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ABSTRACT

The research examines social media as an alternative public sphere. Special attention is paid to
Facebook, a social networking site, which opened up online spaces for public dialogue on Bond
notes, a surrogate currency in Zimbabwe, in 2016. Using The Herald Facebook Page as a case
study, the research drew insights from a number of scholars on the notion of public sphere,
among them Habermas and Fraser in order to study the extent and manner in which
Zimbabweans’ use of Facebook to deliberate the introduction of Bond notes constructed a digital
public sphere. It was observed that Facebook conforms to several Habermas ideals of a public
sphere. The online platform provides a conducive and favorable environment for public
discussions because it is fashioned with a number of features capable of facilitating debate.
While the online public sphere has limitations, these mainly differed from those of the physical
public sphere in the extent to which they manifest. Further researches on social media as an
alternative public sphere in Zimbabwe may be conducted with special attention to other social

media sites like WhatsApp and Twitter.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction
Participation in social media has grown at a tremendous pace as social media provide alternative

means of communication which melt down the physical barriers to interaction. The most used
form of social media are social networking sites (SNSs) which allow their users to participate in
both information generation and information consumption senders and receivers of content,
hence SNSs are designed in a special way which enable dialogic conversation among users.
These include Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, Twitter, MySpace and many others. According
to Masuku and Moyo (2014) a multitude of people participate in SNSs at different times and for
accomplishing various agendas ranging from economic, social and political ones. The continuous
growth and developments in the realm of SNSs is a clear testimony of how they have become
part and parcel of human life such that in this digital world, social media has become an
unavoidable phenomenon in human existence. It is interesting to note that in this digital era,
different people at different stations use social networking sites for various communicative

purposes.

The research examines Facebook as an alternative public sphere. Special attention is directed
towards the Facebook Page application since the social networking site (SNS) is very broad and
constitutes a litany of features which enable it to serve as a site for public discussions.
Observations have been made on The Herald Facebook Page with the researcher examining how
the platform was utilised for the discussions about Bond notes. Key issues which qualify
Facebook as a digital arena for public discourse are observed. The research also observes

limitations of Facebook as a public sphere.

This chapter provides a brief background of study. The background of study contextualises the
research. In addition, the chapter states the research problem where knowledge gap on the
subject of social media as a public sphere is identified. Research objectives are also elucidated.

Significance of study as well as definition of key terms are also proffered in this chapter.



1.2 Background of study
In 2016 the Zimbabwean economy faced a critical challenge of cash shortage and decline in

economic activity. Long winding queues were the order of the day and were acute from July to
November 2016 with the country’s primary currency, the US dollar, becoming scarce in the
market. Resultantly, there was no smooth circulation of cash, largely blamed on the country’s
huge imports against low exports perpetrated by market players especially businesses and
consumers. This resulted in the government’s proposal to introduce Bond notes, which became
legal tender in the country on 28 November 2016 with the hope of reviving the dying economy.
According to the Reserve Bank of Zimbabwe (RBZ), Bond notes were also introduced in line
with the Export Incentive Scheme aimed at incentivising exporters. Interestingly the issue
concerning the introduction of Bond notes in Zimbabwe stirred great debates among various
parties in the country. The issue became one of the burning issues in 2016 Zimbabwe. According
to Kawadza (2016), any poll on most burning issues in Zimbabwe for 2016 throughout most
print and online media platforms would easily pick the proposed Bond notes issue as the obvious
and discernible winner. Thus, any form of private discussions, whether social or religious

generally ended with the subject of Bond notes.

Nevertheless, the initiative was received with mixed feelings which witnessed citizens, even
those in diaspora, taking to social media to express their diversified views towards the move.
Some political opposition parties, such as the Movement for Democratic Party, civil rights
organisations, business sectors and political activist groups like the #ThisFlag and
#Tajamuka/Sesijikile argued that Bond notes represented a clandestine return to the once
economically troubled Zimbabwean Dollar. Other parties such as the incumbent ruling party, the
Zimbabwe African National Unity —Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF), and its supporters embraced the
move considering it as a therapy to the country’s problem of cash shortages and economic
challenges in general. The period witnessed street demonstrations against Bond notes as well as

massive social media campaigns for and against the initiative.

It is crucial for one to note that the various opinions concerning Bond notes were aired via social
media, particularly through Facebook due to its ability in enabling global connectivity.

According to Kawadza (2016), of all discussion forums for Bond notes, social media has proved
2



to be the major platform upon which the issue of Bond notes was deliberated upon. This
witnessed the emergence of unidentifiable social media accounts haranguing the RBZ governor,
Dr J. Mangudya and other top government officials. It is mainly through Facebook that people
shared various viewpoints about Bond notes. This witnessed the emergence of satiric discourses
which circulated across various social media platforms concerning Bond notes. Thus, people
expressed their dislike of Bond notes through humour. This can be exemplified by the circulation
of a social media joke where everything deemed of poor quality was equated to Bond notes (see
Appendix A). Dislike of Bond notes has also been expressed through the satiric joke which
circulated on the supposedly new drug called bondmoxazol meant to prevent the coming of Bond
notes (see Appendix B). This shows the extent to which social media played a greater part in the
sharing of various opinions concerning Bond notes. One therefore saw it befitting to examine
how social media platforms act as an alternative arena where public debates on crucial matters
take place. Social media has therefore played a significant part in spreading various discourses
on Bond notes. However, the current study specifically focus on Facebook and how it acted as a

public sphere for public deliberations on Bond notes.

1.3 Statement of the Problem
The notion of public sphere emerged during the pre-Internet era. However, we are now living in

a digital world where internet seems to have penetrated every sphere of human existence.
Therefore, there is need for an understanding of public sphere in the digital sense since social
media sites act as new discussion forums in the cyberspace. Previous research on social media as
an alternative public sphere is still fresh and very little has been done in the Zimbabwean
context. The research seeks to enhance an understanding of the subject in the Zimbabwean
context with special attention on Facebook. The impact of social networking sites as discussion
forums is felt in the four corners of the world and in Zimbabwe Facebook is the most conducive

discussion forum for public discourse on Bond notes.

1.4 Objectives of the study
The research seeks to:

» Examine the amenability of the Facebook Page application to public discussions on Bond

notes.



» Analyse key points on Bond notes discussion on Facebook.

» Identify the limitations of Facebook as a public sphere.

1.5 Significance of Study
The study seeks to add value to the already existing body of knowledge on how social media

function as an alternative public sphere. However, specific focus is on Facebook since social
media is a broad phenomenon which cannot be explored all at once. The birth of the internet
witnessed the subsequent birth of social networking sites which provide alternative discussion
forums where the public converge in cyberspace to deliberate on matters of common interest.
Therefore, the research seeks to add an understanding on how social media function as an

alternative public sphere in a digitally connected society.

The research also extends an understanding of media studies in general as it highlights the extent
to which social media has subverted the traditional communication processes. Traditional media,
for instance print newspapers, do not allow effective communication dialogue to take place
among participants. An understanding of social media as an alternative public sphere provides an
insight into how media audiences have been empowered to air their views in an online media
environment. This highlights the extent to which this alternative communication forum

revolutionised the media landscape in terms of audience engagement.

An examination of online social media conversations also extends an understanding of discourse
in the digital environment. Through an examination of the public discussion of key points on
Bond notes on The Herald Facebook Page, one will have an understanding of why people
employ certain kinds of language during public dialogue and understand the relationship that
exists between the topic under discussion and the language used. Furthermore, the current
research provides insights into the extent to which the issue of Bond notes was significant and

sensitive to the majority of Zimbabweans including those in diaspora.

1.6 Definition of key terms
Public Sphere---online or off-line arena for public discussions.

Social Media—modern-day internet based communication platforms which allow users to be



both information encoders and decoders. Forms of social media include social
networking sites, blogs, wikis, podcasts and content communities.
Social Networking Sites---form of social media used mainly for online social interaction for
example Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter.
Facebook---social networking site for social interaction in the cyberspace.
Liking---concept of showing interest on Facebook post or Page.

Following---Facebook feature enabling users to receive all updates on the Page being followed.

1.7 Conclusion
The current chapter introduced and contextualised the research in the introduction and

background of study section, respectively. Research objectives were also outlined in the chapter.
Research statement of the problem and significance of study were noted. The chapter was
concluded by the definition of key terms. The subsequent discusses literature relevant to the

research and the theory guiding the discussion.



CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 Introduction
The previous chapter introduced the research. It also stated research objectives. Statement of the

problem, significance of study and definition of key terms were given in the chapter. The current
chapter constitutes the literature review and theoretical framework. Firstly, an appraisal of
literature on social media use in general and use of social networking sites in Zimbabwe is done.
This is subsequently followed by a discussion of the Public Sphere theory which informs the
study.

2.2 Literature Review
The literature review is divided into two sections with an appraisal of literature on social media

use in general at first. This is subsequently followed by the review of literature on the use of
social networking sites in Zimbabwe. This enhances an understanding of the literature from a

broader perspective to a specific one.

2.2.1 Social Media Use
According to Stepanova (2011) social media play two complimentary roles during political

protests and these are organising and dispatching information about the protests. Stepanova
(2011)’s view is hinged upon an analysis of the organisation and information dissemination role
played by Facebook and Twitter during the Arab Spring of 2011 which contributed to the
overthrow of the Tunisian and Egyptian regimes of the time. This view provides a rich insight
into the importance of social media in coordinating and disseminating information about political
protests. Stepanova (2011) focuses on the role played by social media in political protests.
Nevertheless, the strength of social media should also be understood considering how this
platform functions as a public sphere for rational debates despite its role in coordinating and
spreading information on political protests. Understanding social media in the realm of political
protests alone doesn’t do justice to the phenomenon since it can also be utilised as a discussion
forum enabling public deliberations on crucial matters. The current research hopes to contribute

towards an understanding of social media in the realm of public sphere.



On the same note Arriagada and Scherman (2014) note that social media sites enable users to
discuss political issues and help coordinate protests. The two scholars focus on the political use
of social media during the 2011 Chilean student movement. Arriagada and Scherman (2014)
assert that social media was utilized as a discussion platform for expression of students
grievances and as an arena for coordinating the 2011 Chilean student protests. It is interesting to
note that the duo bring forward another role of social media in protests which Stepanova (2011)
didn’t focus on: that of acting as a discussion platform. One greatly acknowledges the merit in
this argument since it extends our understanding of yet another unique function social media play
during protests. Despite the use of social media as a discussion site during political protests,
social media’s potential as a discussion forum can also be harnessed in understanding this
function in relation to the notion of public sphere where citizens can deliberate on issues
affecting their lives. Thus, the power of social media as an arena for public discussions cannot
afford to be understood only in the context of political protests, rather it should be extended to an
understanding of social media as an alternative public sphere. An understanding confined to
political protests offers a narrower and limited perspective of social media’s potential as a forum

for public discussions.

Smuts (2010) asserts that social media, which is one prominent form of new media, acts as a
public sphere where public deliberations occur during the process of facilitating public opinion.
This suggests that social media gives room for the formation of public opinion. Through an
analysis of how the ex-US President, Barack Obama, utilized Facebook in 2008 to influence
public opinion, Smuts’ perspective on the manipulation of social media in political campaigns is
mainly interested in how social media influences public opinion. In as far as Smuts (2010)
acknowledges the potential of social media as a public sphere, he carried out his study in the
American context. Nevertheless, the current study seeks to examine how social media acts as a
public sphere in the Zimbabwean context. This will broaden the world’s understanding of social
media’s affordances as a public sphere in a different setting. This is influenced by the fact that

America and Zimbabwe have got different social, economic and political backgrounds; hence



they might have differing social media experiences. Smuts used a case on Barack Obama’s use
of Facebook to influence public opinion in 2008. The current study is making use of a case on
Bond notes examining how Facebook was manipulated for public debates concerning the
introduction of Bond notes. Making use of a different case study has the potential to develop the

notion of social media as a public sphere in varying scenarios.

According to Dube (2013) social media allows free exchange of views among members of the
network societies since it is free from state control. Dube focuses on the emancipatory quality of
social media based on an analysis of how the phenomenon has been used for free expression of
views during the Arab Spring and how it has been used by spectral figures Baba naMai Jukwa in
Zimbabwe during the 2013 elections (Dube, 2013). In as far as Dube (2013) acknowledges the
fact that social media provides a conducive environment for unrestricted expression of views,
Dube is silent on the understanding of social media as a public sphere. Therefore the research

seeks to add an understanding of social media in relation to public sphere.

Coleman and Blumler (2009) argue that lack of democratic spaces for public deliberations justify
citizens’ wide use of social media for free expression of views. The duo’s argument is premised
on the liberating nature of social media in environments with limited democratic spaces for
undertaking public deliberations. These scholars observe that continual developments and
increase in internet access opened up new platforms with social media opening an alternative hub
for citizen participation in public dialogue on political issues and other civic issues affecting the
majority’s daily lives. These scholars are basically worried about emphasizing the emancipatory
nature of social media in terms of opinion expression therefore they do not specifically discuss
social media as a public sphere. The current research seeks to address this deficit since the notion
of democracy enabled by social media can also be understood in the realm of public sphere

examining how this quality can qualify social media as a public sphere.



Burgess and Green (2009:77) argue that YouTube as a social media site is a “cultural public
sphere because it is an enabler of encounters with cultural differences and the development of
political listening across belief systems and identities.” This view of YouTube as a cultural
public sphere is crucial in understanding social media as a public sphere in general. However,
Burgess and Green (2009) paid close attention to YouTube as a public sphere. The current study
seeks to examine the applicability of the notion of public sphere to Facebook which is also a
social media site just like YouTube. One sees it fit to understand the notion of public sphere in
terms of Facebook since, according to the World Internet Stats (2016), it is currently the world’s
popular social media platform. In addition the study makes a departure from Burgess and
Green’s understanding of online public sphere in terms of culture. Rather it pays close attention
to how social media, with special reference to Facebook, acts as a public sphere for civic issues

outside culture.

There are some scholars who wrote on social media use whose views are contrary to the notion
that social media acts as a modern public sphere. According to losifidis (2011) social media does
not facilitate effective public dialogue and critical deliberations since dialogue on platforms like
Twitter are constrained by the limited number of characters allowed. Nevertheless, this argument
is underpinned on an understanding of social media from a Twitter perspective. It is therefore
crucial to have an understanding of social media as a public sphere basing on a different platform
like Facebook since it operates at a different level from Twitter. losifidis (2011) asserts that
virtual public spheres just give an impression that the public is included in the public discussions
yet they are not fully engaged. According to critics such as losifidis (2011), online public
spheres project an impression that the online community is fully incorporated in ongoing public
debates yet they are not. This argument is hinged upon the scholar’s realisation of the
manipulation of online public deliberations by prominent political actors who control the
direction of public discourse. However, such arguments provide a justification for the current
study since it seeks to have an examination of the extent to which social media as an online
platform can function as a vibrant public sphere. One will be therefore left in a position suitable

enough to comment on these debates concerning the notion of social media as a public sphere.



Coleman (1999) argues that online media undermines the idea of public sphere since online
discussions are ineffective due to lack of physical interaction which facilitates meaningful
discussions. According to Coleman (1999)’s standpoint online public deliberations are of poor
quality because they are not grounded on rational ground due to the absence of face to face
interaction which facilitate significant public debates. Coleman’s view is anchored upon a
research carried out before the 215 century. It is worthy considering that to date there are so
many developments which happened in the realm of online communication platforms for
instance developments in social media. Therefore there is need for examining how such

developments facilitate meaningful online public deliberations.

2.2.2 Use of Social Networking Sites in Zimbabwe
Siziba and Ncube (2015) assert that in Zimbabwe social networking platforms like Facebook,

Twitter and WhatsApp are used to provide counter discourses to ideologies spread by state
controlled media like the Herald newspaper. The duet emphasize the idea that these platforms act
as mouthpieces for the subalterns in Zimbabwe where state media discourses and ideologies are
controlled by the state. They make use of a case study on how social media platforms were
utilized to ridicule state media hegemonic views concerning President Robert Mugabe. The
president fell in public view at the airport upon his arrival from Ethiopia for the 2015 African
Union meeting and the incident loomed across various social networking platforms. According
to Siziba and Ncube (2015), satiric comments on the leader were spread across SNS platforms to
oppose state media ideology which portray the President as an extraordinary long serving,
energetic and youthful leader. Nevertheless, these scholars focused on how social networking
platforms are used to provide counter discourses to state media ideologies in the country. The
duo therefore pursue an understanding of SNS platforms in terms of how they are utilized to
oppose hegemonic ideologies concerning the country’s president. However, it is also crucial to
understand the utilization of SNS platforms in the country in the realm of public sphere where
Zimbabweans can engage in meaningful public discussions and rational debates on crucial

1sSsues.
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Mutsvairo and Columbus (2012) hold the assertion that Zimbabweans use Facebook for
information access. They dwell on the notion that it is difficult for the government of Zimbabwe
to control the flow of information on social media. The pair argue that Zimbabwe’s traditional
media environment is heavily monitored therefore Facebook functions as an alternative channel
to access information which is inaccessible via traditional media. This view is resourceful to our
understanding of Facebook as an information tool in Zimbabwe. However there is need for
academic research to go beyond such a view of Facebook as source of information, to an
understanding of how Facebook acts as an arena for public discourse, thus examining how it
functions as a public sphere where the public can assemble in the virtual sphere and share

opinions on particular issues.

According to the Freedom House (2012:8) “In Zimbabwe sites like Facebook are used for
chatting and keeping connected with friends, as well as staying abreast of global news.” From
this perspective in Zimbabwe, Facebook performs three tasks. It acts as a discussion platform, a
social utility used for enhancing social connections as well as an information source for global
news. This offers a general view of the roles of Facebook in Zimbabwe without shedding much
light on the idea of how Facebook is used as a public forum for the conduction of public
deliberations facilitating public opinion. The current research therefore hopes to broaden the
understanding of Facebook in relation to how it functions as a public sphere for public debates

on issues affecting Zimbabweans.

According to Lindquist (2013), in Zimbabwe Facebook and WhatsApp provide a safer hub for
young people to freely express themselves in a digital environment without fear of reprimand,
judgment and restriction. This argument is based on the usage of social media platforms by
young people in the urban Zimbabwe. The scholar’s findings provides an insight on the trend of
social media usage among the youthful generation. Since this scholar confined himself to
examining social media usage among youths, the current research hopes to develop this idea into
an understanding of how Zimbabweans in general regardless of age utilize Facebook as a public

arena where they can liberally share their views on matters affecting most citizens.
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In the same vein Siziba and Ncube (2015:519) hold the notion that in Zimbabwe “Social media
spaces such as Twitter have been important in creating alternative spaces for free discussion and
exchange of information.” Just like in the case of Lindquist (2013) these scholars tend to suggest
that social networking platforms allow citizenry free discussions in an unrestricted environment.
Their argument is based on how such democratic spaces led to the destabilization of power grids
in the country’s media. This study develops their idea in relation to how such democratic space

afforded by SNSs in Zimbabwe can be understood in the context of a public sphere.

Dube (2013) argues that the Zimbabwean media has been considered suppressive and social
media provided an alternative forum for public debates where opinions can be expressed
liberally without fear of repercussions. This suggests that Zimbabweans utilise social media as a
platform for carrying out public deliberations on matters of national interest where they can
engage in free exchange of information and views. Dube (2013) offers a generalised view of how
social media is used as a platform for liberal exchange of views. However, there is need for a
shift from a generalised perspective to a more specific one, for instance how specific social

media sites like Facebook enhance free public discussions in the context of public sphere.

Young (2016) acknowledges the use of social networking sites for organizing protests in
Zimbabwe arguing that the country’s recent #ThisFlag protest has been characterized as a
spontaneous social media movement. Pastor Evan Mawarire, founder of #ThisFlag, coordinated
the 6 July 2016 stay away action through social networking sites specially Facebook and Twitter.
Young (2016) focuses on the idea of social media as a platform for instigating social movements.
The scholar sheds light on the relationship between social networking sites and protests in the
country. However use of social networking sites in Zimbabwe can also be understood in the
realm of public sphere, thus ascertaining how they are used as a platform for public
deliberations. The current research hopes to enhance an understanding of how social networking

sites especially Facebook opened up an arena for Zimbabwean public discourse.

2.3 Theoretical Framework
The previous section of the chapter reviewed the already existing literature on social media. This

particular section discusses the Public Sphere theory which informs the study. The section gives
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a brief background of the theory, outlines the theory’s core assumptions and highlights the
relevance of the theory to the current study. Its relevance is discussed in relation to other critics’

contributions concerning the applicability of Habermas’ ideas to digital public spheres.

2.3.1 Public Sphere Theory
The current study is informed by Jurgen Habermas’ concept of the Public Sphere. It is often rare

for one to discuss anything to do with the public sphere without mentioning Habermas’ theory of
the Public Sphere. Since this research examines Facebook as an alternative public sphere, the
theory provides an entry point to an understanding on how Facebook is functioning as an

alternative public sphere in the digital world.

According to Thompson (1990), it is during the late 17" and 18™ centuries that the phenomenon
called the bourgeois public sphere became more pronounced. Smuts (2010) acknowledges that
the public sphere emerged owing to various societal changes that were evident in English
bourgeois society after the Enlightenment period. The bourgeois society was industrially
advanced and represented the welfare state. Habermas developed the public sphere concept
where he offered a historical as well as a sociological analysis of the period after the
Enlightenment era. According to Smuts (2010) the emergence of the bourgeois public sphere
occurred subsequently to what Habermas (1989) refers to as “representative publicness” of the
medieval era where decisions were made by the ruling nobility and merely presented before the
populace. According to Thompson (1990) the bourgeoisie public sphere provided an arena
where the government could be placed in a position to rationalise its decisions before the public.
Habarmas (1989:1-3) defines the public sphere as a
Conceptual space between the public, with its enclosed institutions and organisations,
and the circle of the private life. In this space, private citizens came together to deliberate
issues in an environment that was absent from influence of government, the economy and
other relevant institutions and organisations.
To Habermas, public sphere is domain which is free from the influence of state authorities and
state agents, an arena which provide citizens with a favourable environment to engage in
discussions for a common cause. According to Boeder (2005), in Smuts (2010), it was an arena

for political discourse where public debates facilitated public opinion. Habermas (1989) holds
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the notion that the quality of a democratic state is determined by the citizens’ ability to liberally
express their views and opinions without fear of intimidation or torture. In a public sphere
participants cease to be passive but shift to being active participants who can contribute in a

debate towards a particular issue that concerns the general public through opinion sharing.

2.3.2 Core Assumptions
The core assumption of the Public Sphere theory is that public deliberations in the public sphere

facilitates public opinion. Other assumptions are highly pronounced in Habermas’ proposed three
criteria which act as prerequisites for the existence of public sphere. These are disregard of
status, inclusivity and common concern. According to Habermas an ideal public sphere should

meet these three conditions.

The theory’s core assumption rests on the idea that the primary function of a public sphere is to
facilitate public opinion. Thompson (1990) asserts that through rational debate free from
domination, the public air their individual opinions towards the formation of public opinion. This
suggests that individual opinions evolve into public opinion towards a particular issue and public
opinion is understood as the overall opinion held by the majority. Habermas (1989) argues that
public sphere is best understood as a social domain where public opinions can be formed. The
importance of a public sphere is realised on its ability to facilitate public opinion formation.
Dahlgren (1995) understand public sphere as an arena where the public circulate knowledge in
the society driving towards public opinion. This tends to suggest that in a public sphere
participants are transformed from being inactive to proactive participants who can share their

views during the public dialogue.

As highlighted, the theory’s assumptions are clearly marked in Habermas’ preconditions of the
public sphere. On disregard of status Habermas (1989) holds the notion that access to the public
sphere is definite to all citizens. This suggests that participation in the public sphere has nothing
to do with participants’ social class therefore it is a public domain accessible to all citizens.
Thus, the sphere has no “head” or “subordinate” rather the participants are equal and can freely

and equally express their views. Habermas argues that the sphere is a public domain which
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disregard participants’ social class; hence every participant’s argument is given attention.

According to Thompson, (1990) the domain was based on “publicness.”

Furthermore, the theory assumes that public deliberations in a public sphere should be based on
matters of common interest. Smuts (2010) argues that public discussions should be limited to
debates concerning matters of national interest. Those issues that affect the majority are the ones
welcomed in public discussions and the public debates will be driven towards a common cause.

Hence private issues are not entertained.

The assumption on inclusivity is very much related to that of disregard of status. According to
Habermas (1989) public sphere has an open door policy disallowing any form of social
exclusion, thus anyone is allowed to participate and contribute to public discourse. Smuts (2010)
argues that it was almost impossible for the participating public to fully close its doors in a bid to
disallow participation. The sphere is a social public domain, with its doors open to all the

citizens.

2.3.3 Relevance to study
Although the concept of public sphere was initially based on explaining the bourgeois society of

the late 17" and 18" centuries of Great Britain, France and Germany, it can also be applied to
different contexts. In this digital era it can still be applied towards the understanding of how the
advent of Internet based interactive platforms has provided for new public spheres. The study is
however interested in understanding how social media, with special attention to Facebook, has
provided an alternative public sphere in the digital form. The theory is therefore relevant to this
study which examines the extent to which Facebook conforms to Habermas’ ideal of public

sphere.

Critics like Fraser (2007) develop the concept of the public sphere arguing that in this digital era
there developed a transnational public sphere which transcends local and national boundaries.
According to Fraser (2007), the public sphere theory is a rich conceptual resource worthy of
reconstruction, instead of dismissal, in order to suit the obtaining situation in the Information

Society. Considering this view, the notion of public sphere should not be continually viewed
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within the confines of local or national boundaries as was in the case of the traditional
bourgeoisie public sphere. Instead, Fraser (2007) argues for the existence of a globalised public
sphere due to the advent of information communication technologies, witnessing therefore the
participation of global participants on the same digital sphere. On the same note Smuts (2010:39)
is of the contention that “Since Habermas, there have been many societal changes that influenced
the notion of the public sphere. Amongst the advances, the most prominent and dynamic were in
the media.” The traditional public sphere has therefore been viewed within the confines of the
bourgeoisie society. Nevertheless, information communication technologies have led to a global
public sphere allowing participation from global participants. Fraser and Smuts offer a
generalised view of how information communication technologies revolutionised the concept of
public sphere without necessarily discussing social media specifically. It is upon such an
argument that the current research seeks to understand the public sphere in the context of social

media which is a prominent offshoot of information communication technologies.

Fuchs (2014) nevertheless argues that freedom of association and assembly on social media are
compromised since capitalists and renowned political actors exercise a considerable amount of
authority, showing traces of domination in speech, association, assembly and opinion. Such a
view advances the notion that public spheres realized on social media platforms do not offer
equal freedom to participation as highly glorified since political gurus and capitalists in the
society can grab the opportunity and utilize the online sphere to their advantage especially in
influencing public opinion. In accordance with Fuchs (2014)’s view, this kind of situation
therefore betrays the quality of a public sphere, disregard of status in particular, since well-
known political figures can utilize their advantageous political positions to influence the
direction and flow of public discourse. However, Fuchs (2014)’s argument is highly related to
Twitter where there is high prevalence of opinion leaders who seem to influence their followers
and even set parameters on the discussion of particular topics. Still on Twitter, Fuchs (2007)
questions the viability of critical rational debates given the limited number of characters per
tweet (140 characters per tweet). These arguments are however hinged on Twitter and the current
research examines a different platform, Facebook, to ascertain if such backdrops limit Facebook

as a public sphere.

16



Critics like Murdock (2004) believe that Habermas’ notion of inclusivity is difficult to realise on
digital public spheres, hence the proposition is inconsistent with the notion of digital divide. For
Murdock (2004), internet access is stratified by economic, social, political and religious factors
like age, income, level of education, etc. According to such critics, not all interested individuals
have the capacity to participate in online public deliberations. Murdock (2004) and colleagues
suggest that online media access is not even across all members of the society. Individual’s level
of proficiency in making use of Facebook can also determine one’s ability to participate in online
public discourse. This can be exemplified by the fact that someone can have access to Facebook
but might lack technical skills of uploading content which contributes to online public debate.
Due to such factors, some individuals face social exclusion in online public deliberations.
According to some critics, Habermas’ criterion on inclusivity is therefore compromised since

other individuals cannot share their views in the cyberspace.

Santos and Ndlovu (2015) use an oxymoron “democratic unfreedom” in their explanation of
some issues which can hinder individual participation in public discourse on Facebook. They
argue that Facebook does not allow total freedom of expression as highly celebrated. Societal
institutions like family, education and religion “police” individual speech on Facebook, for
instance the individual position in the family determines one’s contributions in public discourse.
The duo assert that in the case of religion those who hold prominent positions in the church have
got expected speech patterns which might influence their conversational contributions on
Facebook. According to Santos and Ndlovu (2015), in some instances individuals do not express
their true views due to their societal obligations. These societal forces therefore limit one’s
liberal expression of views. Nevertheless, one can argue that Santos and Ndlovu’s argument is
far-fetched when it comes to individual participation in public discourse since the societal forces’
impact on one’s expression of views is difficult to measure. Instead the vibrancy of the online

public sphere can be best understood through observation of the online public discourse.

17



2.4 Conclusion
The chapter reviewed existing literature on social media use in general and use of social

networking sites in Zimbabwe. Appraisal of the literature was done in relation to the notion of
social media as an alternative public sphere. Scholars’ pre-occupations in their arguments have
been discussed as well as gaps in as far as the concept of social media and public sphere is

concerned.

The chapter also provided a brief background of the Public Sphere Theory and outlined its core
assumptions. Relevance of the theory to the current study was elucidated in light of its critics.
Despite scholarly criticism on the relevance of Habermas’ suppositions on digital spheres, the
theory is highly applicable in the current study since it offers a clear picture of how the concept
of the public sphere came into being and set the criteria which act as preconditions for the
existence of a public sphere. It is against such criticism that the current research attempts to
examine the extent to which Facebook can function as a public sphere. The next chapter outlines

the approach and data collection methods used in the research.
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction
The preceding chapter comprised the literature review and theoretical framework. The current

chapter of the study outlines the approach and data collection methods employed in
accomplishing the research. The researcher adopted a qualitative approach and used qualitative
data collection methods. The methods used are case study, participant observation and purposive
sampling. The study examines a social phenomenon. This serves as a justification for the

researcher’s adoption of qualitative approach and methods to the research.

3.2 Qualitative Approach
To accomplish the current study, the researcher employed a qualitative approach. Hancock et al

(2009:4) hold the notion that “Researchers interested in studying human behaviour and the social
world inhabited by human beings, found increasing difficulty in trying to explain human
behaviour in quantifiable and measurable terms.” This suggests that qualitative approach is
highly suitable for carrying out studies aimed at giving explanations or interpretations of human
behaviour and understanding the world’s social aspects. Social media is a social phenomenon
therefore one could explore how Facebook acted as a public sphere for public discussions on
Bond notes through qualitative methods. Research data is therefore presented in a qualitative

descriptive form.

Hancock et al (2009:4) asserts that “Qualitative research attempts to broaden and/or deepen our
understanding of how things came to be the way they are in our social world.” Qualitative
research seeks to expand and widen the world’s understanding of certain phenomena thus
seeking to add knowledge about a concept or issue. On the same note the current research hopes
to widen understanding on how social media, especially SNSs, have provided an alternative
arena in the digital form, where public discussions on crucial matters can take place. Social
media is a modern-day phenomenon; therefore the study attempts to provide insights on how
social media platforms serve as an alternative public sphere. This serves as a justification for

one’s choice of a qualitative approach since it is explorative in nature.
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However, Mack et al (2005) argue that qualitative approach is associated with researcher
subjectivity as compared to quantitative approach which is objective. This is because the
approach is based on the researcher’s own interpretation of data which in some cases might be
subject to researcher bias. Therefore, unlike quantitative research approach which is deemed
objective, qualitative approach is highly associated with the researcher’s prejudice and bias
during data description and interpretation. To avoid bias in data analysis, the researcher
interpreted data basing on the actual observations made on Facebook. Thus, the researcher stuck

to what the observations showed.

3.3 Research Design

3.3.1 Case Study
Due to the contemporaneity of social media, the researcher made use of a case study research

design. This is also because social media itself is a broad phenomenon comprising various
platforms. In a bid to understand social media as an alternative public sphere, it was difficult to
explore the phenomenon in its entirety. The researcher made use of Facebook as a case study in
understanding social media as a public sphere. Burnett (2009) postulates that case study gives
room for an investigation of a single case. This suggests that case studies attempt to reveal the
distinctive features of a character or situation and gives room for the researcher to conduct a
thorough and profound analysis of that case or unit. The researcher carried out a detailed analysis
of how Facebook accommodated public discussions on Bond notes in Zimbabwe in 2016. Due to
the limited time of research it was difficult to explore all Facebook applications and features and
examine how they facilitated public discourse on Bond notes. Therefore, emphasis was on how
the public utilized The Herald Facebook Page as a public forum to air their views on Bond
notes. Yin (1984) is of the assertion that a case study approach stresses on a thorough contextual

examination of a limited number of events or conditions.

Like any other research method, case study as a research design has got its limitations. Bell
(2007) argues that it is challenging to know what to include and exclude in a case. It is
challenging for the researcher to set parameters on where to start and where to end. Researchers
who adopt case studies are often confronted with the challenge of not knowing what to

incorporate and what to omit during the research process. Therefore, researchers need to be
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extremely cautious in surfing the elements to include for convincing and comprehensible results.
To overcome this limitation the research focused on The Herald Facebook Page public
discussions on Bond notes which took place in the month of November 2016 since it is in this

month that the Bond notes were introduced for public use.

In addition, Mack (2005) argues that case study is associated with subjectivity which has to do
with the nature of qualitative research itself. The researcher may be biased in the process of data
analysis. On the same note Yin (2004) is of the assertion that a case study tolerates subjective
views to affect the course of research findings and conclusions. This suggests that the use of a
case study gives room for partiality of which the probability of preconceived notions and
foregone conclusions will be there. To minimise this limitation, the researcher avoided

manipulating observations made on The Herald Facebook Page.

3.3.2 Participant Observation

The researcher collected data through participant observation. Kawulich (2005) holds the
assertion that participant observation is appropriate in researches where there is information gap
in literature on the phenomenon. This implies that participant observation is one of those
methods which can be employed in investigating a current phenomenon where very little is
known on the subject. There is still information gap on the notion of social media as an
alternative public sphere. Through participant observation, the researcher examined how The
Herald Facebook Page attracted public deliberations and debates on the issue of Bond notes.
This could not be achieved through carrying out interviews and distributing questionnaires.
Participant observation was ideal since the researcher is also part of the Facebook world. The
researcher followed The Herald Facebook Page to make observations and examined public
discourses on Bond notes from an insider’s perspective. Jorgensen (1989:12) argues that
“Participant observation is especially appropriate for scholarly problems when little is known
about the phenomenon.” This highlights the strength of this method in gaining insights on a

contemporary phenomenon.
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Schensul, and Lecompte (1999) shed light on the merits of using participant observation, arguing
that it enables the researcher to be aware of how and why human beings behave in the manner
they do in a setting through exposure. Thus, participant observation is associated with gaining
knowledge through the researcher’s exposure to the ongoing activities of the research setting. On
the same note, the researcher observed how The Herald Facebook Page invited those who liked
and followed the page to participate in public dialogue, sharing their diversified views on Bond
notes. The researcher became part and parcel of such a public through “liking” and “following”

the page.

Nevertheless, Bernard (2006) highlights the limitation of participant observation, arguing that it
is also associated with researcher subjectivity. Researcher subjectivity betrays one quality of
research which is that of being objective. Researcher bias may be found in the interpretation
stage where one can make assumptions and judgements based on one’s own thoughts and
background instead of what is actually transpiring on the ground. This in turn will lead to biased
and partial notions and conclusions which can invite heavy scholarly criticism. Nevertheless, this
limitation is minimised in the current research since the researcher examined Facebook as a

public sphere through the lenses of the Public Sphere Theory.

Spradley (1980) holds the assertion that participant observation is time-consuming as it calls for
a long period for the researcher to carry out sufficient observations in exchange for convincing
results. This suggest that the method requires a lot of time and commitment. However, in the
current research observations were made in cyberspace by simply observing users’ comments on
The Herald Facebook Page posts; hence this shortcoming ceased to be a stumbling block in this
study. Due to limited time and the need to keep the research manageable, observations were

confined to public deliberations which occurred in the month of November.

3.3.3 Purposive Sampling

The researcher also employed purposive sampling. Facebook is a broad social networking site
with a myriad of features and applications which in general enable the public to engage in public
discussions on the platform. Issues and stories on Bond notes were posted on various platforms

like pages, groups, events and news feed on Facebook. Due to limited time of the research it was
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impossible to explore all these features and applications. The researcher focused on how The
Herald Facebook Page accommodated public discourse on Bond notes. The researcher
purposefully selected this page which set an agenda on Bond notes and ensured that public
discussions did not emerge from a vacuum. It was also impossible to select all Herald posts on
Bond notes. Five (5) posts on Bond notes posted on The Herald Facebook Page in the month of
November 2016 were selected. Fifty comments were observed from each post. The selected time

frame was ideal since it was the month Bond notes were placed on the market.

The researcher opted for purposive sampling instead of probability sampling since the latter is
associated with the purpose of generalising findings and the former is mainly suitable in
qualitative research which seeks a deeper understanding of a phenomenon. Patton (1990:169)
notes that “Samples for qualitative inquiry are generally assumed to be selected purposefully to
yield cases that are information rich.” This suggests that through purposive sampling,
researchers can produce cases which are resourceful as they will be concentrating on a sample

they believe enhance the world’s understanding of that phenomenon.

Even though purposive sampling method is widely used in qualitative research, it has got some
drawbacks. Oppong (2013) holds the view that purposive sampling is problematic as the
researcher faces challenges in identifying and applying an appropriate sample. This suggests that
purposeful sampling is an effective yet challenging method to implement. To minimize this
challenge, the researcher selected those posts which attracted greater public attention on the

Page.

3.4 Conclusion

This chapter shed light on the approaches adopted and the data collection methods used in the
research. It also offered justifications on the researcher’s selection of a qualitative approach over
a quantitative one. In addition, the strengths and weaknesses of case study, participant
observation and purposeful sampling have been elucidated. The next chapter focuses on data

presentation and analysis.
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CHAPTER FOUR: DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS

4.1 Introduction
The previous chapter shed light on the methods used for data collection. It also discussed the

strengths and weaknesses of each method. This chapter focuses on data presentation and
analysis. It is divided into three sections with data presentation and discussion on how the
Facebook Page application facilitates public discussions at first. This is subsequently followed
by the discussion of Facebook dialogue on Bond notes. Limitations of Facebook as an alternative

public sphere are discussed at last.

4.2 Facilitation of public discussions by the Facebook Page application
The current section discusses findings on how the Facebook Page application enables public

discussions for the Facebook online community. It is observed that people do not only use
Facebook for enhancing social interactions but also utilize the platform for expressing their
views on issues affecting the majority especially those to do with government policies and
actions. In this digital world where technology has revolutionized traditional communication
practices, the existence of physical arenas for public discourse to take place is no longer a
requirement since this can be done on Facebook where people from various points virtually
assemble and engage in online public discussions of crucial matters. Thus, Facebook functions as

a vibrant public sphere enabling rational public debates to take place.

Most previous research on Facebook as a site of public discourse focused on the Group
application. However, the current research observes that the Page application equally plays a
critical function in enabling public discussions. In examining the Page application’s ability to
facilitate public discourse, the researcher observed how The Herald Facebook Page facilitated
public discussions on the issue of Bond notes. The Page provided a favorable setting for
Zimbabwean citizens, including those in diaspora, to express their diversified opinions on the
issue of Bond notes. Facebook Page application is therefore a systematically structured platform
with several features which makes it a conducive arena for public discourse to take place. This
qualifies Facebook in general as a social media platform which functions as a fruitful online
public sphere since research have shown that it is wired with yet another application (Page

application) that promotes dialogic communication to take place between participants.
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It’s very rare for an individual to be part of the Facebook “family” without following one or so
Pages. Facebook Page is an application which allows the virtual existence of organizations,
products, institutions, associations, public figures, companies, artists, etc. Facebook Page
application opens an alternative platform upon which the public can deliberate their views on
matters of common interests. It does not cost anything to create a Page. Rather it is free for all,
with one simply having to follow steps as directed on Facebook. The one who creates the page is
referred to as the administrator. The administrator is the one who runs and controls the Page in
terms of providing details of the given entity for instance organizational details and uploading
content. Facebook users who “like” and “follow” that Page are called supporters, who can view
and upload content on the platform. However, Page content is also readily available for non-
followers who can also comment on the posts. For a Page to be considered authentic it should be
verified by Facebook administrators operating from the central server and the verification
information is displayed on the Page. The Page displays the entity’s profile, displaying the name,
cover photo and mostly organizational icon for easy identification. Additional information is
found on the About feature detailing what the organization is about. It contains such details as
contact details, vision, motto, achievements and any other relevant information which facilitates

the public’s familiarization with that entity.

The supporters’ ability to both view and upload information on the Page already leave
participants in a position of being content originators and consumers simultaneously, thus the
alternation of communication roles promotes dynamic flow of communication enabling public
dialogue to take place on the platform. The Page’s licensing of participants as both senders and
receivers of information acts as the primary factor which allows the exchange of views between
the participants. This is because dialogue can only prevail in an environment that promotes
bidirectional flow of information. Public discussions on Facebook Pages are therefore enabled by
the application’s ability to promote dynamic communication between participants. Dialogic
communication on the Page occurs at two levels: between the administrator and participants and
interlocution among participants themselves thereby giving all parties a chance to express their
views on a particular issue. On the Page one way flow of information is circumvented and this

qualifies Facebook as an alternative digital public sphere promoting public discussions.
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A Facebook Page accommodates thousands of people who engage in online public dialogue. The
Herald Facebook Page profile shows that the Page has 211, 469 likes and 211, 075 as of 23
August 2017. However, the number of likes and followers on the page are in continuous
increase. This highlights the extent to which Facebook Pages virtually bring together people of
the same interests who, on matters concerning the general populace, can engage in conversations.
Figure 1 below shows the number of Herald Facebook Page likes and followers as of 23 August
2017.
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Figure 1: Herald Facebook Page number of Likes and Followers as of 23/3/2017

The figure above shows the extent to which the Page application virtually assembles people from
various walks of life, with diversified views on common topics. Nevertheless, not all Page
followers partake in the ongoing discussions on the platform. From the 5 posts observed in the
study, the number of comments do not tally with the total number of followers, suggesting that
only a reasonable number of participants can engage themselves in the ongoing debates. This

however does not undermine the fact that Pages enable public discussions.

Public discussions on The Herald Facebook Page were enabled through the comment feature

which serves as a vital cog for the facilitation of public discourse on the platform. Below every
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post there exists Like, Comment and Share options. Of these three options, the widely utilized
feature is the comment section which is due to the fact that it allows the user to express his/her
views concerning the issue. The comment feature therefore provides an opportunity for
participants to exchange views on crucial matters. The column allows one to type very long texts
which provide an ample chance for the participants to express their views and opinions without
limitations in terms of text length. This qualifies the Facebook Page application as a virtual
platform enabling effective and vibrant public discussions. Figure 2 below shows an example of
rational debate that took place when the participants were commenting on the administrator’s
post publicizing the RBZ’s intention to introduce Bond notes in the country. The public utilized
the comment section to express their various opinions concerning the initiative. Participants’

various interpretations of the government’s move were relayed via comments without hesitation.

Mhen you don'tknow what a bond is.
Deal with the fact not street economics of politicians like you You are a
cyberspace liarand false tutor.
Why is Gvt ensuing bonds,its simple factit is broke and illiquid.it is just trying to
borrow on pretext of bond papers.

W hat does the term bond mean.
Abaond is an exchange of a government certificate of debt against real value of
maney in anticipation that government will settle local and international debt
plus exhaustive expenditure,
Introducing a bond notes means Gt owes money to the private and public so
its barrowing to fund a loophole and seftle economic debts. It has not played well on its treasury bills &1 its burdened.
Whao is funding Gvt bonds its purely the public Including active banks balances Thara are many initiatives by banks to reward export incentives and by the
and reserves. way,industries opted for ather incentives e.g tax reductions on profits to raise

How does the Gvtintends to pay off,it will not pay off because itis broke it will
use paper and transfer losses to the public.

If 200 million is secured funds to support a bond facilitywhy is it necessary to
fund 3billion in circulation,it's not known and the intentions of our predatory
state.

If we have gold and diamonds as we claimwhy can'twe use our reservesto
create value.

‘Why did the president use the presidential powers to pass a low without
parliament
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% G Replies

00 10t2s in back up of USS will be a good initiative Hera its
a different scenario like that of 08 where the bearer cheques had no back
up.Cn other note you cant distribute before you give us Speciman first.
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rest of us who do not export anything??? Does and exporter need a §2, §5
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Figure 2: Example of rational debate

their investment funding,as to raise capacity.
You justdont know what you are talking about.

Like - Reply - @1 - Novembar 6; 20

I (0 0 rob the hard working by throwing jargon
around Whao in their right state of mind would bank foreign currency in
exchange of paper money.Rubbish

Like Reply @ 1- November €, 2016 at 12:37ps
R | /i D2 cducated charlatans like you

who are gonna be given a rude awakening from your fantasies. remember
zimbabwe is the only country whr all educational theories don'tapply. my
brother after three maonths the rest of us zimbabweans will be leftwith nothing
at least u will hv those big books of yours which are irelevantto u and the
zZimbabwean context. keep on dreaming mate

Like - Reply - @ 1 - November 6, 2016 at 3:46pr

e T < things being exported are minerals platinum, gaold,
diamond, farrochrome efc and tobbacco and whether there are incentives or
notthese products are in demand the world over so why putincentives when
the rest of the industry sectar has no capacity to meeteven local demand hw
can they export anything?? Just a matter of covering up fake treasury bills
issued and RTGS balances stolen from

Like - Reply - November 6, 2016 at:38

By evaluating the nature of comments above, one can note that public discussions on Bond notes

were informed by rational thinking. This justifies the notion that Facebook Pages enable public
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debates to take place. This qualifies Facebook as an alternative public sphere facilitating

reasonable online public discussions.

Public discourse on the Page is also enabled by flexibility in the length of a text allowed in the
comment section such that long comments can be realized on the platform. From the size of
conversations in the extract above, one notes that participants freely expressed their opinions
without restriction in terms of length unlike in the case of Twitter which allows 140 characters
per tweet. The findings challenge the over-generalized notions from some scholars who dismiss
the effectiveness of public discussions on social media arguing that public discourse on such
platforms is undermined by confinements in the size of texts allowed. The Facebook Page
enables participants to comprehensively express their opinions through comments. Through
comments, Zimbabweans on The Herald Facebook Page were able to air their views on the issue

of Bond notes.

On the Page, each comment is in anticipation of responses from other interlocutors and this is
realized in the existence of the Reply option below each comment. It means that one participant’s
view has the potential to invite other’s opinions. The fact that participants can pay attention and
respond to each other’s comments highlights that public dialogue exists on the platform. Rational
debates took place on The Herald Facebook Page since participants paid attention to others’
comments and expressed their views in response thereby engaging in a public discussion. The
rejoinders facilitates vibrant public debates on the Page. This can be the same with what happens
among the physically gathered participants where interlocutors respond to each other. This can

be exemplified by the extract below showing a comment which received 15 replies.
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MNMNation embraces bornd notes | The Herald

FMamibia's fond meaemornes of Castro, Cubanshdurudzszewa, Samaita in collaboration
MNMationmn embraces bhbond Nnotes MNMowvembbeaer 29O 2098 Costa Manmno Headlines, Top

Stores Custoneers buy groceres from a Harare supaermaErket using bond notes_ .
_wkce = o e vk Share
= T =2 Top ComaTreents ™
15 shares
e | = Clo theoa wwait and see whether thhe =Zm dollars
disguised as thhe bond Nnotes will last & distance iN feEerrmes of walus . L will e

talking about e opposition and the West hawving them lose walue... U re so
Ny u despise the West and vet u re eguaARting vo bond Nnotes to = LIS S5
W w Mmoot eguatimg themm to the Chinesse yuanmn.
Loikoe FRapiy T =5 lorwreTrriber 20 1= 5 s

e 5 Replies

Figure 3: Example of a comment with replies

From the above scenario where a comment received 15 replies, one can note that meaningful
public dialogue took place since the participants are placed in a position where they can respond
to each other’s contributions on the platform. On a Page, communication is bidirectional,
allowing users to exchange views in a meaningful way. However, some participants are a bit
reserved in terms of explicitly expressing their replies. Some indirectly express their standpoints
through liking others’ comments. If one “likes” a comment that is a strong communication
signaling the fact that the individual concurs with that view. The same assumes a different form
in public discussions conducted in the physical spaces where if one agrees with the contributor’s
opinion, one can clap hands to show that they agree with that view without necessarily making a
verbal confirmation. Nevertheless, this form of commenting on the Page might be a result of
tight schedules on the part of an individual who might not be able to engage in typing a text.
Nevertheless, the question of “liking” a comment is debatable since one may accidentally hit the

“like” button and some might “like” acknowledging that they have read or seen the comment.

Clarity promotes meaningful public discussions on the Page and this is enabled by the fact that
comments can be edited which enhance clearness in opinion expression. This provides users with
the opportunity to clear ambiguities and errors which would have occurred in the first version of

the comment. This is similar to what happens in public dicussions in a physical arena where if an
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interlocutor makes a mistake he or she can make ammendments. This can also be done on
Facebook comments where one is provided with the chance to edit the comment mainly to make
corrections especially on spelling and in cases where they feel they have communicated in an
incomprehensible way. The edited versions of the comment is open to other participants. Such an
option reduces the possibility of ambiguity in one’s argument which again facilitates smooth

flow of discussions. Below is an extract showing the option for editing a comment.

Uansensimmbmmeiny \'hat 2 coincidence
Like - Reply ’
SIS \'h ats more shocking on this story is him being a  Edit..

to continue working when he has a pending case of theft which is agai
police code of conduct. We need to do right by the law no one is abowv¢

Like - Reply - @ 41

Delete...

Embed

Figure 4: Option for editing a comment

Furthermore, it has come to the researcher’s knowledge that public discussions on Facebook
Page are enabled by the fact that supporters can ignite an alternative discussion through posting
content which can attract public deliberations. They are also able to participate in the already
established discussions through commenting. This justifies the dynamic flow of communication
which takes place on the Page where there are no perpetual originators and constant consumers
of information. This dynamicity in information flow highlights the extent to which the Facebook
Page application facilitates public discussions since dialogue cannot be realized in a setting
where there is vertical flow of information. There exists a section on the page which gives room

for supporters to upload information on the page as shown in Figure 5.
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# Status [®) Photo/Video .v

Figure 5: Option facilitating supporters’ ability to upload information on the Page

Nevertheless, participants on the Page do not pay much attention to posts uploaded by
individuals. It was observed that Page followers are mainly interested in engaging in a public
dialogue following posts from the Page administrator. This can be exemplified by the fact that on
The Herald Facebook Page the administrator’s post on Bond notes could receive about two
hundred comments, compared to posts by other individuals which could receive as low as three
comments. Although individuals are empowered to upload content, their posts do not yield
influence which can ignite meaningful discussions. The Page administrator’s posts are perhaps
regarded as authentic and serious hence the upper hand in terms of agenda setting. Individual’s
power to initiate an alternative discussion is therefore limited on the Page platform. Below is an

extract of an individual post which received three comments only.

Like Reply O 1

- One day is one day
Like Reply J e

View 2 more comments

Figure 6: Individual post with 3 comments
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Although participants are equipped with the option of sharing a post, the culture of sharing or
forwarding posts on Bond notes was not common on The Herald Facebook Page. Participants
were mainly interested in expressing their diversified views on the matter. This can be
exemplified by Figure 7 below highlighting a post on The Herald Facebook Page which received
15 shares only. This is quite a conservative number compared to the number of followers and
likes on the Page as well as the nearly two hundred comments generated on the post. The number
of shares therefore is not proportional to the number of participants on the Page. The concept of
sharing is not widely utilised on The Herald Facebook Page. This is quite unfortunate since the
Page is run by a media company which uploads most articles published in its nationwide, print
newspaper. Because The Herald is national, one would expect that the news it publishes would
motivate interest in sharing. The issue of Bond notes was nevertheless a sensitive and emotional

issue where, possibly, users would not prioritise mere sharing over expressing their views.

Nation embraces bond notes | The Herald

Namibia’'s fond memories of Castro, CubansMurudzwa, Samaita in collaboration
Nation embraces bond notes November 29, 2016 Costa Mano Headlines, Top
Stories Customers buy groceries from a Harare supermarket using bond notes

Like ] Comment Share
O=0 a2 Top Comments ~

15 shares

Figure 7: Example of a post that received 15 shares

Considering the above discussion, it may be concluded that the Page application on Facebook
plays a significant role in enabling public discussions on critical matters affecting the majority.
As deliberated earlier, this is because the application is fashioned with numerous features which
make it a conducive hub for online public debates. These features enable dialogic
communication to take place among the participants on the platform. The ability of the Page

application in enabling public dialogue therefore qualifies Facebook, in general, as a vibrant
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online public sphere where the online community can deliberate their views on critical matters.

The following section discusses Facebook dialogue on Bond notes.

4.3 Facebook dialogue on Bond notes.
In the previous section, the researcher discussed how the Facebook Page application facilitates

public discussions. The current section discusses how conversations about Bond notes on The
Herald Facebook Page qualify or disqualify Facebook as a public sphere. Key to this discussion
are factors such as dialogue, freedom of expression, rationality, equal participation and the

presence of a heterogeneous group.

From the flow of discussions among participants on The Herald Facebook Page, the researcher
observed that Facebook functions as a digital public sphere which enables dialogue among
participants. Participants exchanged views expressing their concerns on Bond notes on
Facebook. Dialogue among participants is one of the major defining aspects of public sphere
where members of the public will be sharing views towards an issue affecting most citizens.
Introduction of Bond notes was one of the burning issues which characterized The Herald
Facebook Page and Facebook discourse in general. The issue attracted public attention leading
to participation in public dialogue on the platform, following various posts by The Herald.
Participants could respond to each other either in agreement or disagreement. As discussed in the
previous section, effective dialogue is realized through participants’ utilization of the Reply
option giving participants a chance to respond directly to other’s views. From the five posts
observed, the way participants commented on the issue of Bond notes proved that Facebook has
opened an alternative arena for public dialogue in the cyberspace. Below is an extract of
comments where participants engaged in a dialogue through responding to each other’s

comments concerning bond notes.
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e S o O ocs the term bond mean.

A bond is an exchange of a government cerdificate of debt against real value of
money in anticipation that governmeant will settle local and international debt
plus exhaustive expenditure.

Introducing a bond n...See Mare

Like - Reply - {5 lovembe
. _Thatstrun bro
Like - Reply - @ 1 - November &, 201

- T e, . oL argument is incoherent to say

the least.... The bond comes from it being linked (bonded to $200

million kept somewhere) ... The value af the bond notes in circulation
will never exceed this amount.. . all the stuff you are sayi... Ses Maore
Like - Reply - November 6, 2016 at 3241

- i (O million my oot when the government can't

even pay civil sernvants an time, Truth is they is no back up money all
the government wants is to transfer our money to their pockets and
leawve us with useless bond notes that limit how we spend our hard
sarned money

Like - Reply

Figure 8: Dialogue between participants

From the above, it is observed that dialogue was taking place with participants exchanging ideas
concerning Bond notes. Individual participants shared individual opinions on what the term
“bond” means. The researcher observed that public discussions on The Herald Facebook Page
were guided by the principle of rationality. In defining public sphere, Habermas highlights that
public discourse in the public sphere should be guided by logicality. Rationality is therefore
realized on Facebook public discussions as observed in arguments raised on The Herald

Facebook Page concerning Bond notes.

Opponents of Bond notes logically argued that introducing Bond notes will get the country’s
economy back to the 2008 hyper-inflation perpetrated by Bearer cheques since the two

currencies are of the same nature. This highlights that those participants did not just argue
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against Bond notes for the sake of it, but employed common sense in their arguments. Logical
reasoning is realized in the participants’ reference to the 2008 era showing that participants do
not express baseless arguments but contribute to the debate with sound justifications for their
standpoints. Fear of the return of 2008 Bearer cheques through the back door is one of the major
concerns raised by participants on the Page and it is evident in most of the comments on the five
posts observed. To them the term “bond” is a modified name still referring to Bearer cheques.
This shows the extent to which Facebook provides an alternative hub for commonsensical public
debates just like what happens in public debates held in a physical setting. Below is an extract of

logical arguments raised against Bond notes.

SN T his Dond note Z not a gud idea we hv hd it b4 on 028 now 16 this
bond not z going swallow all the $ notes_ wht happened to the millions of Ss2 1
think | can answer tht.it was taken by Chinese who r not even helping the
citizens of Zimbabwe u call one ch... See More

Like - Reply © 2 - Noven - 1 3t
e 2 Replies

‘G | N is is Worth your time and bundles. Eam real money online
by working as a parttime job easily. link at htip_//cashjob.online
/app.-php?ref=95756

Like Reply Noven ~ 1 at 11443

IMPLE ECONOMICS, THERE IS NO POLITICAL WILL
BETWEEN POLITICAL PARTIES, BUSINESS COMMUNITY AND ZANU PF, WE
ARE GOING BACK TO 2008, WATCHOUT, THIS CORRUPT GOVERNMENT
VWANTS TO PRINT THIS USELESS PAPER TO PAY CIVIL SERVANTS, PAY
LOCAL DEBTS, BY SO DOING | INFLATION WILL COME ABORD AND SOON
ALL BASICS WILL GO UP IN TERMS OF PRICES, PEOPLE SHOULD RESIST
THIS USELESS BOND PAPER.
Like - Reply © 2 November €

feesshaasibesianlam® Cuys remember this same reporting during the Bearer
notes era and where did it got us into - poverty and poverty and economic
hardship. Today i am reading the wrong ululation about the simmering
economic meltdown

Like - Reply - © 3 - November 29, = 1 at

Figure 9: Rational debate, opponents of bond notes justifying their stance

In addition, the notion of Facebook as an alternative public sphere has been realized in the fact
that the platform allows free expression of views. The researcher observed that participants on
The Herald Facebook Page liberally expressed their concerns on the issue of Bond notes. Even
the kind of language which the participants employed in their comments is a testimony to the

extent of freedom attained on Facebook. That kind of expression would be difficult in public
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discussions held in a physical arena in Zimbabwe. From Habermas’ view, public sphere denotes
a space for public deliberations free form state interference. One observed that it is challenging
for governments to clip individual freedom of expression on Facebook. Thus, with the limited
freedom of expression in the country, the researcher observed that Facebook opened an
alternative channel which allows citizenry free expression of views which therefore qualify
Facebook as an alternative public sphere. Most participants on the Page freely expressed their
concern that Bond notes are not real currency and hence are not welcome. This was done a
language laden with emotional confidence. This is exemplified by the extracts of comments

below which highlights that participants freely expressed their views.

AT T his is rubbish Zimbabwean govt, utter nonsense..__bond
notes are not money and will never be a currency...2018 needs to come by
faster and | will be sure to come back home to vote...enough ofthese ZANU
PF dogs

Like - Reply - @© 2 - November 2, 201 at 3:41an
aessssshiasiesiasssbniaaasianhipsmm—m» = x<port incentive =7 . Sounds good on
paper, very hard and costly to export goods or items if you are an individual.

For example, our Postal Service, Zimpost, is lagging far behind in terms of
taking initiatives, mobnlusnng strategles and means that enco... See More

Like - Reply - © 1 - Novembe = 3t
Tmasnsianmmaaae <1 i Ki Ki one simple example that bond notes are

worthless why incentivise in bond notes notthe USD ,because its easy
kungopa vanhu mapaper ka ...

Like - Reply - @ 6 - November 1, 2016 at 2:35pm
EENNeE® 'hat is reserve bank saying here? Can someone explain to me

in simple terms, maybe using sticks and stones or a nursery rhyme.
Ndatenda!

Like - Reply - @ 2 - November 1, 2016 at 2:14pm
e 7 Replies

o the people who did the explainer advert sound drowsy and
bored. They know they are trylng to Polish a turd é,
Like - Reply - @© 2 - November 2, 2C at 4 3 Edited

OasianashbiamntE— . an ordinary Zim citizen who just sat for Ordinary
Level at school btthere is no way i can bring bricks into my house and say to
my kids "take this bricks cz it represents a loaf of bread " Surely i believe there
no an insult as big as thatHave our ... See More

Like - Reply © 1 Noven er 6, 2016 at

— 6 Replies

Figure 10: Comment that highlighting participant’s free expression of views.

Furthermore, the researcher observed that on The Herald Facebook Page participants had equal

opportunity of participation in expressing their views on the posts. This qualifies Facebook as an
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alternative public sphere since public sphere is understood as a space where the public can
equally express their views regardless of social status. It is observed that any participant who
wished to contribute in the ongoing public discussions would do so without exclusion. This
means that Facebook promotes equal distribution of conversation power among participants.
This is because there are no powerful individuals on the platform to include or exclude others
from participating in the ongoing discussions. Thus, public dialogue on Facebook is founded
upon an even ground which adheres to Habermas’ prerequisite of disregard of status in a public
sphere. This finding challenges some scholars’ overgeneralized views that the idea of social
media as a public sphere is undermined by the presence of public figures who control discussions
on the platforms. Such a view is therefore inapplicable to Facebook since on The Herald
Facebook Page all participants had equal opportunity to share views without others controlling
the discussions. On a platform such as Twitter, discussions can be ‘“controlled” by those
prominent individuals followed by others, with the former having the potential to influence
public opinion and direct the flow of public discussions. On a Facebook Page, nothing signals
some individual’s power in discussions. Thus, participants are on the same level by virtue of

being followers of the same page.

The researcher observed that Facebook Pages and Facebook in general is open to all. This is
because it can be accessed by anyone with the ability to. By ability the researcher refers to one’s
capacity to have a gadget and mobile data to access Facebook. The researcher found out that
once one is a Facebook user, one will be in position to participate in the Facebook public
discussions. This has been realized since both followers and non-followers had the capacity to
partake in The Herald Facebook Page public discussions on Bond notes. The Page is open to all
Facebook users who are willing to view it. This quality adheres to Habermas’ notion of
inclusivity where he argues that access to the public sphere is guaranteed to all citizens.
Facebook is a public sphere in the cyberspace which therefore cannot afford to “shut its doors”
on some individuals. Individuals who are not caught in the digital divide have the potential to
partake in public discourses on the platform. Once one is part of the Facebook “community”,
there is no form of social exclusion which might deter them from joining the public discussions

on matters of common concern.
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The researcher also observed that a vibrant public sphere constitutes diverse groups of
categorical participants: members who belong to either proponents, neutrals or opponents of a
view. Habermas and previous scholars did not realize this quality of a public sphere. Instead they
just focused on the existence of public debates in the public sphere without explicitly noting that
there exists a heterogeneous group of individuals in the debates. It is crucial to recognize that
effectiveness of public debate is enhanced by the presence of at least two groups of participants

sharing contrary views towards a particular issue.

It is observed that on The Herald Facebook Page there exists mainly two groups of participants
holding conflicting views towards Bond notes, that is, optimists and pessimists. Optimists are
those participants who applauded the introduction of Bond notes as a good move capable of
solving the economic challenges currently hitting the country. In contrast, pessimists held
negative sentiments towards Bond notes, raising various arguments against the initiative. Their
comments express uneasiness, doubt and anxiety towards Bond notes. The virtual public sphere
should also be understood in terms of how the arena accommodates people with different views
towards an issue in the public interest. This is also evident in public sphere realized in the
physical setting where members will be holding clashing views towards the same issue. Below is

an extract of pessimistic views about Bond notes expressed on the Page.

Ginnnkiadiae'’ ait until those shops run out of commodities and don't get the
USS to stock up the shops again. Won't be long. Very soon

Like - Reply - @ 1 - Nov : 201

G U N g owawata chete next week shops within b empty
.munono orde ne ma bond .drama coming soon

Like - Reply

A ) Drace ? wait till dec 15 or before we will be using

them to set fire
Like - Reply

A . o0t till goods are finished in the shop, restocking
Like - Reply - - 1 t

Figure: 11 Pessimistic views
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From the comments, it is observed that, for pessimists, Bond notes will lead to Demand Pull
Inflation, a situation where there will be very few goods in the market as a result of
disappearance of goods from legitimate shops. Their argument is premised on the idea that Bond
notes are only used within Zimbabwe and cannot be used for transactions beyond the boarders
which means a decline in the importation of basic commodities. This will in turn lead to the
emergence of a “black market” where goods will be sold at exorbitant prices spelling out

citizenry economic burden. Below is an extract of optimistic views on Bond notes.

‘aaeshinshasiamt 00t 3 positive responce u it will enable money changers to

buy houses and cars.2Bob note is $1.50USS I 3 ding comments shows me more people love our

Zanu pf knows its secret for bnng lhls Zimdollar agaln Zimbabwe. And willing to work together rebuild our Country. Few people still
Like - Reply - Nov 29, - 4 gotthat opposition thinking. Butthey will see the Ilght astime goes
emmminkiisamae Ve know opposition parties are busy day and night Like - Reply- @21
disturbing the our Bonds notes. If we Zimbabweans can make our Bonds )
work, we won't suffer anymore 9 1Reply
Like -Reply - @2 -1 . - T
a ’ | O——————C <\ 3 yakambojamuka pabind coin asi iyezvino
SO ReplSS havachadi kana kuona amwe macoin ekunze, ndozvazvoita. Ukatevedzera

A SsRases Th e pple who are going to suffer is those same kugwadzirira kunoita bhutsu nyuwani ungatodzokera kumagwachara ajaira
pple who are rating the bond in the street not herald or ZANU hameno henyu  kutsveyama kushoka dzako kana usina focus, kkkk. Handei naro bond tiine

kill yourselves softly... Tisazocheme becoz tisu tazviita tega... Mafungiro chinangwa chokuumbiridza economyyedu oita chete
anguwo... | stand to be corrected. ,
Like - Reply - N 29, t : Like - Reply- @ 2

liaasisttm— | don't no why some of Zimbabweans are busy praying for s | notinto rocket science but | really expected that kind of

the Bonds notes notto save Zimbabwe. They wish bad things to our heading today | think one really knows and understands whatthe wordem br
Zimbabwe as if they are not Zimbabweans. Please let wish and pray good ac e really means regai tione tii parwendo

things for our Zimbabwe.
Like - Reply - @ 1 - Nov 2016 at 7:4 Like - Reply- @ 2

@immimimm——rucly spikin vepress manyepa apa ,what d u expectwhen u Chaiaametmnge’ 0 kwadi dai vaibvira tasendeka politics parutivi toita
force ppl,obvious they accept to use them cz there z no option but don't say the bishi chigwirangwe kuedza kuvaka nyika yedu netwushoma twuripo itwotwu
nation embrace the bond note - =5 g S AT - -
Like - Reply - @1 - taibudirira. Simba ratinoisa pane 2visina pundutso rakawandisa zvokuti
1K y " . . 1
- unombofunga kti asi mweya wekumadokero wakatisunga mbiradzakondo
Enmagighiissm e Zimbabweans are enemies of our Bonds notes. The  kanpj Kiahi noumwi muimbi, *..vana vedu vanohi kuzhe uko tsvairai marara,

Bonds notes won't help us butif we proted our Money, its going to help dai vauya havo kumba tovati kumbai manyowa *Foof for thought
Like - Reply - @ 1 - Nov ) Y o
iva - Ron :

Figure: 12 Optimistic views

As observed in the comments above, optimists applaud the government’s move of introducing
Bond notes which they argue work for the betterment of the country’s economy. They argue that
oppposition parties in the country are responsible for the denounciation of Bond notes in a bid to
decampaign the incumbent ruling party ZANU-PF. In addition, they also argued that those
individuals who denigrate Bond notes are traitors wishing to witness the country suffer and
disturb patriots’ hopes in Bond notes. Nevertheless, negative and positive views co-existed
largely in comments following latter posts “Nation embraces Bond notes” and “Editorial

Comment: Bond notes: Lets all play our roles” which appeared after Bond notes were already on
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the market. Probably positive comments became more pronounced because the Bond notes
initiative has been successfully implemented despite massive criticism. This is because more
optimistic comments mushroomed on posts after Bond notes were already circulating in the

country.

Considering the above discussion, it may be concluded that The Herald Facebook Page provided
a favourable environment for the participants’ free expression on Bond notes. Public discussions
on the Page transpired in the same manner as those which take place in a physical arena since the
envoronment promotes dialogue, free expression of views, realisation of rational public debates
and promotes the existence of two groups holding contrary views towards Bond notes. This
qualifies Facebook in general as an alternative public sphere which opened a hub for public
discussions. Notable limitations of Facebook as a public sphere are discussed in the following

section.

4.4 Limitations of Facebook as a public sphere
The previous section focused on how Facebook functions as a public sphere. Nevertheless, the

researcher observed that there are notable factors which undermine the effectiveness of Facebook
as a digital public sphere as observed on the discussions about Bond notes. Key to the discussion
are factors like use of vulgar language, lack of conclusiveness in the discussions and lack of

regulation and “in-house” rules.

The researcher observed that Facebook raises some ethical problems during a public discussion
comprising people from different ethical backgrounds. This can be exemplified by the fact that
some participants in the discussions resort to the use of vulgar language which is unhealthy to
fruitful public discussions. Facebook assembles people from various ethical backgrounds and
obscene language might cause discomfort to some members who consider use of vulgar as
indecency. During Facebook discussions, little attention is paid to the existence of younger

people, Christians and other groups of people with the potential of being negatively affected by
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vulgar. However, breach of morals can also occur during face to face discussions but this usually

happens in informal public spaces such as market places and very rarely in formal and

professional ones like. Nevertheless, the extent to which it is observed on Facebook public

discourse makes the rate of use higher than that witnessed during off-line public dialogue. It is

observed that on The Herald Facebook Page, some comments contain discourteous language.

Breach of morals on Facebook is due to lack of physical interaction, with participants “hiding”

behind gadgets, resulting in some failing to show respect for others and using the platform to

exercise uncouth behavior frowned upon in society. Below are example of comments with vulgar

language posted on the Page during public discussions on Bond notes. These comments testify

lack of ethics in Facebook discussions.

s e ek Decause you get good money to
spend and give away useless muoreey
Like Raapihy - E ¥

Ywinen awe u Sstarted Deing genercus Kkeep wour
5% and i will keaep my Denfarmins | am ot interested in yowr free alirms perioc
Like e oy = = -
R Uy T sy @re things changing prnoes s it bond notes
Imtro chuct om  gunys:
Likce e gy

e —————

Likce = e ol

il i, e, cihvocihl, dongl they Sl rhyrmee thhe s armel

ik R iy

el £ bbb Wi E Sre e QOGO Sxport realiby P

Like Reapily € 3

A O e v yowur Bobmnotes | Ve dont need thhernm 7
Libce = e iy o> 1 T €

- . | = =g o=l St

Like e pily 0 1 r - E =
T, = e T s (s e

| T SO (S clear we dont want bond notes at

all.lzvi Zwejende Zvamawve kuda kutiitira kutimanikidza kushandisa bond notes
.U wil see tlaa results. Pachagadzirwa bond repasi pemuti ndopamuchaziva
kuti we mean business Pachatanga kutengeswa madoliar at the black market
ncdopamuchaziva kuti we mean business All the banks wil stuck with bond
notes whilst the dollar is circulating on the streets.

Like - Reply - @ 1 - November 6, 2016 at Edit

— 20 Replies
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= Krowy wery well opposition parties won't like Bonds notes
working very well because they want peaople of Zimbabwe suffering. They
know if Bonds notes work people will forget about MODHC

Like  Reply  © 32 MMovembe

—p 4 Replies

R O erstand dako ivwe Kana vamwe vachitaura hapana
anochemera dollar tiri kuramba kugadzirigvwa mapepa ndezvako nedzimwe
mibavha dzako dzezanu

Like  Reply - @ 5 MNovember 29, 2016 at 7:50a

L 52 vaa you are a danm lier we don't like your bond notes we
are going to see 2008 again

Like  Reply - € 5 - Movember 29, 2016 at 5:09am - Edite

Figure: 13 Comments with vulgar language

In the first case, it is observed that amid individuals sharing their views in decent language, an
individual posted a comment with a Shona obscene term dhodhi which translates to feaces. In
Shona societies, this word is not uttered liberally and, if said in public, invites uneasiness.
Probably use of the vulgar term dhodhi was meant to emphasize the worthlessness of Bond
notes. This is because in the society dhodhi is waste frowned upon when seen lying on open
spaces. Toilets are built to depose feaces as they will be good for nothing. In the second scenario,
the participant uses the Shona term jende which in English refers to testicles. In this context, it
has been employed probably to show that there is senselessness in the government’s introduction
of Bond notes. So the terms dhodhi and jende are used to refer to Bond notes and this highlights

the participants’ impassioned protests against Bond notes.

In the third case, one refers to the other participant as dako a Shona word which in English refers
to buttock. It is offensive in Shona societies to label someone dako since it signifies one’s
insignificance because the buttock is located at the back of one’s body and referring to someone
as dako signals that individual’s lack of wits. In this case, it is used to signify that the participant
has made an invalid contribution. In Shona society if someone is called dako it means that the
individual occupies an insignificant position and what he or she says is rendered useless in that
particular context. Nevertheless, vulgar comments were not given attention to during the
discussions probably because issue on Bond notes was very sensitive where participants could

not grapple with matters of other participants’ lack of ethics on the platform. The researcher
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observed that use of obscene language is also because of Facebook’s licensing of freedom of
expression which provides a lee-way for some participants to say whatever they wish in

whatever kind of language they deem necessary.

Just like in some public discussions in the physical arena for instance in market places there is
lack of regulation in Facebook public discussions. This undermines the effectiveness of
Facebook as a public sphere since some individuals end up digressing from the discussion. This
is due to the fact that Facebook is functioning as a spontaneous public sphere with limited
regulations during discussions. In Facebook discussions, some participants end up posting
comments with nothing to do with the issue being debated upon. It is observed that during The
Herald Facebook Page public discussions on Bond notes some participants just “threw”

comments completely unrelated to the issue of Bond notes.

Nevertheless, this could be due to the fact that participants on the Page were divided into various
categories including optimists, neutrals and pessimists towards Bond notes as alluded to in the
previous section. Therefore on one hand, it could be optimists who engaged in the busisness of
posting “off topics” during discussions in order to divert pessimists’ attention from lambasting
Bond notes. On the other hand, it could be also pessimists unwilling to engage in a painful and
sensitive subject of Bond notes. In addition it is probable that those individuals posted “off
topics” just for fun or to neutralise the overheated arguments on the subject. This is because the
question of the introdution of Bond notes was a sensitive issue received with mixed feelings

among participants. Below is an extract of comments nothing to do with Bond notes.
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Figure: 14 Off- Topic comment

In the first case, the participant meditates upon the good times they enjoyed at the créche in the
past. This has nothing to do with the issue of Bond notes being deliberated upon by other
members. Nevertheless, it is also possible that the participant brought in the song to highlight the
futility of Bond notes. Thus, the participant might be satirizing Bond notes. In the second
scenario the participant is asking for a small pin Nokia Phone charger on the Page which again
has nothing to do with Bond notes. Nevertheless, it is also probable that there are embedded
meanings in these “off topics.” By making allusion to small pin Nokia charger, the participant
might be commenting on Zimbabwe’s regression to times of economic suffering as experienced
in 2008. This is because this is an era characterized by smartphones where small pin chargers are

outdated versions with very few people using them. However, as observed in the last case these
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off topic comments were ignored by other members who overly continued discussing Bond

notes.

Furthermore, Facebook as an alternative public sphere is limited by the fact that the discussions
are inconclusive. During Facebook public deliberations, participants do not reach a conclusion.
This is observed on The Herald Facebook Page where participants did not agree on the way
forward concerning Bond notes. From the five posts observed, discussions were left open-ended
with optimists hoping to enjoy the “fruits” of Bond notes and pessimists emphasizing the
impending economic catastrophe to be fueled by Bond notes. The fact that discussions are left
hanging is qualified by the fact that Facebook users can still comment on older posts even if the
issue “expired”, highlighting that there is a beginning but no clear end to public discussions on

Bond notes.

In addition, the effectiveness of Facebook as a public sphere is undermined by the absence of
agreement in terms of the common language to be used during discussions. It is observed that
Facebook community in general constitute members with different language backgrounds.
Failure in the establishment of a common language means language barrier between participants
since others will find challenges in deducing meanings. It is observed on The Herald Facebook
Page where members could use both English, Shona and Ndebele. This undermines effective
dialogue since not all members are multilingual. This means that those who cannot understand
one of the languages used cannot comprehend what the participant is saying. This demonstrates
the lack of “in-house” rules on Facebook which can establish a common language like English
which cuts across various societies. Below is an extract of comments in Ndebele, English and

Shona.
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Figure: 15 Example of comments in 3 languages

Language plays a pivotal role in public discussions since it is the vehicle through which
meanings are conveyed. Therefore, lack of a common language between a diversified public
poses challenges in meaning construction. In an off-line public sphere, members agree on the
language to be used, which is understood by all members and in this globalized world, English is

in most cases preferred as the language for public debates.

4.5 Conclusion
The chapter presented and discussed research findings. Findings on the amenability of the

Facebook Page application to the discussion of Bond notes have been discussed. Facebook
dialogue on Bond notes have also been discussed in relation to Facebook as an alternative public
sphere. Limitations of Facebook as an alternative arena for public dialogue were also highlighted
and discussed. Nevertheless, these drawbacks do not dismiss the fact that Facebook has provided
an alternative arena for public discussions in the digital era. The subsequent chapter gives a

summation of the whole research and conclusions made. Potential areas for further research are

also highlighted in the chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

5.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a summary of the research undertaken to examine Facebook as an

alternative public sphere. A summation of the whole research is given through chapter
summaries. Research conclusions are also highlighted in this chapter and they are given in
relation to findings on each research objective. Potential areas for future research are also

discussed.

5.2 Summary
Chapter one provided an introduction to the research. A background to the study was given in the

chapter in order to contextualize the research. In addition, the statement of the problem which
highlighted the gap which existed in the subject of social media as an alternative public sphere
was given. Reasons for carrying out the study and research objectives were also covered in the

chapter.

Chapter two consisted the literature review and theoretical framework. In the literature review
the research examined gaps which existed in the already existing literature on the subject of
social media use in relation to the idea of how the platforms function as arenas for public
discussions. Literature was reviewed from a broader to a more specific perspective to cover
literature on social media use in general and the use of social networking sites in Zimbabwe. The

theoretical framework discussed the Public Sphere theory which informed the current research.

Chapter three outlined the methods adopted in order to accomplish the research. These included
the adoption of qualitative methods, a case study, participant observation and purposive sampling
methods, in particular Five posts from The Herald Facebook Page were purposefully selected
based on the attention they attracted from the public regarding the issue of Bond notes in
Zimbabwe. Data was collected through participant observation. The methods were instrumental

in gathering data which was then discussed in chapter four.
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Chapter four presented and analyzed data. The chapter consisted three sections. Firstly, data on
the amenability of the Facebook Page application to public discussions on Bond notes was
presented and analyzed. This was followed by an analysis of Facebook dialogue on Bond notes
in relation to the notion of Facebook as an alternative public sphere. The chapter concluded with

a discussion on the limitations of Facebook as a public sphere.

5.3 Conclusions
Research conclusions are drawn in relation to research objectives as highlighted below.

» Amenability of the Facebook Page application to public discussions on Bond notes.
From the research findings, it may be concluded that Facebook Page application provides a
conducive arena for discussions for the Facebook online community. This is because the
platform enables online convergence of thousands of people with the capacity of being both
content originators and consumers. In addition, the Page application constitutes a number of
features including the comment, reply and editing features which enable dialogic flow of
information between participants. Nevertheless, it has been noted that individual posts are not
given attention, rather only posts from the Page administrator incite public discussions. The

Sharing option is not widely utilized on The Herald Facebook Page observed.

» Key points on Bond notes discussion on Facebook.
From the research findings, it may be concluded that the manner in which Page discussions are
conducted qualify Facebook as an alternative platform where public debates take place.
Observations on The Herald Facebook Page proved that dialogue take place between
participants on the platform. Facebook is a digital site which promotes individual freedom of
expression on matters of common interest. It also allows equal participation of heterogeneous
group of participants to partake in the ongoing discussions. It is also concluded that discussions
on the platform are informed by rational thinking. Such qualities highlight Facebook’s adherence

to Habermas’ ideals of a public sphere.

» Limitations of Facebook as a public sphere.
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Even though Facebook proves to be an efficient domain where the public can virtually assemble
and engage in public dialogue on matters affecting the general populace, it also has notable
limitations. From the findings these constitute lack of ethics, inconclusiveness and lack of in-
house rules during the discussions. It must be taken into cognizance that these limitations are
also similar to what transpires during offline public discussions. Nevertheless, the difference is

on the extent to which they manifest on Facebook.

5.4 Potential areas for further research
This research does not mark the end of inquiries on the subject of social media as a public sphere

in general and social networking sites in particular. Social media is a broad phenomenon which
cannot be examined all at once. The subject is therefore liable to further research. Due to limited
time of research, the current research specifically focused on how Facebook functions as a public
sphere. The researcher paid closer attention to Facebook alone in order for the research to remain
as narrowly focused and specific as possible. Future research can be conducted on other sites like
WhatsApp since social networking sites operate at different levels. An exploration of how other
SNSs function as alternative public spheres also gives room for comparison studies on how

different SNSs parallel or depart from each other in serving as public spheres.

Furthermore, Facebook is a broad phenomenon with a myriad of features with the potential of
facilitating public discussions. Due to limited time of study, the research specifically focused on
how the Facebook Page application facilitates public discussions. Future research might
therefore look at other features like the Group, News Feed and Events applications and explore
how these features enable public discussions. There are also other issues which could not be
explored due to the scope of the research, for instance how those public discussions on Facebook
facilitate public opinion towards a particular issue. Upcoming research on the subject might need
to explore how public opinion is facilitated during Facebook public discussions in diversified

geographical settings.
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Time restricted the researcher to observe public discussions on only one Zimbabwean Page, The
Herald Facebook Page. This did not allow the researcher to come up with a conclusion on the
trend of Page application usage for public discussions on various Zimbabwean Pages. The
researcher observed that the Sharing option is not widely used on The Herald Facebook Page

but could not arrive at a conclusion on whether this is true of other Zimbabwean Pages.
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