MAKERERE LAW JOURNAL AUGUST 2024

Volume 53 Issue 8

YOU CANNOT CHANGE THE WORLD ON TWITTER: WEIGHING THE SOCIAL PLATFORM AGAINST THE
PROMISE TO ENHANCE DISCOURSE AND DEMONSTRATIONS

Joshua Kingdom

Recommended Citation: Joshua Kingdom (2024); “You Cannot Change the World on Twitter: Weighing the Social
Platform Against the Promise to Enhance Discourse and Demonstrations” Volume 53 Issue 8 Makerere Law Journal pp.

447 - 480



YOU CANNOT CHANGE THE WORLD ON TWITTER: WEIGHING THE SOCIAL
PLATFORM AGAINST THE PROMISE TO ENHANCE DISCOURSE AND
DEMONSTRATIONS

Joshua Kingdom*

ABSTRACT

This paper concerns itself with the contentious debate surrounding
Twitter's role in shaping discourse and demonstrations. Is it a powerful tool
for social change, or a mere facade that masks its limitations? The paper
examines the platform's rhetoric, its impact on governance, and the real-
world consequences of its policies. From the Arab Spring to the Black Lives
Matter movement, Twitter has been at the centre of major social
upheavals. Yet, its effectiveness in achieving lasting change remains a
subject of intense scrutiny. Is it time to re-evaluate Twitter's potential, or
should we abandon the illusion that online activism can truly transform
the world? Whether Twitter is genuine about this venture or not is difficult
to deduce, what the facts show however, is that either someone at the
company has discovered a route perfect to do marketing or the intended

project has failed miserably.

1.0 INTRODUCTION

In his You are Not a Gadget, Microsoft engineer Jaron Lanier argues that whether
for good or worse, technology is always changing human behaviour.! The
illustration he uses is that of Jeremy Baileson who has in his experiments with

virtual reality shown that changing the height of a person’s avatar such that it

The author is a former student of Makerere University School of Law.
For the one with big round eyes and thick brows; Namata Nicter Kaweesi. Her support to me
has been even bigger and thicker. For my brother Gospel. And for a brother in crime; Victor
Ntamugabumwe.

1 Lanier, J. (2011), You are not a gadget: a manifesto, 1st Vintage Books ed. New York, Vintage
Books.



You Cannot Change the World on Twitter: Weighing the Social Platform Against the
Promise to Enhance Discourse and Demonstrations

appears taller than her height in real life can boost their self-esteem. Being alive to
this fact then, Lanier suggests that we can avoid distorting life as we go about

inventing things.

To the above, I would add that the bigger the promise, the more careful we should
tread. In the case of Twitter, the platform set-off to spread out the wings of
democracy a pledge that is grand indeed. Like Lanier, my fear is that what we are
seeing instead is a locking-in. Lock-in refers to the establishment of an invention
on grounds of “what is politically feasible, what is fashionable, or what is created
by chance” only for society to adjust making the technology look more sophisticated

than it actually is.

The present linkage of Twitter and democracy has its genesis in the years that
immediately followed 2010. Convinced that the Arab Spring was an online driven
revolution,? pundits were eager to see where the wave extended next. It was being
said for example, that social media had reversed the cycle of top-bottom
governance.3 Notably, Alec Rose would declare the internet the “Che Guevara of the

21st-Century” in 2011.4

Driven by this inspiration, several individuals across the world took to all kinds of
actions in a bid to correct for what they felt was wrong. Famously, Anonymous
Africa hacked into the websites of Zimbabwe’s Ministry of Defence and South
Africa’s biggest political party— Africa National Congress.>

While starting as a platform on which subscribers texted messages to 40404 in

order to broadcast to their friends, Twitter found itself amidst a moment that would

2 The Arab Spring were a series of pro-democracy protests that sprung up in 2011 in numerous
Islamic countries not least Libya, Tunisia, and Egypt. See,
https://www.history.com/topics/middle-east/arab-spring [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

3 Brian S. Krueger: Comparison of Conventional and Internet Political Mobilization, American
Politics Research.

4 Paolo Gerbaudo, Tweets and the Streets; Social Media and Contemporary Activism, Pluto Press,
London, 2012.

5 BBC News, Zimbabwe hackers hit ANC website’ < http://www.bbc.com /news/world-africa >
[Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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change its course forever.® The Department of State in the United States of America
took the social media company’s position so seriously that they asked that it holds
on with a scheduled maintenance which was set to coincide with students protests
in Iran. The worry was that should anything happen, the critical moment would be

lost.”

Amusingly, what the internet and Twitter in particular could do was not only being
talked about by activists and those who rallied behind them but their foes too.
Several despotic regimes thus came out with a smear campaign in retaliation as
they are known to do with anything they are weary of. The Speaker of the
Cameroonian Parliament for example is reported to have referred to social media
as “a new form of terrorism” in 2016.8 Similarly, while appearing at the UN General
Assembly in 2016, late Ethiopian Premier Hailemariam Desalegn suggested that

the new media “spread...hate and bigotry without any inhibition”.?

Despite a history of mixed contribution by various digital enterprises however, only
Twitter emerged in the aftermath as championing democracy. Not many will know
for instance, that following a heavy crackdown in 2009, Iranian protesters
mobilized each other via email to carry out actions that did not require them to be
out in the streets one of them being plugging energy consuming appliances in their
sockets at once so as to cause a blackout.l9 Moreover, the assumed spirit behind
the application has inspired several new ones aiming to better what Twitter

pioneered. These include Bluesky, Truth Social, Mastodon, and most recently

6 Scandal and Betrayal: The Story of How Twitter Started. <https://youtu.be/p8NOxNO>
[Accessed October 16th, 2023]

7 Malcolm Gladwell, ‘Small Change; Why the Revolution will not be retweeted.’
<https://www.newyorker.small-change-malcolm-gladwell> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

8  Cameroonian Government Launches Campaign Against Social Media, Calls it “A New Form of
Terrorism”. < https://advox.Cameroonian-government-launches-campaign-against-social-
media/amp/> [Accessed October 13th, 2023]

9  Paul Schemm, In Ethiopia’s war against social media, the truth is the main casualty.’
<https:// www.washingtonpost.com/ -ethiopias-war-against-social-media-the-truth-is-the-main-
causality> [Accessed October 13th, 2023]

10 The Call to Prayers Could be a Call to Arms for Iranian Opposition Groups, The Irish Times.
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Threads.!! Elon Musk too voiced his belief in the fact that Twitter is a model for
freedom of speech prior to his purchase of the company late last year.!2 Should
there be criticism against how far the web can go in influencing governance

therefore, a thorough review of the failings of Twitter should go a long way.

Twitter’s official brochures now even carry apparent guidelines on how best users
can harness the said potential to contribute to the democratic process. One such
document published in 2019 targeting civil society, encourages them to utilize
physical avenues like printing T-shirts with an account’s username to boost their
online activity.13 Whether Twitter is genuine about this adventure or not is difficult
to deduce, what the facts show however, is that either someone at the company
has discovered a perfect route to do marketing or the intended project has failed
miserably. We shall steel-man the intentions in this article by showing how it is

that the latter is true.

There are concerns to be raised about the well-being of Twitter users!4 but to
achieve the objectives of this paper I will stick to answering the question of whether
Twitter has the potential to change the world. Again, even in a democratic sense,
there are a couple of ways in which one can think about what it is to create
impact.15 Accordingly, I will reduce my criticism to two values; discourse and
demonstrations. From my point of view, proving that none of them can be realized

on the site is enough to show that the enthusiasm around it is misplaced.

11 Threads very much resembles X even in its appearance. < https://castbox.fm/x/id65 >
[Accessed October 16th, 2023]

12 A Timeline of Elon Musk’s takeover of
Twitter,<https://www.nbcnews.com/business/business-news-/twitter-elon-musk-timeline-
what-happened-so-far-rcna57532 > [Accessed October 13th, 2023]

13 Campaigning on Twitter; The Handbook for NGOs, Politics & Public Service.

14 Korean movie actress Choi Jin-sil for example, committed suicide over Twitter trolls.
<https://www.koreaboo.com/stories/tragic-life-death-choi-jin-sil-nation%E2%80%B2s-
actress-south-korea/> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

15 Saudi teen who tweeted plight is granted asylum, arrives in
Canada.<https://www.cnet.com/tech/services-and-software /saudi-teen-who-tweeted-plight-
granted-asylum-arrives-in-canada/> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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Suffice it to say, my assessment is limited to the political aspect of Twitter. For
example, I concede to the fact that one can approach the platform with a business
mind and they would succeed.!® Additionally, the research only review’s events up
to Mr. Musk’s takeover since it is difficult to establish a holistic picture of Twitter
thereafter now that the new administration has been introducing sweeping reforms
up to the time of writing.17 It is because of this fact that I employ ‘Twitter’ even

when there has been a rebranding to X’.

That said Mr. Musk’s purchase of Twitter makes this article of much relevance. As
his team goes about with introducing what to them are the improvements requisite
to achieving the medium’s dream, we can weigh the same against the findings
herein to see how much of it is potent. The article therefore concludes with
suggestions that could aid the said process. These reasons are also important in
understanding Meta’s Threads. As for the case of Uganda, there is a recently
awakened spirit around online demonstrations also popularly referred to as
‘exhibitions’.18 It will be important to know moving forward whether the efforts of
Dr. Spire Ssentongo, Godwin Toko, Agather Atuhaire and other activists will not be

yet another struggle by Ugandans to crash hope as first as they reinvigorated it.19

The article is divided into four chapters. The first chapter is about introducing and
laying a background for the topic at hand. In chapter two, I take a closer look at
the nature of both discourse and demonstrations by defining each of them and
laying down their essential features. Chapter three is a critique of whether Twitter

can embody the features outlined prior, later on introduce better ones. I conclude

16 @WOLF_Financial is one of the accounts I have come across that are doing this very
successfully. See, https://x.com/WOLF_Financial?t=byk8IIGnDxZIFEgiwCQW9g&s=09
[Accessed October 16th, 2023]

17 Famously, Mr. Musk was recorded in a video carrying a sink at Twitter’s headquarters soon
after he had purchased. The act was an extension of his words; “let that sink in”.
<https://m.economictimes.com/cms> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

18 Patience Atuhaire, ‘Ugandans rage over roads: ‘Not a pothole but a pond’.
<https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-65311847.amp > [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

19 The enthusiasm around the exhibits has already earned recognition to their organizers.
<https://nilepost.co.ug/news /182132 /cartoonist-spire-ssentongo-wins-human-rights-
defenders-award > [Accessed February 11th, 2024|
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the paper by suggesting ways in which the platform could be improved as well as

sharing practical recommendations for the reader.

A comment on my personal relationship with Twitter as I wind up here; one word
for it would be love-hate. I joined the platform rather late for one believing the
narrative that I am setting off to debunk in this work and also being an
‘intellectual’. It was always clear to me even then though, that soon or later [ would
find a home in Twitter. As soon as I created an account, I started on tweeting there
and then. With time however, I found myself forced to tailor my message in a
particular way (say attaching pictures in my posts) and having to put up or leave
out certain information because of my anticipation of how it would be received. It
amazed me how the prediction versus outcomes pattern played out, though I would
I would also grow to wonder whether that was the way conversations were

supposed to be held.

The platform has at the same time enabled me host a Twitter Space show for over
a year now. I love JKSS as it allows me to share my thoughts in long audio format
having been severally frustrated before by the misunderstandings that WhatsApp
status updates can mean to occasion. I have also been able to talk to many young
people that I admire about both topics that we share interests as well as those that

I know little.20

This research is therefore my contribution towards an area that remains grey in
many respects as much as it is a personal expedition into a place where I hope to

return from with answers to questions that have troubled me for a while.

20 That is the program’s short form. The full name is the Joshua Kingdom Space Series.
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2.0 THE NATURE OF DISCOURSE AND DEMONSTRATIONS

2.1 DEFINITIONS

The Britannica dictionary defines a demonstration to be “an event in which people
gather together in order to show that they support or oppose something or
someone”.?l Essentially, a demonstration is a protest.?2 Dawn Brancati makes
clarifications between what he calls “democratic protests” (demonstrations whose
specific purpose is to demand that election results are respected) and “anti-
government protests” (these call for governments to resign usually citing
incompetence) among other categories.?3 For our purposes here however, any
demonstration applies. It is enough that the individuals protesting are rallying

around a similar cause.?4

Other related words are “strikes”, and then “riots”. These have key distinguishing
features though. Strikes include the participants refraining from engaging in an
activity that they would otherwise have done. In 2012 for example, the opposition
in Togo asked women not to have sex for a week following the initial attempts by
President Faure Gnassingbé to remove term limits from the country’s

constitution.25

Riots are criminal as they involve the use of violence either on people or property.
An example is when during the Black Lives Matter protests that swept America after
the death of George Floyd some of the protestors broke into shops and stole

merchandise.2¢ Neither riots nor strikes are considered in my analysis.

21 Britannica Dictionary <https://www.dictionary.com/browse/demonstration> [Accessed
October 16th, 2023]

22 The same dictionary defines a protest in precisely the same terms. See,
<https://www.britannica.com/dictionary/protest> [Accessed October 16th, 2023] .

23 Dawn Brancati, ‘Democracy Protests: Origins, Features, and Significance,” Cambridge
University Press, 2017.

24 Crozier, Michael, Samuel P. Huntington, and Joji Watanuki. 1975. The Crisis of
Democracy:Report on the Governability of Democracies to the Trilateral Commission. New
York: New York University Press/Gurr, Ted. 1970. Why Men Rebel. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

25 Togo Women Plan Sex Strike Against President,
<https:/ /www.hurrivetdailynews.com/amp/togo-women-plan-sex-strike-against-president-
28630> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

26 See, <https://castbox.fm/x/id65> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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Demonstrations are an important aspect of democratic governance because they
serve as a form of checks on the elected leaders.27 It is because of this that they
are guaranteed by Article 20 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights which

provides for freedom of assembly.

Going by Brancati’s definition, 310 democratic protests occurred across 92
countries from 1989 to 2011.28 Most recently, the people of Armenia have been out
on the streets to express their discontent in their government for what they
considered an abandonment of ethnic Armenians who had up to September 2023
settled in the Nagorno Karabakh. The region is internationally recognized as
belonging to Azerbaijan but has been under the leadership of an Armenian
breakaway government all this while.?® A month earlier, Syrians had been

demonstrating over “deteriorating economic conditions”.30

Protests at times succeed as in the case of the Seoul students in 1988 when young
men and women pressured their government into implementing major institutional
reforms ahead of the Olympics tournament that was hosted in their country later
that year.31 Unfortunately, this is not always the case. The 2014 umbrella
demonstrations in Hong Kong did not only fail but also saw China reverse some of
the freedoms that the city’s dwellers enjoyed above inhabitants of mainland China.
It is for this reason that an invention that holds out as guaranteeing a win for the

people would be revolutionary.

27 Tt is no surprise then that demonstrations are often started by little known people e.g. Mohamed
Bouazizi (a fruit vendor in Tunisia) sparked off the Arab Spring whereas Camila Vallejo a
student in Chille started the strikes that demanded the end of profit education.

28 Supra note 23.

29 Felix Light, ‘Armenian protestors demand Pashinyan ouster,’
<https://www.reuters.com /world /asia-pacific/> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

30 William Christou, ‘Protests against declining living conditions spread across Syria,’
<https:/ /www.newarab.com/news/protests-against-living-conditions-spread-across-
syria?amp> [Accessed October 13th, 2024]

31 In South Korea, Riots Flare Again. See, <https://www.nytimes.com/1988/11/04/world/in-
south-korea-riots-flare-again.html> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

455



https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/several-hundred-protesters-gather-armenian-capital-after-karabakh-surrender-2023-09-20/
https://www.newarab.com/news/protests-against-living-conditions-spread-across-syria?amp
https://www.newarab.com/news/protests-against-living-conditions-spread-across-syria?amp
https://www.nytimes.com/1988/11/04/world/in-south-korea-riots-flare-again.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1988/11/04/world/in-south-korea-riots-flare-again.html

MLJ X HURIPEC LEGAL WRITING PROGRAM

As for discourse, it best fits the claim that has severally been made equating Twitter
to a public square.32 The importance of communication cannot be overstated. The
pre-colonial Mexican leader Montezuma lost his very life over a conjecture of
language that signaled surrender to the Spanish explorer Hernan Cortes Aztec at
their first encounter in real time even when Montezuma meant the very opposite
thanks to poor interpretation.33 Thus far however, the forms of conversation that
we seem to know how to use are constrained by the fact that they are one way and
sometimes understood to be manipulative too e.g., long audio and public speech.34
The hope with Twitter then, was that it would fill these gaps. Unfortunately, the
evidence thus far shows otherwise. In fact, the platform has been mentioned among
social media outlets that cause violence by spreading conspiracy theories.3> Twitter
enables this by amplifying emotional (and therefore often negative) content thereby
causing users to view those with whom they disagree politically in bad light. We
shall get into the specifics of how this comes to be in Chapter three but for now,

we will discuss the nature of both discourse and demonstrations.

2.2 THE NATURE OF DISCOURSE

In an article titled Ethics and political discourse in democracy,3® Thanos Lipowatz
views ‘struggle’ as a constant in governance. Subsequently, he encourages us to
embrace it rather than shun it. Discourse is one way that allows for an admission
of difference between views a notion that Lipowatz refers to as ‘impossible
harmony’. At the same time however, he argues that the impossibility still brings

about a ‘splitted unity’ (sic). The latter comes about by placing all individuals

32 QOliver Darcy, ‘Twitter is the world’s digital public square. What happens if it dies?’
<https://amp.cnn.com/cnn/2022/11/18/tech /what-if-twitter-dies /index.html> [Accessed
October 16th, 2023]

33 Malcolm Gladwell: Talking to Strangers; What we should know about the people we don’t
know, Little Brown and Company, New York Boston London.

34 < https://youtu.be/02nG7-eXxko?si=MNPCQAR1bOrpcgfa> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

35 J. Bandy and N. Diakopoulos, ‘Curating Quality? How Twitter’s Timeline Algorithm Treats
Different Types of News,’
<https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/20563051211041648> [Accessed October
16th, 2023]

36 Fil. vest./Acta Phil., XVI (2/1995), 135-143.
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agreeing to disagree in the camp of the ‘democratic’. Those who take their critiques

for foes then fall within the undemocratic bracket.

Jews, Christians, socialists, liberals etc. therefore can still belong to the first
description of people while religious fundamentalists, sectarians, and populists
automatically fall in the other category. This is important because when individuals
fail to express difference in opinion through conversations, then they resort to more
degenerate models an example of which is war. Further, Lipowatz points out that
discourse should be aided by reason and law. This means that factors such as
family loyalties and individual positioning in society ought to be put aside and in
their place logic and scientific facts welcomed. The role of the law is to ensure that
the exchanges happen in an atmosphere that is as indulging as much as possible

yet respectful of the rights of the participants.3”

In defense of these virtues, we are warned against coming up with myths even when
the inventors are convinced that the same is in service of democracy. The rationale
is that such occurrences turnout to “spread populist, nationalist, fundamentalist
and anti-Semitic ideas”. The article finds that these concerns materialized during
the French Revolution once religion was substituted for politics as well as in the

Soviet Union Era.

Habermas’ approach towards discourse is very much in agreement with that of
Lipowatz. The thinker states for instance, that it should be about disregarding
individual status such that better arguments win just on that account.3® To
Lipowatz’s picture, he adds the fact that engagements should be open and therefore

earnest and transparent as well as accessible for all persons to participate in.

87 Parvin, P., Saunders, B, ‘The Ethics of Political Participation: Engagement and Democracy in
the 21st Century.’ Res Publica 24, 3-8 (2018). <https://doi.org/10.1007/s11158-017-9389-
7>

38 Zhe Liu and Ingmar Weber, Is Twitter a Public Sphere for Online Conflicts? A Cross-
Ideological and Cross-Hierarchical Look Social Informatics, 2014, Volume 8851, ISBN: 978-3-
319-13733-9.
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Habermas refers to his hypothesis as a ‘public sphere’. Indeed, discourses prior to
the emerging of Twitter seemed devoid of good faith making them to lack fairness.
Felicity Armstrong has illustrated this in her research published upon closely
following events at a one Marshlands Primary School in the early 2000s when
“Learning Education Authorities” (LEAs) across the United Kingdom shutdown
several schools that taught only students with disabilities as a way of encouraging
inclusivity. The goal was to have all learners attend the same classes despite their

nature.39

Armstrong concluded that the area LEA had organized different stakeholder
meetings and that the strategy had allowed them to lie about how policy
implementation would look like depending on who they were talking to.
Enthusiasts about Twitter would argue in such a case that if a parent was to post
something on their timeline and then it is read by a teacher, the reader would come
to really know the LEA officials for who they are and that would land them in big

trouble.

Beyond these features, Twitter should also be weighed against the changes that it
set out to occasion in conversations. For the start, we can look at what Neil Sadler
has termed as a contestation between Teaderly’ and ‘writerly’ texts.40 Writerly
communication would be the discourse that dominated public conversations before
the coming of Twitter. It composes of writings that are detailed in terms of figures
and facts. They are also quite lengthy and explicit in style. They include books,
Newspaper columns, Magazine reports etc. Reading them, there is absolutely no
doubt about what the author meant on the part of the consumer. By extension,
while not being texts, existing alternative avenues to this approach before 2006

had the same impact on their audience.

39 Felicity Armstrong (2003) Difference, discourse, and democracy: the making and breaking of
policy in the market place, International Journal of Inclusive Education, 7:3, 241-257, DOI:
10.1080/1360311032000108867.

40 Neil Sadler ‘Narrative and interpretation on Twitter: Reading Tweets by telling stories’
<https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1461444817745018#tab-contributors>
[Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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Twitter was launched and it only allowed 140 characters per tweet.4!l That later
changed to 250 yet still there is so much that one can write in that space.4? A tweep
found that they had to create a thread, ignore rules of grammar yet even then they
would come out with something ‘readerly’ i.e., leaving the followers to fill in the
words left out.#3 This approach only existed in fiction and especially poetry up to

that point.

Particularly in relation to media, short texts broke conventional journalism putting
in its place collective reporting with the exception of sharing links.44 Papacharissi
has expressed this fact in terms more precise than I could ever do thus; “Stories
are told collectively, although not necessarily collaboratively, by large numbers of
users”.4> This contribution by Twitter is considered in the circles of individuals that
treat Twitter as a beacon of free speech to be a realization of Lipowatz’s test
regarding inclusiveness. Twitter brought with it instantaneity too. While physical
newspaper readers have to wait at least a day to know about what is going on in
the world and Radio listeners only get to learn what is new when the News hour
comes, the people being reported about have Twitter accounts where they post their

thoughts as they come (sometimes before talking to the press).

While the breaking news aspect of Twitter happened by accident- this was on 15t
January, 2019 when a photo of a US Airways flight which had crashed into River
Hudson was tweeted before any traditional media outlet featured the story—, it has
ever since become a norm.46 Moreover, the newsroom at times delays updates even

further as they go about fact-checking there prompting individual journalists to

41 See, https://youtu.be/mjLjivF6GtVg?si=1k-wM9USLuTvsDng [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

42 X now allows verified users to post with no cap on the number of words.

43 Even in cases when an individual would have said all that they would have wanted, you could
not be sure that your audience would read every other tweet. Indeed, it is common place to find
that the tweets coming first in threads carry more likes.

4 Hermida A, Twittering the News: The emergence of ambient journalism. Journalism Practice,
2010, 4(3): 297-308.

45 Papacharissi Z, Affective Publics: Sentiment, technology and politics. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015.

46 Supra note 6.

459


https://youtu.be/mjLjvF6GtVg?si=1k-wM9U5LuTvsDng

MLJ X HURIPEC LEGAL WRITING PROGRAM

tweet ahead of time.47 Ideally, this should help with the fast spread of information
and so enable all kinds of reactions whenever urgency is crucial.48

Immediacy is also linked to an increase in the availability of information since when
an event is ongoing people are more likely to comment on it than otherwise. This
diversity triggered a shift from cultures that often portrayed well-defined’
narratives leaving little room for ‘stand-alone’ information.4® We can now turn to

what protests represent.

2.3 THE NATURE OF DEMONSTRATIONS

Given that we already defined what demonstrations are, we shall leave out the
features that are not relevant for our criticism of Twitter. It is obvious for example
that any protest entails a huge number of participants. Our first feature comes
from Small Change; The Revolution shall not be tweeted;>° protests are dangerous.
This is because every significant demonstration has to concern real issues about
the plight of people. And by seeking to address them, such efforts pose a threat to
the prevailing regime. It is rather an exception then for the persons being called

out to recognize their shortcomings at the onset.

In arguing that Twitter hides activists away from the fangs of authoritarian
actors,>! proponents of digital activism miss the whole essence of demonstrations—
resistance. In the quoted article, Malcolm Gladwell narrates that within a couple of
days of camping in Mississippi, volunteers started to disappear mysterious only for
their colleagues to learn about their deaths later. Other obnoxious acts that

characterised a greater part of the time that the mission carried on included the

47 This is what journalists mean when they write in their Twitter profile something like ‘Opinions
mine’. See for example, <https://x.com/PabloBach?t=z8pQZ0g5gNfIzF3[Ilu6CSA&s=09>
(accessed October 16th, 2016).

4 Hermida A (2013) #Journalism. Digital Journalism 1(3): 295-313

49 Manovich L: The Language of New Media. Cambridge, MA & London: The MIT Press.

50 Supra note 7.

51 Yaqui Wang, ‘Why Twitter Under Elon Musk is Good News for China’s Rulers.’
<https://www.hrw.org/news/2022/11/02/why-twitter-under-elon-musk-good-news-chinas-
rulers> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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burning of several black churches as well as bombings on houses where activists
hid.

Doug McAdam has also pointed out that demonstrations will work only when the
majority of the protesters engaged have their good friends along with them.>2 The
data on this holds true even for events in history that seem spontaneous like the
fall of the Berlin Wall. Friendship is critical because again, protest times are more
likely to be hard than otherwise. It is important for one’s psychology then to know
that they are not alone or to have a person they have ties with comfort them when
all hell breaks loose. The criticism here would be that followers on Twitter can
substitute for friendship. It is an assertion that we shall assess and conclude that

it is false.

For their strength, we can still illustrate another key feature of demonstrations by
closely inquiring into the 60s civil rights movement and that is, organization. Aldon
D. Morris writes in his study The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement about how
there were standing committees, accountability mechanisms, and even disciplinary
authorities within the movement structures. This setup was rigorous and equally
spread out.>3 There was also no ambiguity regarding who the heads were.

Finally, Arce and Rice have found that it is essential that protests resonate with
the demands of a society.5* Seeming obvious, I will argue that in fact this issue is

not and show that Twitter protests are unlikely to meet the requisite criterion.

52 Supra note 7.

53 A.D. Morris, ‘The Origins of the Civil Rights Movement. Free Press; Collier Macmillan,” New
York, London, ©1984.

54 Acre and Rice, The Political Consequences of Protest,” DOI- 10.2307 /j.ctvjf9x8c.6.
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3.0 DISCOURSE AND DEMONSTATIONS ON TWITTER

3.1 WEIGHING TWITTER AGAINST THE NATURE OF DISCOURSE

3.1.1 GOOD FAITH

The odds of conversing candidly on Twitter are rather low. Jaron Lanier’s ABCDEF
metric as encapsulated in Ten Arguments for Deleting your Social Media Accounts
Right Now?> is salient here especially if one understands the letters “A”, “B”, and
“F”. B stands for companies “Butting” into people’s lives having spied on them. In
the case of Twitter, this translates into the algorithm feeding you content that it is
aware you like. Because one really has no control over what is happening, they

soon become “Assholes” who opt for “discharge” instead of “discourse”.

A multiplicity of manipulated users then formulates a “fake” society whose truth is
distorted and their communication toxic. The algorithm further makes users to
care about the illusion of the community hence they become less willing to work
with facts even in cases when they should. At that point, all good faith is lost.

As I conceded earlier, while genuine discourse cannot thrive in such a setting, there
are ventures which will do depending on how far your ethics get. The New York
Times reported in 2018 for example, that with $225, it was possible for a person to
acquire 25,000 fake followers (if you use Twitter you know that followers is a status
symbol that people care about).>¢ That could give you a whole different standing in

industry but it is unlikely you will want to engage with ghosts.

The caveat to playing to the whims of the majority are the people who already
occupy a high stature in real life since their audiences will follow them without the
demand on their side to care about what everyone else is doing. Yet even then, we
can still find that A, B, and F still haunt this category of people in another way.

Theirs is mostly a receiving end phenomenon. As they go about posting on

controversial topics, users with big accounts gather as much hatred as they do

55 Lanier, ‘Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now.” New York: Henry
Holt and Company, 2018.

56 The Follower Factory; Everyone wants to be popular online some even pay for it available at
<https://www.nytimes.com /interactive/> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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with likes.57 Once the collective of those that disagree with them are settled on how
to attack, the struggle becomes how they out compete each other in inflammation.
Kenya’s former president Uhuru Kenyatta thus, shutdown his Twitter and
Facebook accounts in March 2019 citing victimhood to unending insults; this even

when the Statesman had previously earned himself the title of “digital president”.58

The effect that this feedback has on its target is a decline in their perception of the
people on the other side of argument and from first principles this is the beginning
of making bad arguments.> It is no wonder the political atmosphere is full of all
sorts of names; from ‘climate deniers’ to ‘wokenness’, and from ‘Trump
derangement syndrome’ to ‘misogynists’. Nothing in what I am saying here is meant
to disregard the fact that political conversations always carry a degree of heat for
which those getting themselves involved should prepare. Instead, I am concerned

about the perverse incentives that Twitter avails in conversations.

Going back to Lipowatz, such is a recipe that replaces struggle with war. This fact
has been proven by a collaborative publication between experts from the College of
Information Sciences and Technology, The Pennsylvania University, and University
Park, Pennsylvania.®® Having interrogated 20,000 tweets between three pairs of
accounts known to share animosity in real life, the study found that some of the
words used most by their followers while targeting the counter group were “kill”,

“hate”, and “murder”.

The Twitter model also works in such a way that our reaction to posts is driven by

our first instincts. We approve of what we presume to be right and ignore or dismiss

57 I am focusing here on users who post views as opposed to say cultural leaders because it is
these accounts that attempt to engage in discourse on Twitter.

58 S. Lawal, ‘Kenya’s President confirms he shut down social media accounts because of bullying.’
Available at <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/11/26/kenyas-president-confirms-
shut-social-media-accounts-bullying/> [Accessed October 17 2023]

59  In order to engage in constructive discourse, one has to assume the best intentions of their
opponents [Stanley Fish: Winning Arguments, ISBN: 9780062226679.

60 Supra note 37
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the posts that we believe are not thus leaving little room for any meaningful
interaction. This more so when the most used buttons on the app, are that of like
and then retweet. Pressing them will have the information subject spread faster
than otherwise though doing so does not require the person concerned to critically

think about what they are doing.

Consider the fact that Twitter’s only direct confrontation feature for retweets is
‘Quoting’ a provision that in effect hurls criticism back to the initial person tweeting
instead i.e., it doesn’t impose any direct responsibility on the immediate person.

We can better understand this concept by juxtaposing Twitter with Strohl’s
criticism of Rotten Tomatoes’ movie ranking algorithm.6! His bolder claim is that a
good movie is one that heavily divides opinion. It is neither obvious nor does it leave
the viewer comfortable. By only considering the audience that ‘liked’ a film
therefore, we ignore those who ‘did not’ but have been left with questions which

they may eventually resolve in the movie’s favour.

Another straight forward barrier to good faith interactions is the fact that Twitter
remains a public platform where the owners get to decide the rules of the game.
Worse, as Michael Shellenberger found in the wake of Elon Musk’s decision to
release the company’s earlier internal communications in what the billionaire
dubbed the Twitter files, the rules are set in retrospect in some circumstances.62
Now, in recognition of libertarian principles, I do not disagree that entrepreneurs
should reserve the right to determine how it is that things go at their companies
with limited exceptions. As far as discourse is concerned however,

entrepreneurship is failing to create the ideal arena.

61 Matt Strohl, ‘Against Rotten Tomatoes,’ available at
<https:/ /aestheticsforbirds.com /2017 /09/21 /against-rotten-tomatoes/> [Accessed October
16th, 2023]

62 Chris Cuomo and Tyler Wornell, ‘Shellenberger on ‘Twitter Files: Investigation is necessary.’ <
https://www.newsnationnow.com/cuomo-show/shellenberger-on-twitter-files-investigation-
necessary/amp/> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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Even if we were to take Twitter’s claims seriously though and grant that it is a site
that supports conversations, it is still not clear that that is good enough. Whilst
LinkedIn’s objective i.e., selling one’s self in the job market keeps users focused
every time they visit the application for instance, major political discourse is not
like that.®3 It comes and goes. To understand this, we only need to read the
atmosphere during elections. It is completely different from the times otherwise.%4

Of course this is an extreme example but it drives the point home.

For the time that there are no topics to share opinions about then, users are left
dormant so they create their own discourses which are often diabolical. And when
this pattern repeats itself over and over, what should have been an activity of
passing time now becomes the main business®s including extending the discovered
style to political exchange whenever it comes up again. It is a public secret thus,
that Twitter users act out most arrogant than any other batch elsewhere on the

internet.

There are counter suggestions to be made in this regard especially because Twitter
is also a News place and therefore more likely to spark off conversations than not.
To the extent that they are valid, they will be addressed under Twitter’s

instantaneity feature.

63 Supra note 54.

64  Knowing this Russia has always tried to interfere in US elections. [Kevin Breuninger: Russia
tried to influence U.S. elections in 2022 and will do it again, nation’s top Intel agency says.
<https://www.cnbc.com/amp /2023 /03 /08 /russia-tried-to-influence-us-elections-in-2022-
and-will-do-it-again-intel-agency-says.html> [Accessed October 16th, 2024]

65 Consider the account @Aishallug. Within a little over a year of joining Twitter, the holder as
up to 173,000 followers which is a big in Uganda. What content is shared there? Mostly sexual.

Whether men prefer women’s bosoms or their behind. See,
<https://x.com/Aishallug?t=EVhbPr45j7s9RACBIWHV2A&s=09>(accessed, October, 16t
2023).
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3.1.2 REASON

Good faith is about intentions, but Twitter has not just changed why we engage in
discourse. It has rewritten conversation itself. Thi Nguyen®® has rightly pointed out
that the application has reduced engagements into a form of a game. This he has

called gamification.

For this restructuring, reason has paid the price. Rather than have subscribers
aim to make watertight arguments, the platform has devised its own way of
awarding what a good proposition is i.e., the number of likes, retweets, and
followings that it gets the person who has posted it. This gives the user a sense of
approval which is something that we are evolutionary inclined to feel good about.

We can learn more about gamification by looking closely at the model tried out by
Disney in a bid to increase productivity of its employees.67 The company introduced
leaderboards and a ranking system and as a result the face value objective was
attained. Employees testified to finding motivation all of a sudden yet they hated
the way in which this discovery happened. Many of them started injuring
themselves for example as they rushed through duties. It will be no surprise then
that it has now been settled that tweets do not go viral because of their truthfulness

or rigor in construction.t8

Games get gamers hooked because their goals are concise, clear, and easy to aim
for; come first in a race, and you get yourself 300 coins, come second and you win
100 coins... The reason the approach cannot work in discourse however, is that
when being engaged in a game, one consciously knows that they are only playing.

They can derive some fun but they will not seek to impose any game truths onto

66 C. Thi Nguyen, “How Twitter Gamifies Communication,” in J. Lackey, ed., Applied Epistemology
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 410-436. Learning.

67 Gabrielle, ‘How Employers Have Gamified Work for Maximum Profit.” October 10, 2018 available
at <https://aeon.co/essays/how-employers-have-gamified-work-for-maximum-profit.>
[Accessed 23 October 2023]

68 J.W Brady, J.C. Jackson, B. Lindstr"om, and MJ Crockett: Algorithm-mediated social
learning in online social networks. Preprint at OSF preprints. https://doi. Org/10.31219/osf.
Io/yw5ah,2023.
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reality. That is not the case with Twitter of course. As a particular set of posts
trend, those whom they reach will take them for being critical thoughts.

Also important to note is that Twitter is not only like games, it really is a game. Its
algorithm is literally informed by the practices of the gaming industry in Las

Vegas.9

Perhaps the exception to the gamifying going on Twitter is the Spaces provision.
The way it works is that you will receive a notification when a person you follow is
scheduled to host one of these audio conversations.”? Once the engagement starts,
you will see a purple rectangular strip on top of your screen where you can choose
to log in or not. The strip will also appear if at all a person you follow is speaking
in a Space. The algorithm will also make available in your feed Spaces that are
popular elsewhere and those that might interest you though you have to do a bit
of digging to find these. Relatedly, Elon Musk has now allowed for the posting of
long videos on the platform with an option of being downloadable if the person

sharing allows.

Twitter’s long videos and audios however, still lack some key features. Audios
cannot be downloaded for example except with the aid of third-party software. It
seems that the company’s prioritization of texts has come at the expense of more
stable means of engagement. Alternatively, this might be a deliberate omission.
Playing an audio recording online for example, still keeps the listener logged on
Twitter there making them susceptible to traversing recent tweets as they listen in.
Assuming that Twitter succeeds in eventually producing the best of voice and video
though, it would seem that the company would be offering that which is already

being done elsewhere with podcasting and platforms like Patreon, YouTube, and

69  Natasha Dow: Addiction by design: machine gambling in Las Vegas, Princeton University
Press, Princeton, NJ, 2012.

70 Anna Sonnenberg, ‘Twitter Spaces: Your Complete Guide to Getting Started’
<https:/ /www.socialmediaexaminer.com/twitter-spaces-a-live-audio-guide-for-marketers />
[Accessed October 16th, 2023]
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Rumble. That would not be the magic bullet Twitter that has been preached to be
all this while.

Rationality has further been undermined by the feed that appears on a user’s
screen in what Bandy and Diakopoulos have referred to as the ‘algorithmic timeline’
as opposed to the ‘chronological timeline’.”! The terms are used to define the two
different streams where recent tweets appear with one carrying posts by people you
follow and another carrying those which are curated by Twitter depending on what
the algorithm has concluded you will like. The latter is dependent on factors such

as your previous likes as well as posts liked by the users you follow.

Bandy and Diakopoulos concluded that users are more inclined to like the Tweets
that the algorithm presents them with than what is available in the chronological
timeline because the said tweets fitted well within their unrevealed preferences.
These posts however, were often more sensationalizing. This is supportive of a
different study by Jonathan Haidt and Chris Bail which has shown that rather
than isolate tweeps into the so-called filter bubbles?2 such that their opinions are
affirmed over and over thereby making them contemptuous of any other world
views, Twitter has been a catalyst for division by instead feeding people on the most

extreme ideas when exposing them to alternative schools of thought.

As if this is not enough, the algorithmic timeline has in real time had a
compounding effect on the chronological timeline. Through ‘observation learning’
(users study the algorithm and infer what it is that it rewards) and ‘reinforcement
learning’ (users who have previously benefited from the way the algorithm selects
posts) for example, Twitter users tend to change their messaging with the objective

of having their tweets taken on by the algorithm.

71 Supra note 34.

72 Filter bubbles refer to algorithmic curating that shelter users from opposing perspectives. [Eli
Pariser. The filter bubble: How the new personalized web is changing what we read and how we
think. Penguin, 2011.]

Penguin, 2011
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Twitter subscribers who spend a considerable portion of time scrolling through the
algorithmic timeline, are also likely to follow the accounts appearing there, as well
as retweet and like their content etc. This in effect sees data that started off in the
algorithmic timeline crossover to the chronological one.

We now turn to the supposed improvements for the better.

3.1.3. INFORMATION AVAILABILITY

Somewhere on the bar of availing information, a balance must be stricken between
quality and quantity.”3® Unfortunately, Twitter seems to have focused much on one
aspect. I shall not labour to explain how the platform’s users care less about facts,
truth etc. as that point has already been made. The important take for us here is
not to confuse the availability of information with the weight it carries. Whilst
Twitter has been heralded for giving everyone a voice for example, research has
shown that users of a lower status (having fewer followers) by far contribute low

quality information e.g., inaccurate figures.’4

Moreover, the access of information should not be infinite if such data is to
transform those who consume it. I am aware that there are limits on what one can
see and not see on Twitter however the bar of closing on people is so low.7> In effect,
even if two users were to follow the same people, they would find themselves
reading different tweets depending on the time that they check with their Twitter.76
There has thus been so much distortion with people feeding on different
information that it has become so difficult to agree on the ground rules for which

disagreements should happen.

73 Supra note 54
74 Supra note 37.
75 https://castbox.fm/x/id6S [Accessed October 16th, 2023]
76 Supra note 37.
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To the credit of Mr. Musk, he has put a limit on the number of posts one can see
in a day. This however, has come with a lot of pushback given the model on which

the platform has thrived all this while.””

3.1.4. INSTANTANEITY

If you want to find something bad to say you will always do, and there are those
from my side of the argument that have found issues against the fact that Twitter
has enabled a fast transfer of news. I won’t fall for the temptation in my case

though.

Whilst it is true that live broadcasting has been found to be less accurate than
reporting done after the fact for example,”8 I am convinced that there is a place for
quick travel of information. My only query is whether this alone weighs enough in
a comparison of gains and costs. Additionally, even if Twitter was to go away, its
legacy in this regard would not be lost as News outlets now put up stories on their

websites in real time.

3.1.5. SINGLE V COLLECTIVE NARRATION

In comparison with other existing media, Twitter has done a better job at
democratizing communication. That said however, it is a long way from resolving
the status problem mentioned earlier. Ranking users in terms of their followers for
example, has shown that those with small audiences are least likely to be
mentioned by users with whom they disagree during a general exchange.”

In this, one reads over enthusiasm on the side of Twitter optimists for contending

that it is possible to forget about all status symbols and just debate’.

77 Twitter  Puts Daily  Limits on  Number of Tweets Users Can  Read
<https://learningenglish.voanews.com/amp/twitter-puts-daily-limits-on-number-of-tweets-
users-can-read/7168407.html> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

78 C.A. Tuggle and S.Huffman, ‘Live Reporting in Television News: Breaking News or Black Holes?’
<https://go.gale.com/ps/> [Accessed October 16th, 2023]

79  Supra note 37.
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3.2. WEIGHING TWITTER AGAINST THE NATURE OF DEMONSTRATIONS
3.2.1. ORGANIZATION

An account operator on Twitter has no real control over their following. And
because of this, they cannot tell anyone what to do later on check with them on
whether they fulfilled it. No doubt even online demonstrations have faces but still,
this is far from a leadership that will deliver a revolution.

To understand this, we need to closely engage the different ways in which the
application can be employed in protests i.e., creating awareness, mobilization, and
then real action.80 My contention is that while Twitter can help with the first two,
it fails when it comes to actual protesting. This is the whole argument made in
Tweets and the Streets.8! Seeking to be neither radically optimistic nor pessimistic,
Paolo Gerbaudo asserts that tools like Twitter should be viewed as complementary

to “face-to-face gatherings”.

I go further than Paolo though to say that awareness and mobilization are
somewhat irrelevant in protests. Instead, the important thing is to base your theme
on a matter that resonates with the rest of society. Being impacted by the
grievances at hand already, people will join you on their own accord. This is why
in 2011 activists in Egypt hardly faced any problems when Hosni Mubarak cut off

communication country wide.82

In giving a counter argument, Manuel Castells has conceded to a difference in
structure yet insisted that online demonstrations work.83 His distinctions— which
I find important and therefore agree with— are what he calls ‘Swarms’ and then
‘Networks’. Networks represent the well streamlined leadership that I have argued

for already whereas swarms are basically a diverse composition with no center.

80  Sandor Vegh, ‘Classifying Forms of Online Activism: The Case of Cyber Protests Against the
World Bank, in Martha McCaughey and Michael D. Ayers (eds).’

81 Supra note 4.

82  Egypt cut off. < https://amp.dw.com/en/protests-in-egypt-continue-despite-government-
shut-down-of-internet/a-1480175> (accessed, October 17th, 2023).

83 Manuel Castells, ‘Communication Power’ Oxford University Press, 2009.
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To illustrate that swarms work, Castells sites a 2003 scenario in which Wired
journalist Bill Wasik sent out an email inviting readers to gather at a jewelry shop.
The plan was that upon reaching there, they would organize themselves and then
disperse in a way that forms an artistic pattern. And sure, scores of people turned
up. This example is a false comparison though, since as shared already protests
actually involve confronting forces that are willing to go as far as killing people if
that is what it takes to stop them. That atmosphere is in stark difference with that
which I have just described. The latter requires a place that provides
encouragement on days of mourning, a sense of direction when patience is running

out, and even wisdom when the first hint of success starts to be felt.

Indeed, the Occupy Wall Street protests started earlier than the public got to know
them.84 It is just that the catch fire moment only came after the organizers went
back to the drawing board and devised mechanisms of intense groundwork

coordination. How ironical for a country where Twitter is headquartered.

3.2.2. PROTESTS SHOULD RESONATE WITH THE BROADER SOCIETY

Another problem with online demonstrations is that it is difficult to think that the
concerns they represent reflect society at large. This is because almost in whichever
part of the world you go to, the platform is heavily populated by the elite. The so-
called Twitter Pashas.85 Twitter subscribers are also usually more politically
involved than an average citizen.8¢ Even within the social media world itself, Twitter

has far fewer users than platforms like Facebook or Instagram.8”

84  G. Lotan, #OccupyWallStreet: Origin and Spread Visualized’ Social Flow (blog), 18t October
2011 available at <http://blog.socialflow.com/post/7120244404/occupywallstreet-origin-
and-spread-visualized> [Accessed on 234 October 2023]

85 G.A. Amin, ‘Egypt in the Era of Hosni Mubarak: 1981-2011’ Cairo: American University in Cairo

Press.
86  S. Wojcik and A. Hughes, ‘Sizing up Twitter users’ Pew
Research Center, available at

<https://www.pewinternet.org/wpcontent/uploads/sites/9/2019/04 /twitter_opinions_4_ 18
final clean.pdf> [Accessed on 234 October 2023

87  Twitter has about 330 million users. See, <https://financesoniline.com/number-of-twitter-
users/> Instagram on the other hand has over a billion subscribers. See,
<https:/ /backlinko.com/instagram-users> [Accessed on 234 October 2023]
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A classic example of the Twitter-physical world dichotomy came during the
Egyptian referendum on Constitutional reforms instituted after the fall of the 2011
government. The general sentiment on the site was that everyone should vote ‘No’
(The reforms among other things included the restriction of a President to an
utmost two terms in office) yet results eventually turned out otherwise with the
Yes’ side carrying the day with a whopping 77%.88 Tweeps were not only wrong,

they were dead wrong.

3.2.3 CRITICAL FRIENDSHIP

We know that this feature held true during the Arab Spring. If at all, the people
who mostly tweeted during the revolution that is errantly attributed to Twitter were
all in the West. And Golnaz Esfandiari has attested to this.8°

It is also the case that the seemingly friendly people may be doing so owing to
ulterior motives. We have already seen under discourse that the Twitter algorithm
has a way of encouraging this behavior. When an issue is trending for instance
(and Twitter demonstrations will always do), it is easier for someone to reach an
audience that they would otherwise not and therefore gain from more likes and
followers by putting up a Tweet with the key words.?? Evgeny Morozov’s work
testifies too to the fact that some Twitter users are posting in such instances in
order to impress their friends rather than make a statement about an issue they

care about.9!

It is because of some of these mistakes that the Arab Spring wave reached Ethiopia
but fell short of bringing about impact as it had done elsewhere. The Beka

movement garnered thousands of sympathizers on social media only for a handful

88 S. Rukundo, ‘New Tide in African Affairs? An Analysis of Internet Activism In Africa’ Makerere
Law Journal 2018, (V. P. Makmot and G.H. Dawood (eds)).
89 G. Esfaniari, ‘The Twitter Devolution: Far from being a tool of revolution in Iran over the last

year, the Internet, in many ways just complicated the picture.’
<https:/ /foreignpolicy.com2010/06/08/the-twitter-devolution> (accessed, October 17th,
2023).

90  Supra note 75.
91 E. Morozov, The Net Delusion: The Dark Side of Internet Freedom.’ Public Affairs, Philadelphia,
2011.
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of them to turn up for the final show i.e., the mass gathering called in Meskel

Square.92

3.2.4 REAL DANGER

We have demonstrated already why danger is part and parcel of demonstrating.
This is so much so that opposing responses sometimes extend beyond a country’s
borders. Following Tunisia’s political success during the Arab Spring thus, China
banned the Jasmine as it had emerged a symbol of resistance in Tunis.?3 This

meant that the flower could not be sold, worn, or talked about.

Granted there might be a couple of intimidations during online protests especially
to the forerunners,%4 but it is nothing comparable to physical activism. Protests on
ground easily drive the resisting regimes into desperate mode that way forcing them
to overreact, panic, and other related conduct that leaves little options a part from
force for an actor that is adamant. In fact, bad governments must prefer that their
citizenry express discontent online than otherwise. There is evidence to show for
example, that putting up a tweet reduces ones anger making them less likely to act
on their concerns. Morozov has thus described online protests as “feel good

activism”.95

The most appropriate way to judge a state’s concern about a demonstration is from
its response. The fact that there has been limited to no response to the Twitter

crowd is evidence to their lack of veracity. Indeed, governments have actually

92 T. Skjerdal, ‘Why the Arab Spring Never Came to Ethiopia in B.Mutsvairo (ed) Participatory
Politics and Citizen Journalism in a Networked Africa: A connected Continent’ Plagrave
Macmillan, Lodon, 2016.

93 K. Brant, ‘Jasmine Banned in China’ <https://www.pdxmonthly.com/home-and-real-
estate/2011/05/china-jasmine-ban-may-2011> (accessed, October 17t 2023).

94 Dr. Spire in Uganda has on different occasions reported about being threatened. See for
instance,
https:/ /twitter.com/SpireJim/status/166109465798688768?t=Lm2zmbaZg2{jJm5rLvwZ8A&
s=19 [Accessed October 17th, 2024]

95 E. Morozov: The Brave New World of Slacktivism’, Foreign Policy (blog), 2009.
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shutdown the platform whenever they felt that momentum was beginning to gather

around them. This is especially true with elections.%6

At their best then, demonstrations on Twitter would still not be a good strategy if
at all the people that one is opposed to can wake up to completely halt all progress
made. Moreover, with the benefit of resources, governments are generally placed to
progress by several folds in comparison to the citizenry in relation to the usage of
technological including possible capacities to mitigate their ill will. The only

potential that the people can always count on is their resolve.

4.0 CONCLUSION AND WAY FORWARD

For this chapter, I share practical steps to be taken given my stand in the analysis
coming before. As you will realize, I say nothing about demonstrations as I am
convinced that even with modifications, it is not possible to successfully carry out

one on the platform.

In regards to discourse, the recommendations are divided into two; those that can
be done on a personal level and then what Twitter as X can do if it is to actually
deliver on this promise. Admittedly, several suggestions might shock the reader as
they are made with a mindset of optimizing discourse rather than profits for

instance.

These recommendations are also not a one size fit all. I am aware that people
reading the article will be persuaded up to different degrees so you can work with
what you can afford. As a result, each of the points should be read on its own since
any two might appear to contradict each other. Independent reasons have been

given to help you with this.

% T. Karombo, ‘Tanzania has blocked social media, bulk SMS as its election polls open.’
<https://qz.com/africa/ 1923616 /tanzanias-magufuli-block-twitter-facebook-sms-on-
election-eve> (accessed, October 17th, 2023).
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4.1 PERSONAL RECOMMENDATIONS

As much as possible, stop liking, reposting, or commenting on posts.®” As we
have seen, the algorithmic timeline is influenced by these actions and while
its feed might be more interesting, it is more likely to sensationalize you. I
have left you with at least the option of following people that share content
you are interested in.

As much as possible, do not look at the posts in your algorithmic timeline.
Recall that this cannot substitute for the first recommendation since as we
found already, having input in what happens with the algorithmic timeline
can affect the chronological timeline too.

Stop having discourse on X. Instead, post information in a way that leaves a
drawing of conclusions to the reader. This should work well for areas of
expertise or important facts and figures that you have come across.

If at all you cannot do without sharing opinions, then start a podcast or a
website and then share links from there on your account. Long format helps
discourse as it gives context. X has started on this too though the progress
remains a needle to be dug from a stuck of hay.

There is no denying the fact that a website and podcasting would take us
back to the old place where conversation is dominated by some leaving
everybody else with only commenting or sending private emails.
Occasionally, post a video, record a Space, or write something that has taken
you weeks or even months to put together.9® Hopefully this can contribute to
the emerging of a culture where we recognize how difficult it is to do original
thinking.

Quit X. I really don’t know that you can actively stay on the platform and not
find yourself either running after likes and follows or caught up in

conversations that turn sour.

97

98

Cal Newport, ‘Digital Minimalism; Choosing a Focused Life in a Noisy World.’
Portfolio/Penguin, 2019
Supra note 1.
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This is different with institutional accounts however, since the handlers are
not directly concerned like it is with personal accounts apart from looking at
their role from a business growth perspective. The challenge lies with the
ethics i.e., how one wishes that other people stay on the platform that they

have themselves quit.

4.2 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR X

Almost certainly (and understandably so), the company cannot agree to any of
these suggestions mostly because it is too difficult to make substantial profits in a
discourse-first project.99 It might have to take an inventor motivated by frustration

rather than money like it was with Satoshi Nakamotol0 to resolve this dilemma.
e X should remove the like icon from the app. People should be able to
follow users they like and repost their content though the number of
reposts that a post has received or that of people following an account

should not be publicly visible.

Of course, this will reduce the number of X users significantly. That shows
us how much the platform is about discourse, if at all.

e The algorithmic timeline should be dropped.

e Making X a strictly subscriber app. This would help with shelving the
algorithmic input as the company would have a direct income source
which would mean therefore, that it does not have to optimize information

circulation.

99  Meta’s Threads for example, is more manipulative in comparison to Twitter as discussed.
Meta’s ranking algorithm resembles Tiktok’s. <http://castbox.fm/app/castbox/>
[Accessed October 17th, 2024]

100 Satoshi invented Bitcoin with a view of overturning the world’s banking system over  his/her
concerns over the way it operated. We do not know the person as the project is not one that
aims at bringing them direct incentives. V. Ntamugabumwe and J. Kingdom, ‘The Legal Risks
of Cryptocurrency on State Sovereignty; A Case study of Uganda’ Makerere Law Journal, Vol
18 Issue 3
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