemonic discourses, hence affording the hitherto supressed voices an audible voice against these governments (Gukurume, 2017; Morgan, 2018).

Satirising electoral fraud

Competitive elections are central in liberal conceptions of democracy and ­post-Cold War neo-liberal notions of good governance, such as Zimbabwe. Whilst Zimbabwe prides itself as being a model of postcolonial African democracy, elections have been a recipe for tension, violence, and death. Consequently, elections have been nothing more than a ritual designed to promote the myth of democracy and a cover for the authoritarianism of the strong ‘nationalist-military alliance’ established during the liberation struggle (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2006; Rupiya, 2004). Zimbabwe’s elections (particularly those held since 2000) have, by and large, been a recipe for increasing tensions rather than a remedy for reconciliation. The campaign period for every one of Zimbabwe’s ­elections has degenerated into a terrain of violence and death, particularly for supporters of opposition parties. Accusations of election rigging have surfaced countless times, with the ruling party being accused by the MDC of electoral fraud. Numerous election challenges have been brought to the courts since the ­beginning of the new millennium, but none of the high-profile ones have succeeded. This section aims to explore how the cartoonists address the question of electoral fraud.

They do this by placing the military and ZANU PF at the centre of electoral contestations in Zimbabwe. In one of the episodes, while carrying out an assignment in the streets of Harare, Nyoka and Kunyepa witness the corruption in the electoral system as they come across soldiers and military personnel working on rigging the forthcoming elections. As seen in Figure 4, the election centre is staffed with soldiers in military gear. At the gate, there is an inscription:’ Zimbabwe Army Training Base and Nikuv Israeli Election Rigging Team’.
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Figure 4: Militarised elections.

Inside the training base, there are various stalls with these posters:

How to stuff a ballot box

How to rig the voters roll

How to frustrate voters: delay, distort, deceive (Nyoka & Kunyepa, ep 5)

The cartoonists satirically and openly expose the above as the major winning and rigging strategy by the military and ZANU PF. The presence of a military beret in the election command centre confirms MDC suspicions and fears that the military always aid ZANU PF in electoral contests. As seen in Figure 4, ZANU PF have military support, and no one would defeat them even though the military is ‘tampering’ with the people’s will. While state media create and propagate a narrative of the ruling party heading towards a ‘landslide victory’, the animation seeks to expose the underhand ways such a victory would be attained.

Whilst the above presentation seeks to give an impression of how elections are manipulated in Zimbabwe, it seems rather crude and unpolished. Exponents of the public sphere theory observe that the poor do not adequately participate in the dialogue in their country because powerful sections of society dominate that dialogue (Curran, 1996; Fraser, 1994; Keane, 2003). The dialogue, in this instance, is characterised by prescriptive and crude representation of how the public should perceive election rigging, even though there is no concrete evidence of how the rigging takes place. The sustenance of ‘pub talk’ emerges mixed with intellectual discourse, with a dash of troll. It would appear the artists rely on hearsay, gossip, and fake news in framing and constructing election fraud in Zimbabwe. However, as stated earlier, one cannot deny the likelihood of election fraud. What is disputable is the simplistic and crude caricature of the electoral process. Perhaps the artists intend to lay ‘bare the emperor’s robes’ to see the covert operations of the ruling party and the military. The intention would be to overtly expose the government so that the public would be infuriated and agitated to take action. In other words, the audience is transferred from being the viewer to a participant in the reconstructed fictional world of electoral malpractices.

From the above analysis, the animation deploys satire in engaging a highly sensitive issue. Just like other analysed scenes, this episode deploys humour to ridicule the military’s alleged ‘interference’ in the electoral processes. Laughter is a weapon for the weak (Bakhtin, 1984; Chakraborthy, 2014; Mbembe, 1992). Through laughter, ordinary people bridle, and trick and toy with power (Mbembe, 2001). Moreover, Bakhtin (1984) argued that laughter is a tool that critics of hegemonic cultures use to overcome their fear and attack their object of scrutiny. In essence, laughter knows no fear; it knows no inhibitions and no limitations, but it topples tyrants (Bakhtin, 1984).

Ncube (2019) observed that during the period under study, these cartoons were intricately intertwined with pro-MDC counter-hegemonic ­cyber-propaganda aimed at discrediting the electoral system. Such an intention would benefit the MDC as they would use the discredited election narrative to sustain their relevance. The participation of the MDC in a discredited electoral system for the past two decades further complicates the situation. Why would the party participate in a clearly uneven electoral space? Mandaza indicates that the popular view is that the opposition party has won four elections so far (2000, 2002, 2005, and 2008), but has been ‘denied victory by the securocrat state’ (Mandaza, 2011, 3). The key challenge facing the MDC-Tsvangirai is how to translate electoral victory into state power. The MDC-T seems clueless about how to deal with this problem. The animation ignores such pertinent issues and discredits the elections before they occur.

The chapter highlights that counter-hegemonic cyber propaganda can also be in the form of manipulated images and videos intended to create false narratives (Tandoc et al., 2018), as demonstrated by the image in Figure 4. This caricature, on the other hand, corroborates ‘unproven’ MDC concerns about the ZANU PF and military union/alliance, which makes the playing field uneven. This is against the background that despite several court challenges by the MDC on electoral fraud, there is no sufficient evidence to back up such claims. In this regard, it can be argued that the cartoonists intend to legitimise the assertion that the MDC is marching to victory despite spirited efforts to make the playing field uneven. The Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) was supposed to present results that confirmed Morgan Tsvangirai as the legitimate winner. The chapter disputes the view that if an animation is adversarial, expository, and sets an agenda, it automatically serves democratic interests. Setting the agenda for a people is a paternalistic way of undermining the possibility of them setting their own agendas. The cartoonists may have assumed that the people are not intelligent enough to set their own agendas about issues that affect their lives. Agenda setting on digital platforms universalises the aspirations of a particular group of people who have the means and apparatus to set agendas for others. It undermines the realisation of a multivocal public sphere where the agenda deliberated upon is a compromise of diverse voices and interests. Rather than creating a public sphere that creates a binary understanding of social relations, Curran (1996) proposes one in which antagonistic groups are allowed to articulate their views and interests whilst taking cognisance of the interests of other groups and classes.

This chapter proposes that the state’s stance towards critical art profoundly influences subordinates’ strategies of resistance. Through satire, the animation characters are able to critique the excesses of the army, which is largely viewed as infallible and beyond reproach. Satire often makes use of humour which, as Mutero (2014) noted, when used in political works, is critical in unmasking the dominant. Zenenga (2008) notes that the government sought to control information flow through laws such as Access to Information and Protection of Privacy Act (AIPPA) and the Censorship and Entertainment Control Act. Through these laws and other forms of censorship, the state sought to silence alternative media. Critical art was confronted with well-orchestrated plans to subdue it, and dissenting voices were suppressed, sometimes brutally. Chikonzo (2009) suggested that the state has no qualms with art that distances itself from reality, and is even more welcoming towards art that supports its political ideology. In this regard, Scott said, ‘In the short run, it is in the interest of the subordinate to produce a more or less credible performance, speaking the lines and making the gestures he knows are expected of him’ (1990, 4).

It can be argued that animation, operating in anonymity and through innocuous activities, through a performance tradition that can easily be dismissed as comical and less critical, is a form of alternative media. Whereas government efforts are directed at mystifying electoral fraud, animation, clothed in satire, irony, and comedy, reveals what the state seeks to conceal. The humour accompanying the acts camouflages resistance as texts fall short of open defiance in the conventional sense, in turn fostering a less offensive public transcript. This public reverence is typically provoked by fear of retribution rather than ­internalised compliance (see Scott, 1990). The subordinate, in acting out public transcripts, reflects false mannerisms and symbolic compliance. They seek to ‘create’ a false sociopolitical detachment from the state machinery (Scott, 1990). According to Mbembe and Roitman:

Comics aim to travesty, avenge, scare the evil spirits and appease them or to exercise reprisals on ‘the signs of the thing’ that cannot be overcome otherwise. As rites of expiation, laughter and derision give way to an imaginary well-being; they allow for distance between the subject who laughs and the object of mockery. The division thus realized is precisely what permits the laughing subject to regain possession of self and to wear the mask, that is, to become a stranger to this ‘thing’ that exercises domination –and then to deride torture, murder, and all other forms of wretchedness (Obadare, 2009, 33).

The above implies that animation takes the seriousness out of issues, and thereby distorts the veracity of serious issues to the extent that it forms a mask around the public sphere, allowing a pseudo-healing to form. In other words, animation masks the tragedy, bringing some distance between the tragedy and the victim, allowing the victim to form a mask which shields him/her from the crisis, but in essence not doing anything to the scars and wounds. As Fraser (1990) pointed out, counter-public spheres are not necessarily rational and virtuous – they can be anti-democratic and anti-egalitarian. Social media, as a matter of fact, can accelerate the development of a ‘post-truth’ era. The Oxford Dictionary defines post-truth as ‘relating to circumstances in which objective facts are less influential in shaping public opinion than appeals to emotion and personal belief.’

Conclusion

From the foregoing, it has emerged that social networking websites such as YouTube offer users the opportunity to share user-generated content and directly engage with others. This chapter has noted that the 2013 election ushered in the use of social media for political campaign purposes in Zimbabwe. Although these sites are not exclusively political, within specific enclaves, political speech can take hold and flourish. The filtration of one-sided discourses has an effect of undermining the democratic intentions of the DPS. The chapter illustrated the multiple meanings generated by different images from animated texts highlighting social media as a digital counter public sphere. The chapter has demonstrated the limitations of the digital counter public sphere in articulating topical political issues. Through the effective use of less offensive public transcripts, animation and social media have resisted the state without attracting the wrath of the dominant, making it a unique platform of resistance and counter-hegemonic propaganda. propaganda. A highly repressive political environment gave impetus to subtle forms of protest, as players sought to negotiate their existence in the face of a well-oiled state machinery. The highly unstable political environment, characterised by ruthless acts towards opposition, was crucial in formulating cyber propaganda strategies that were favourable to subordinate groups. In certain ­circumstances, DPS can make a difference, but their effect on the political-information system is gradual and cumulative. The chapter concludes that, when socio-economic crises, institutional degradation, and popular indignation coincide, the DPS can become a viable alternative platform for challenging ­hegemonic ideas and prompting structural transformations in the political arena.
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Conclusions: Navigating the Contested Terrain of Digital and Social Media in Africa

This book has explored the multifaceted relationship between digital and social media and political power in Africa. It has challenged the simplistic narrative of these platforms as inherently democratising forces, revealing a complex landscape where opportunities for citizen empowerment and participation coexist with the potential for control, manipulation, and repression by powerful actors. The chapters in this collection have demonstrated that various factors, including the ownership and control of digital infrastructure, government policies and regulations, the strategies of political actors, and the agency of citizens themselves, shape the impact of digital and social media in Africa. While these platforms offer opportunities for communication, information sharing, and political mobilisation, they are also susceptible to manipulation and control by those in power.

One central theme in this book is the importance of understanding the political economy and materiality of digital and social media. As the first chapters illustrated, the ownership and control of internet service providers, social media platforms, and other critical infrastructure play a crucial role in shaping the flow of information and determining who has access to these powerful tools. Governments can leverage their control over infrastructure to implement internet shutdowns, block access to specific platforms, and ­monitor online activity, silencing dissent and limiting the space for ­democratic participation.

Several chapters have examined the concerning trend of state censorship and surveillance in African countries. Chapters Two and Three, focusing on Eswatini, Uganda, and Zimbabwe, provided concrete examples of how governments utilise legal frameworks, such as cybercrime laws, and technological means to restrict online freedoms and target activists and journalists. This growing trend of digital authoritarianism poses a significant threat to democratic values and the potential for meaningful social change.

The book has also explored how governments use discursive strategies, such as creating moral panic around national security and fake news, to justify censorship and surveillance. By framing social media as a threat to stability and order, ruling elites can garner public support for restrictive measures and limit the space for critical discourse and dissent. This manipulation of public opinion further underscores the importance of media literacy and critical thinking in the digital age.

Despite the challenges, the book has also highlighted the vital role of digital and social media in empowering citizens and facilitating political activism in Africa. Chapters Four and Five showcased how activists and ordinary citizens utilise these platforms to organise protests, share information, document human rights abuses, and hold governments accountable. These examples of digital resistance demonstrate the potential for social media to act as a tool for social change and challenge the status quo.

However, the book also acknowledges the limitations of digital activism and the need for a nuanced understanding of its impact. Chapter Six, for instance, revealed the existence of participatory gaps and discursive inequalities on platforms like Twitter, where a small minority of users with greater resources and social capital dominate the conversation. This finding emphasises the importance of addressing issues of access, digital literacy, and representation to ensure that the benefits of social media are accessible to all.

Furthermore, Chapter Seven examined how social media platforms operate within existing power dynamics and contribute to the commodification of online spaces. The analysis of Mozambican digital influencer Salésio do Pânico’s content revealed that while his work provides a platform for discussing social issues, it also reinforces consumerist values and perpetuates certain stereotypes. This example highlights the need for a critical approach to social media consumption and the importance of recognising the commercial interests that often drive content creation and engagement. Finally, Chapter Eight explored the potential for animation and social media to act as an alternative and counter-hegemonic digital public sphere in Zimbabwe. The analysis of the animated series Nyoka and Kunyepa demonstrated how these platforms can be used to challenge state propaganda and promote alternative narratives. However, the chapter also acknowledged the limitations of this alternative public sphere, arguing that it can sometimes reproduce the same exclusions and biases it seeks to critique.

In conclusion, the terrain of digital and social media in Africa is complex and contested. These platforms offer both opportunities and challenges for democracy, development, and social change. By critically examining the power dynamics, economic interests, and social contexts that shape their use, we can develop a more nuanced understanding of their impact and work towards harnessing their potential for positive social transformation.
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