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The potential of social media to influence
socio-political change on the African Continent

Narnia Bohler-Muller and Charl van der Merwe

The 2010/2011 revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt were largely organised, supported and driven
through the use of social media-based tools. Facebook, Twitter and mobile phone technology
inter alia allowed for extensive political expression against government corruption both on- and
offline. Calls for socio-political transformation heard on the streets of Tunis and Cairo were
echoed around the globe, gaining much sympathetic support internationally. The recent events
in North Africa may be a sign of things to come for the rest of the continent as technology
continues to reach more Africans. This policy brief argues that the use of social media tools has
high potential for purposes of bringing about political and social change throughout the conti-
nent as use thereof enhances opportunities for political participation and opens new spaces for

active citizenship.

Introduction

‘The Day of the Revolution against Torture,
Poverty, Corruption and Unemployment’ was the
name given to an online event scheduled for 25
January 2011 created on the social networking site
Facebook. The event was created to express soli-
darity with the emerging socio-political protests in
the Arab Republic of Egypt.! The uprising against
Hosni Mubarak, the Egyptian ruler of 30 years’
standing, and his government manifested in
large-scale public demonstrations in Egypt’'s two
largest cities, Cairo and Alexandria, that actively
lasted for eighteen days. As result of these pro-
longed but largely peaceful public demonstrations,

Hosni Mubarak officially resigned as president of
Egypt on 11 February 2011.

What was remarkable about this protest —
following the trends established in Tunisia’s
‘Jasmine Revolution’ - was that it was organised
and supported to a large extent by the use of social
media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter as
communication tools. The Facebook ‘event’ in sup-
port of the Egyptian revolution was joined by more
than 80 000 people online. Another example of
social-media-based action that contributed to pub-
lic awareness in Egypt about dissatisfaction with
the Mubarak regime was a Facebook page, titled
‘We Are All Khaled Said’. The page was dedicated
to the memory of Said who was beaten to death
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by police in the city of Alexandria for wanting to
expose government corruption. Posters were also
created online to advertise the planned protests
of Friday 28 January 2011, using dramatic photo-
graphs of unrest in the city.

Another interesting dimension of the North
African socio-political activism is the role played
by mobile phone and internet usage via mobile
phones. On the African continent, mobile phone
usage is expanding rapidly. One of the key drivers
of this growth is precisely the fact that it is a mo-
bile form of communication and, therefore, easily
used by people living in remote areas where infra-
structure for telephone lines is poorly developed or
non-existent. This also means that mobile phones
in Africa have become a much more important
tool for business than traditional telephone lines.

The growing penetration of mobile phones and
mobile internet usage on the African continent
increases the potential for instigating change as
people literally have the power in their hands,
with the touch of a button, to use social media for
the purpose of bringing about democratic transfor-
mation. This brief will therefore argue that online
social media have high potential for purposes of
bringing about political and social change, with a
focus on Africa.

Social media explained

The term social media refers to web-based tools
and services that allow users to create, share,
rate and search for content and information with-
out having to log in to any specific portal site or
portal destination.® These tools become ‘social’ in
the sense that they are created in ways that en-
able users to share and communicate with one
another. The social network Facebook, which was
one of the first social media tools of its kind, was
launched in 2004 and today has over 600 million
users worldwide.

Table 1 below indicates the 30 countries
with the highest number of Facebook users. Two
African countries form part of this list — Egypt at
number 25 and South Africa at number 28. Table 2
indicates the African countries where Facebook is
used the most and the percentage of total internet
users in a specific country that uses Facebook.
From these two tables it becomes apparent that
the citizens of Egypt and the rest of North Africa
are very well connected, and this also clearly in-
dicates why the use of social media was able to
mobilise masses of people very quickly.

Figure 1 is a map visually indicating the
world’s most popular social networks based on
internet traffic data; it reflects the popularity and
prevalence of Facebook in North Africa.

Table 1 Top 30 countries with highest number of Facebook users (31 March 2010; data from Facebook)*
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Table 2: African countries with largest number of Facebook users®
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New technological developments led to the crea-
tion of web-based social media services that pro-
vide what is commonly referred to as ‘lifestream-
ing’. This phenomenon refers to the ongoing and
uninterrupted broadcasting of information and
events through a set of digital media.” The serv-
ice Twitter is one such tool that enables people to
stream their lives directly, in real time, via short
messages called ‘tweets’.

The abovementioned social media-based tools
and services provided an effective platform for
organising the revolutions in Tunisia and, to an
even greater extent, Egypt. In response to the
protests and the ways in which people were mobi-
lised, many websites were blocked by the respec-
tive governments at some point during the socio-
political protests. In response to this, however,

Google devised a way in which people could still
voice their opinions without being connected to
the internet. This new communication tool was
dubbed ‘Speak to Tweet’ and it allowed anyone
with a voice connection to dial one of three inter-
national numbers and have their voice messages
sent out as tweets with the word #egypt added as
a ‘hashtag’ (user-generated coding for searchable
terms and keywords) to the links. People could
thus call these numbers and voice their solidar-
ity, concerns and opinions about the protests by
having their phone voice messages converted into
tweets.®



Mobile phones and mobile
internet usage in Africa

The demand for mobile phones is increasing rap-
idly on the African continent. According to the

United Nations’ Affica Renewal magazine, Africa
today has more than 400 million mobile phone
subscribers.® Figure 2 indicates these numbers as
well as projected numbers for 2011 and 2012.

Figure 2: Mobile subscribers and penetration in Africa 1
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According to Essoungou there is a massive inter-
est in the use of mobile phones and social media
in Africa."! Facebook is currently the most visited
website by internet users on the African continent,
and currently 17 million people on the continent
use Facebook. This may appear to be a small per-
centage, considering that the population of Africa
stands at just over 1 billion, but it depicts an in-
crease of 7 million from 2009.12

There are, however, still many constraints
and challenges in Africa regarding access to
mobile phone technology and internet connectiv-
ity. Africa remains the continent with the lowest
internet penetration rate with about 100 million
users, or one out of every ten persons, on the con-
tinent being connected to and using the internet.'
Reasons for this include the lack of infrastructure
for internet services (i.e. lack of technology to host
fast and reliable broadband networks), and the
fact that such networks or connections are still
scarce and also financially prohibitive in some
cases. There is also a limited number of personal
computers in use in Africa, which reduces internet
penetration on the continent.'* Mobile internet, or

internet services that can be accessed from mobile
phones, therefore remains the most effective way
for people in Africa to access the internet. The
main contributor to this is the widespread avail-
ability of mobile phones on the continent and
the cost-effectiveness of accessing the internet
through a mobile phone rather than through a
wired connection from a personal computer. Erik
Hersman, who is a prominent social media blog-
ger in Africa and an entrepreneur who has helped
to drive the development of an internet platform
called Ushahidi, notes that:

with mobile phone penetration already high
across the continent, and as we get to critical
mass with Internet usage in some of Africa’s
leading countries (Kenya, South Africa, Ghana,
Nigeria, Egypt) ... a seismic shift will happen
with services, products and information.'®



The struggle begins in Tunisia:
The ‘Jasmine Revolution’

The first revolution of this century began in
Tunisia, North Africa. Alex Howard, a technology
reporter, writes about the reflections of Rim Nour,
a young Tunisian online activist (or ‘hacktiv-
ist’) who personally participated in the ‘Jasmine
Revolution’ that began in earnest when a fruit
vendor, Mohamed Bouazizi, set himself ablaze in
response to police cruelty.16

In Nour’s account, the 2010 Tunisian revolu-
tion was not a Wikileaks or Facebook or Twitter
revolution but an uprising fundamentally powered
by people and the socio-political and economic
conditions of their lives. The people of Tunisia
chose to protest against government corruption
and unemployment. Their communication tools
were mostly web based or mobile phone related.
Consequently the online and offline worlds inter-
acted with one another in unprecedented ways
(many expert observers have commented on the
decline of the distinctions between ‘cyberspace’
and the material world).”” The online world played
an active role in fuelling the struggle, and camera
phones and other mobile devices kept communica-
tion open and accessible. As Bryce Roberts has ob-
served, ‘mobile devices are the Gutenberg presses
of our generation’.!®

Besides the internet and mobile revolutions,
Nour also emphasises the role of A Jazeera, which
has played a galvanising role in most of the Arab
protests. The livestream AlJazeera.net creates
awareness and allows a global audience to experi-
ence to some extent what is happening far from
the comfort of their own homes.

Nour highlights four roles that social media
played in the Tunisian revolution, namely grass-
roots mobilisation, the role of organising the rise
of civil society and active citizenship, the role of
being a counter-rumour of propaganda tool and
the role of helping people to analyse statements
released by government.”” In her speech, Nour
concludes that the Tunisian revolution would have
happened without social media intervention, but
‘it wouldn’t have happened as fast’.

The Tahrir Square protests:
A marriage of technology
and social behaviour

Much the same has been written about events in
Cairo that were instigated by the Tunisian upris-
ing. Once again, it was access to social media
and mobile technology, as well as the coverage

and interventions of Al Jazeera, that assisted in
fuelling public protests against Mubarak and his
government.

In an interview, journalism Professor Claudette
Artwick, who conducts ongoing research on
the impact of social media, discusses the recent
events in Egypt. According to Artwick it was the
marriage of technology and social behaviour
that played a big role in the revolution. She has
named this phenomenon ‘technosociality’. This
relationship could be seen at many levels, includ-
ing people organising protests, media coverage of
the story, and government reacting to the uprising
with attempts at controlling traditional and social
media.?

Google executive Wael Ghonim has been
credited for initiating the Egyptian revolution on
Facebook. He started a page in June 2010 mourn-
ing Khaled Said’s death. Said was reportedly
pulled out of an Internet café by plainclothes police
and beaten to death because he had obtained evi-
dence of police corruption. People were outraged,
and Ghonim’s Facebook page as well as several
others provided a community space or platform
where people could call attention to government
abuses. It is noteworthy that the day Mubarak
resigned, Ghonim tweeted, ‘Please don’t make me
the face of this revolution. It's not true as every
Egyptian was the face of this revolution.” The role
of Wikileaks has also been speculated upon, as
the protests in Tunisia began shortly after the re-
lease of the ‘Palestine Papers’ by A/ Jazeera.

Analysing the use of social media in the
Egyptian revolution, Artwick emphasises many of
the same points as Nour on Tunisia.

First, journalists used Twitter to report on the
ground in Egypt by posting their direct observa-
tions in real time. They also uploaded links to
their stories, photos, videos, or blogs. Nicholas D.
Kristof, a reporter for the New York Times, has a
very popular Facebook page, and is currently post-
ing and tweeting from Libya. Second, A/ Jazeera
played a leading role by tweeting and posting
links to photos and video that was then also
used by other mainstream news sources. Third,
the Egyptian people themselves contributed to
the news. Their tweets were picked up by journal-
ists and bloggers and re-tweeted by them. This
appears to have marked the emergence of a new
form of reporting, referred to on CNN as [-Reports,
which is seen as a form of public or popular jour-
nalism. This allows people to contribute to the
news with pictures, videos and commentary from
any breaking news stories around the globe.

When Mubarak tried to control the open flow
of online and mobile information by blocking



Twitter and Facebook, people managed to access
the services through their mobile phones and
turned to third-party applications like Hootsuite
and TweetDeck to tweet. When the government
seized video cameras, reporters and protesters
used applications (apps) on their mobile phones to
record audio and post it to Twitter. The New York
Times transmitted video through satellite devices
and Google created the ‘Speak to Tweet’ service.?!
It was apparent that it was near impossible to stall
the flow of information both in Egypt and beyond,
although Mubarak did use national television as a
propaganda tool. But the socio-political movement
had gained too much momentum.

As the social, political and technological
environment has developed, some have already
begun to explore new opportunities for digital
activism. Part of this activism is a trend of protect-
ing freedoms on the internet by, for instance, the
group ‘ANONYMOUS’ that have referred to their
interventions as ‘new activism’ in the sense that
revolutions can now be broadcast and as such
the protests will spread to other countries where
government oppression and corruption has taken
its toll. Some have argued that this type of new
activism will spread across the African continent,
mentioning Mugabe’s reign of thirty years and
the volatile service protests in South Africa as
examples.

The scenarios sketched above are not based on
a naive attitude of cyber-utopianism, where the
internet equals democracy, but are examples used
to illustrate the developing potential of technology
to influence the socio-political climate across the
continent.

‘The political power of social media’

In an article with the above title that appeared in
Foreign Affairs, Clay Shirky makes reference to a
number of countries and world regions where so-
cial mass media have been used in the past ten
years to trigger and initiate changes in the govern-
ments and societies of those countries. These are
all examples of the positive impact of social media
on such events. From an analysis of the events in
North Africa over the past two months, it is clear
that social media here also had an important role
to play.

However, Shirky also raises two arguments
against the idea that social media can make a dif-
ference in the national politics of a state and it is
important also to consider this side of the debate
about the potential of social media to influence or
bring about socio-political change on the African

continent. The first is the fact that the tools them-
selves are actually ineffective, and second, that
these tools can produce as much harm to any
process of democratisation as they can produce
good. This critique that social media can be inef-
fective has been mostly used by Malcolm Gladwell
in The New Yorker and stems from the fact that
casual participants to activities and actions such
as large-scale social protests seek social change
through low-cost activities such as joining a par-
ticular Facebook group such as the “Save Darfur”
group that was created on Facebook. Gladwell is of
the opinion that such actions cannot bring about
any useful action. Shirky however says that even
though this critique is correct it is not central to
the question of the power of social media in the
sense that the fact that actors who are barely com-
mitted and who just joins Facebook groups and
makes comments online does not mean that actors
who are very committed cannot use social media
affectively to influence socio-political change.

The second critique that social media tools can
be used to influence or bring about socio-political
change and political improvement has to do with
the fact that the state is gaining increasingly so-
phisticated and more technologically advanced
means of monitoring and interdicting social media
tools. Authoritarian states are increasingly shut-
ting down communications networks and grids in
their countries to deny dissidents the opportunity
and resources to coordinate and broadcast docu-
mentation of any event in real time.

It is thus necessary to point out that social me-
dia tools can and will be used as tools of state op-
pression. However, the success of social network-
ing in providing momentum and support to the
popular uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt cannot be
denied. In this context, Africa as a continent is ex-
periencing a period of enormous change, and there
is no doubt that social media will play a role in
ensuring active continental political participation.

Conclusion: The future of social
media on the African continent

Historically, revolutionary movements began with
people gathering together in the marketplace or
town hall to discuss their common grievances.
Social media at the moment partly play the role
of this public space, facilitating social interaction,
information sharing, and fast and easy communi-
cation. There have been spaces such as these in
almost every society throughout history with the
atmosphere at the market being politically effec-
tive, as in eighteenth century Paris.



The organisers of protests demanding democ-
ratisation and socio-economic change in the mod-
ern context play a similar role to those of French,
Russian and Chinese activists who met publicly
and in secret to organise protests against state op-
pression and corruption. It is significant that both
Tunisia and Egypt have been referred to as ‘lead-
erless’ revolutions. The success of the revolutions
in Tunisia and Egypt teaches us that the youth are
globally connected and see democracy as part of
their identity as people deserving a say in govern-
ment. This is significant as it raises the potential
for developing a more ‘direct’ form of participative
democracy, with many more voices joining in ‘real
world’ and online socio-political activism.

The African Union (AU) has declared 2011
the year of ‘Shared Values’ This is a discus-
sion that needs to filter down to member states.
Governments must engage their people on is-
sues of good governance and democracy, or
other African leaders may face the same fate
as their compatriots in North Africa. The tide
of popular expression is rising and resonating
across the continent

Policy Recommendations

In South Africa, recent attempts at creating a
government framework in the form of a tribunal
to regulate the press and to ensure ‘ethical report-
ing’ do not take into account the fact that a new
form of journalism has emerged. Based on lessons
we are learning as we write, the suppression of
information, communication, knowledge sharing
and experience sharing is becoming more difficult.
In fact, reactions against regulation and censor-
ship have become quite radical in nature. Every
conventional newspaper and news broadcaster
could be controlled or censored or shut down to-
tally, and the internet could be interfered with, but
online and mobile communications will continue
to spread. Social media activists, bloggers, tweet-
ers and speak-to-tweeters keep the world updated
even if the television cameras have been switched
off. Through the use of internet technology, or-
ganisations such as ANONYMOUS will continue
to protect the freedom of those who speak out
against oppression and corruption.

In essence, the over-regulation of the right
to freedom of expression and association can-
not achieve its ends in the context of connected
societies where ordinary citizens — most of them
young — cannot easily be manipulated or control-
led. Unlike in the apartheid era, it will be far more

difficult, if not impossible, for governments to
commit atrocities that remain hidden and silent.

It is recommended that African governments
reconcile their laws and policies with this broader
democratic contribution by the users of social me-
dia-based tools. In a sense this can be understood
as a form of ‘direct’ democracy where many voices
can and want to be heard. Mechanisms should
thus be put into place which assist governments
in monitoring and evaluating political, social and
economic developments and trends that would
then enable them to respond to their people in a
more productive and positive manner. The various
social media-based tools discussed above are now
enabling grassroots political action, and, as has
been proven in Tunisia and Egypt, an unrespon-
sive and out-of-touch government can be ousted
by the withdrawal of political consent. The citizen
as ‘watchdog’ has begun a new era in which tech-
nology can contribute to socio-political change.
As the world’s population has expanded, global
boundaries are blurring, heralding a new age of
secular democracy and active vigilance against
the abuse of state power.

This digital capacity for political communica-
tion by the private citizen indicates, now more
than ever, a need for open, transparent and ac-
countable leadership that is itself openly com-
municative, and where multitudes of voices and
views, continued debate and dialogue are permit-
ted to flow unfettered.

A final and related comment
on political intervention in
media affairs in South Africa

In an analysis of attacks on the press across
Africa, Mohamed Keita points out that govern-
ments across the continent are criminalising
investigative journalism. As the North of the
continent enters an era of 'mew challenges to
state power’, citizens and the press are question-
ing the use of public funds more than at any time
since many African states gained independence.
Ayesha Kajee, executive director of the Freedom
of Expression Institute (FXI) has stated that the
public is seeing ‘huge gaps between the majority
and the [ruling] elite’, leaving governments feel-
ing exposed and threatened, which then leads to
attempts at censoring the mass media. Recent de-
velopments in South Africa have seen government
proposing the creation of a state media tribunal
to monitor and sanction the press in particular.
Such perceived anti-media rhetoric may tarnish
the nation’s image as Africa’s press freedom



leader. In addition, the introduction to Parliament
of the Protection of Information Bill (2008) has
led to a global outcry as it proposes twenty-five
years of imprisonment for disclosing classified
information, thereby criminalising investigative
journalism. This also sheds a negative light on
South Africa’s commitment to the constitution-
ally entrenched right to freedom of expression as
provided for in section 16 of the Bill of Rights of
the 1996 Constitution. Section 16 of the South
African Constitution is modelled on the provisions
of Article 19 of the International Covenant on Civil
and Political rights that include, in sub-Article 2,
the freedom to seek, receive and impart informa-
tion and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers.
South Africa has ratified, and is a signatory to,
this treaty.

Regarding the significance of the North
African revolutions for Sub-Saharan Africa, Jacob
Zuma has pointed out that, unlike states in the
Arab world, South Africa is a constitutional de-
mocracy. However, the ballot box is not the only
aspect that constitutes democracy, and, according
to Tom Wheeler, too many public officials do not
recognise that there is a connection between a
vote for them and responding to the needs of the
electorate that voted them into office. President
Zuma was silent when the recent riots broke out
in Wesselton, Ermelo, which created an increased
awareness that all is not well at local government
level. If the South African people feel that they
cannot hold their leaders accountable through the
ballot box, the possibility exists that they will do
so in the streets, on the internet and with their
mobile phones. In a rapidly changing world, it is
strongly recommended that governments keep up
with trends and develop policies for the construc-
tive use of technological platforms, informed by
the needs of their citizens and the prescripts and
universal values entrenched in international law.
ignited from the West through sponsored rebel
movements to destabilise the regional peace and
stability.
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