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Abstract: This study examines the complex relationship
between social media, polarization, and conflict, with a
focus on digital peacebuilding and women’s participation,
using the Northern Ethiopia War as a case study. Using
a qualitative exploratory design through in-depth inter-
views, focus groups, and document analysis, the research
examines how social media platforms influence conflict
dynamics. The study applies and advances social identity,
liberal feminist, and intersectionality theories to analyze
social media’s role in shaping conflict, mobilizing ethnic pol-
itics, and influencing women’s involvement in peacebuild-
ing. Findings reveal that the weaponization of social media
intensifies polarization and offline violence. Women are dis-
proportionately impacted through displacement, exclusion
from peace negotiations, and heightened risks of gender-
based violence, including rape. Contributing factors include
hostile online environments, the digital divide, and pre-
vailing socio-cultural norms. The study identifies signifi-
cant gaps in leveraging digital platforms for sustainable
peace, including government-imposed internet shutdowns,
unregulated social media environments, and low media
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literacy. It recommends media literacy initiatives, inclusive
peacebuilding frameworks, open and safe digital spaces,
and gender-sensitive technological approaches. By center-
ing digital technology, conflict, and gender in the Global
South, this research contributes valuable insights to ongo-
ing debates on ICT in conflict, peacebuilding, and women’s
empowerment.
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1 Introduction

The Northern Ethiopia War, which lasted from November 3,
2020, to November 3, 2022, primarily unfolded in the Tigray
region and involved the Ethiopian Federal Government,
Eritrea, and various regional forces. The conflict started
when the Ethiopian government accused Tigray forces of
attacking a military base, leading to a humanitarian crisis
displacing over 20 million people, especially women and
children.! During the two-year conflict, the Tigray region
and the neighboring regions of Amhara and Afar experi-
enced severe damage to essential social services, including
the education sector, hospitals, industries, and other infras-
tructures. The conflict resulted in significant losses of life,
with estimates of casualties ranging from 311,000 to 808,000,
with an average estimate of 518,000.1% Instances of war rape
were reported to be frequent, with girls as young as 8 and
women as old as 72 being subjected to sexual violence, often
in front of their families.>* The violent armed conflict came
to a halt following the signing of peace agreements hetween
the warring factions in Pretoria and Nairobi in November
2022.* The complexity of this conflict lies not only in its

1 Humanitarian Evaluation of the Northern Ethiopia Crisis.
2 The Guardian — Ethiopia’s devastating war.
3 Rape as a War Crime.
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immediate humanitarian crisis but also in its intricate web

of deeply rooted ethnic tensions and struggles for political

power.

In a volatile environment, social media platforms
like Facebook, YouTube, X (Twitter), and Telegram have
emerged as critical tools for communication and mobiliza-
tion. These platforms influence socio-political issues such as
conflict dynamics and social cohesion in both positive and
negative ways.>®

On one hand, social media can facilitate peacebuild-
ing initiatives, support democracy movements, raise aware-
ness, and empower marginalized groups.’~’ Sokfa’s® study
highlights that the reliance on digital tools such as social
media, mobile apps, and crowdsourcing platforms has
become increasingly prominent in addressing and poten-
tially mitigating conflict. These technologies present inno-
vative opportunities for conflict prevention, mediation, and
reconciliation, including early warning systems and plat-
forms for dialogue facilitation. On the other hand, social
media can also spread polarization, hate speech, and incite
violence.”’ The same digital platforms that can foster peace
also carry significant risks, such as the spread of misinfor-
mation and government surveillance, which can exacerbate
existing social tensions.?

Thus, understanding the role of social media in the con-
text of the Northern Ethiopia War is crucial for unpacking
its impact on conflict dynamics and societal fragmentation,
particularly in light of its implications for gender and social
justice.

This study seeks to address a vital question: How do
social media platforms influence the dynamics of polariza-
tion and conflict during the Northern Ethiopia War, partic-
ularly regarding women’s participation in peacebuilding?
To address this question, the research aims to achieve the
following objectives:

1. Analyze how social media has contributed to polar-
ization and conflict during the Northern Ethiopia War,
with particular attention to its impact on women’s
experiences and roles.

2. Investigate the extent of women’s participation in, and
exclusion from, the peacebuilding processes that led to
the resolution of the Northern Ethiopia War.

3. Highlight existing digital peacebuilding endeavors and
identify gaps in these efforts.

4. Identify the challenges of digital peacebuilding, partic-
ularly concerning gender dynamics.

The study has significant theoretical and practical contri-
butions. It enhances our understanding of the intersection
between social media, conflict, peace, and gender issues
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and advances our theoretical and practical knowledge.
Specifically, this study makes theoretical contributions by
applying social identity theory, liberal feminist theory, and
intersectionality theory in the context of social media and
civil war. By exploring how social identities related to eth-
nicity, politics, and gender and their roles in conflict dynam-
ics, it advances social identity theory by illustrating the
role of social media in expressing and mobilizing these
identities. The research further contributes to liberal fem-
inist discourse by emphasizing the necessity of women’s
active participation in peacebuilding processes and high-
lighting the structural barriers they face in conflict-affected
regions. Additionally, it enhances intersectionality theory
by illustrating how intersecting identities such as gender,
economic status, and ethnicity affect women’s engagement
with social media and their participation in peace initia-
tives. Broadly, this offers valuable insights into the com-
plexities of marginalization and empowerment within con-
flict contexts. Integrating intersectional perspectives with
the liberal feminist framework creates a more compre-
hensive context for analyzing the situation in Ethiopia.
This expanded viewpoint can strengthen our theoretical
understanding and contribute meaningfully to digital peace
research.

The study offers several practical contributions to
peacebuilding efforts in the digital age. First, it highlights the
importance of promoting genuine dialogue and democratic
engagement to transform the polarized social media land-
scape and foster mutual understanding. Enhancing digital
literacy, particularly among women, is crucial to empower
them to navigate social media safely and engage actively in
discussions, thereby bridging the digital divide. Tailored dig-
ital peacebuilding initiatives can utilize the positive aspects
of social media to improve communication and collab-
oration during conflicts. Furthermore, employing digital
technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI) presents an
opportunity to analyze social media interactions, identify
harmful trends, support automatic moderation, and create
targeted strategies for peacebuilding. Finally, integrating
women’s voices through inclusive peacebuilding strategies
will help reduce marginalization and strengthen their con-
tributions to stability and reconciliation efforts.

2 Related work

2.1 Social media and polarization

Understanding and addressing online polarization is cru-
cial, as it can negatively impact mainstream politics, demo-
cratic decision-making, and society as a whole. Polarization
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may result in individuals encountering biased information,
which can cultivate intolerance toward differing opinions,
consequently leading to ideological segregation and hostil-
ity regarding major political and societal topics.'” For this
study, polarization is thus defined as animosity directed
at individuals outside one’s group, coupled with a sense
of unity and support for those within one’s own group.'
Furthermore, social media polarization refers to the process
or phenomenon in which opinions, beliefs, or behaviors
become more extreme or divided, leading to a greater dis-
tance or conflict between differing groups on social media
platforms. It indicates the negative attitude that individu-
als or groups display towards individuals and groups out-
side their group, while also showing blind support and
solidarity towards people within their group. Polarization
denotes stereotyping, vilification, dehumanization, deindi-
viduation, or intolerance of other people’s views, beliefs,
and identities. For this study, texts shared on social media
that incite division, groupism, hatred, conflict, and intoler-
ance are considered to contain polarization. In this study,
the term polarization refers to the growing divide of opin-
ions and political positions towards the Northern Ethiopian
war disseminated on social media platforms. The term is
inclusive to denote the multidimensionality of polarization
such as political, religious and ethnic etc. In the Ethiopian
context, group refers to ethnic, religious, political, gender
or any other similar associations or identities.

Social and political polarization happens when differ-
ences between groups become very strong, leading to con-
flict. It makes it harder for people to connect and understand
each other. This polarization is fueled by harsh language
that dehumanizes others and by policies or actions that rein-
force these divides. Additionally, it perpetuates the idea of
perceived normative distinctions between groups, with out-
group members perceived as dangers to the survival, secu-
rity, or goals of the in-group. At its worst, this kind of polar-
ization may show up more and more as violent acts, such
as assaults on opponents. The perpetuating nature of rad-
icalization dynamics is highlighted by mis/disinformation,
which both feeds into and amplifies polarization.”®

Studies show that social media has been used as an
avenue for polarization and violence."*"® Social media
functions as a primary catalyst for politicians who, in their
pursuit of power, employ disinformation to undermine their
opponents by spreading misleading and manipulative con-
tent online. To this end, social media algorithms leverage
sensational content to amplify false information, especially
in the realm of political disinformation.’® Through a cross-
national inquiry, another study looks at how various hate
speech and disinformation efforts polarize society in 177
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different nations. The findings unequivocally show how
hate speech and disinformation contribute to polarization.'*
Another study on US and Argentina elections documents
that social media polarize voters.!” A cross national and lon-
gitudinal study that covers 157 countries, from 2000 to 2019,
examines the effects of social media on political polarization
and civil conflict.!® The findings disclose that high level of
online engagement, greater social media penetration and
the manners of elites use social media are related with
increasing number and severity of conflicts. The study also
reveals that the dissemination of disinformation correlates
with increasing political polarization and which in turn
increase civil conflict.

Polarization is common in virtual environments, as
seen by the growing opportunities for political involve-
ment that the digital age has brought forth. Extreme lev-
els of politics-related rudeness have been discovered on
social media platforms in different parts of the world.'>*
A study on X conversation about the late Venezuelan pres-
ident, Hugo Chdvez, shows that social media users who
exhibit high levels of online political polarization also tend
to exhibit high levels of polarization offline.”!

Further studies that analyze X data show that users are
exposed to both people who share their opinions and those
who have opposing ones.?>** However, exposure to opposing
viewpoints does notlead to partisans becoming less commit-
ted to their positions.”* According to this finding, X does not,
at the very least, depolarize its partisan users, implying that
interactions between people who hold divergent views are
typically impolite and fruitless.

Therefore, the above review showcases that there is a
growing interest in understanding the relationship between
social media, polarization, and conflict. However, there is a
notable scarcity of literature on this topic, particularly in
sub-Saharan Africa. Studying the impact of social media is
especially important in the African context, given the rising
use of these platforms, high levels of information and digital
illiteracy, as well as the infant stages of democracy in many
African nations. Nonetheless, the situation in Ethiopia,
remains under-researched. Studying the Ethiopian case,
characterized by its diverse ethnic makeup and historical
tensions, reveals broader implications for understanding
complex social and political conflicts globally. The civil war
in regions like Tigray highlight dynamics related to eth-
nic politics and governance, providing valuable lessons for
conflict resolution, digital technology and peacebuilding
efforts in similar contexts. As a key player in the Horn
of Africa, Ethiopia’s instability can have significant ripple
effects on regional security, migration, and cross-border



410 = A.C.Alietal.: Social media as a tool for polarization and weaponization in wartime

conflicts, influencing international relations and humani-
tarian responses. Examining the role of social media and
other digital platforms in shaping narratives and mobilizing
communities during these conflicts offers valuable insights
for developing effective strategies to counter polarization
and promote peacebuilding initiatives. These findings can
inform how similar challenges can be addressed in other
regions. In particular, there is a deficiency of comprehensive
studies addressing the dynamics of civil war environments.
Another major gap in the study of social media, polarization
and conflict literature is that of the dominance of quantita-
tive research and lack of qualitative approach. The lack of
qualitative approach hinders to understand context embed-
ded issues and perspectives and experiences of people who
live in war zones about online polarization and conflict.
Therefore, the study uses qualitative exploratory design to
study the interface between social media and polarization
in the conflict context of Ethiopia which might showcase, the
sub-Saharan context. As mentioned above, this study seeks
to explore the intersection of social media polarization and
conflict dynamics in Ethiopia using the recent civil war
in Northern Ethiopia, commonly refereed to as the Tigray
War. 25,4

2.2 Women, war and peacebuilding in Africa

Many African countries continue to confront challenges,
including violence and instability, yet numerous nations
have made impressive strides in governance, economic
growth, and social cohesion, demonstrating resilience and
positive development. A comprehensive understanding of
Africa requires acknowledging both the realities of conflict
and the achievements made across various regions. Par-
ticularly in the Horn of Africa, numerous studies indicate
that some of the most severe and protracted conflicts have
taken place, highlighting the complex and enduring nature
of the challenges faced in this region.?*-?® Currently, Sudan,
Ethiopia and Somalia have been devastated by an ongoing
conflict and civil war which shows the volatile situation of
the region.

The scope, nature, and impact of the conflict’s con-
sequences vary, with human lives being permanently
altered through casualties, injuries, and the displacement
of individuals internally or across borders. Women and
girls often bear the brunt of violent atrocities in these
dire circumstances, enduring severe human rights viola-
tions and constrained opportunities due to gender dispar-
ities. Armed conflict significantly increases new infections

4 Ethiopia’s devastating war.
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among affected populations, with women and girls being
disproportionately affected. They face increased risks of
rape, and sexual exploitation, while also struggling to nego-
tiate safe sex. These results in reproductive health com-
plications that impact them more severely than men and
boys. Gender-based violence is prevalent in these contexts,
leading to profound psychosocial consequences. Additional
gender-specific issues include the recruitment of girls as
child soldiers and the displacement of women and girls
as refugees. Access to essential public health services, par-
ticularly reproductive health care, is often inadequate in
these settings.?’~%! Despite these challenges, women are cru-
cial to the peacebuilding effort, as they represent half of
the community, act as primary caregivers, serve as peace
advocates, and have made significant contributions in peace
processes, particularly in Sudan and Burundi, where they
have participated as observers and mediators.?32

The consequences of war on African women have led
many to endure profoundly distressing circumstances. The
work of Brittain?’ describes five ongoing effects of war that
consistently impact women residing in conflict-ridden areas
of the continent, including displacement, psychological and
health challenges such as HIV, economic hardship, disrup-
tion of education, and sexual violence.

According to Rajivan,®® women face systematic exclu-
sion from the public domain, especially during times of
war and in complex post-conflict settings, a phenomenon
termed as “the Vicious Cycle of Exclusion”. Women are often
omitted from the formulation of peace agreements and
reconstruction frameworks, leading to inadequate consid-
eration of gender disparities and women’s vulnerabilities in
peacebuilding processes. Consequently, women’s concerns
are disregarded, squandering their potential contribution to
peace and reconciliation efforts. The involvement of women
in peace processes has been found to increase the likelihood
of achieving sustainable peace. Given that women consti-
tute a significant portion of the population, their inclusion
in peace efforts is considered crucial for the success and
longevity of peace initiatives.>

Women have a disproportionate burden of violence,
human rights violations, and gender inequity. Studies sug-
gest that while women are often targets of violent conflicts,
they possess a unique capacity to mediate disputes and
promote peace.®

Women play significant roles in the process of estab-
lishing peace. First, as peace activists and advocates, they
engage in non-violent conflict resolution by fighting for
democracy and human rights. Second, women help to
lessen direct violence by serving as peacekeepers and
humanitarian aid providers. Thirdly, women try to ‘change



DE GRUYTER

relationships’ and address the cause of violence as media-
tors, trauma counselors, and policymakers. Finally, women
help enhance the capacity of their communities and coun-
tries to avert violent conflict by participating in education
and the development process.?® Similarly, research by Ibok
and Ogar® underscores the significant roles women play as
peace agents, showcasing their bravery and compassion in
resolving conflicts where men have faltered. The study crit-
icizes the prevalent focus in mainstream literature on por-
traying women solely as victims of conflict and combatants,
which often overlooks the invaluable contributions women
make to the peacebuilding process. Our study explores the
participation of women in the peacebuilding initiatives fol-
lowing the devastating Northern Ethiopia War vis-a-vis its
huge impact on them.

2.3 Digital peacebuilding

In this paper, peacebuilding entails tackling the underlying
causes of conflict and promoting long-term social cohesion,
development, and reconciliation in order to establish the
conditions for lasting peace. It encompasses peace making
and go beyond to transform the conditions that lead to con-
flict. Similarly, peacemaking is conceptualized as the pro-
cess that employs diplomacy and negotiation to settle con-
flicts and bring about peace. It frequently takes place during
or right after a confrontation. In the context of this study it
refers the peace initiatives that enable to end the Northern
Ethiopia War. However, itis good to note that peacemaking is
the subset of peacebuilding, and hence sometimes we used
the terms interchangeably to refer the situation in Ethiopia.

In addition, in this research, digital peacebuilding
refers to the use of digital technologies, tools, platforms
for resolving conflicts, fostering reconciliation, and enhanc-
ing mutual understanding among varied populations and
building peace.’*¥ Thus, digital peacebuilding encompasses
peacemaking and peacebuilding works using social media
platforms and other digital tools such as AI technologies
like natural language processing (NLP) and deep learning.3®
These sophisticated tools allow peacebuilders to efficiently
collect and analyze data, address violent and divisive mes-
sages, and aid in early warning systems, conflict transfor-
mation, and transitional justice.

Technology serves a dual role in peacebuilding, both
fostering connections and potentially fueling violence.
Often, technology is framed in reductive terms within
peacebuilding discourse, either as an inherently positive
or negative force. This perspective essentializes technol-
ogy by assuming its impacts are fixed and instrumentalizes
it as a mere tool to serve predetermined political ends,
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whether for empowerment or exploitation.®® Such a nar-
row view overlooks the complex ways technology interacts
with social and political systems, obscuring its deeper role
in reinforcing or challenging power dynamics. To address
this limitation, Hirblinger et al.*® propose shifting toward a
power-conscious and reflexive analytical framework. This
approach moves beyond deterministic assumptions about
technology’s role by critically examining how digital gover-
nance influences and is shaped by conflict resolution pro-
cesses. Emphasizing considerations of power, agency, and
unintended consequences, it offers a more nuanced frame-
work for exploring the potential of technology in peace-
building practices.

Research by Guntrum?® illustrates how activists in
Myanmar utilize information and communication technolo-
gies (ICT) to mobilize, organize, and advocate for change
during crises, enabling real-time updates and strength-
ening community solidarity. Similarly, Sokfa® highlights
both opportunities and risks in digital peacebuilding across
Africa, such as improving communication, early warn-
ing, and peace education, while also warning of increased
hate speech, misinformation, and surveillance. His study
emphasizes the tension between local agency and external
influence, calling for a context-sensitive, critical approach
that prioritizes African perspectives. It also questions the
effectiveness of relying solely on technology to resolve
deep-rooted conflicts, underscoring the necessity of a
nuanced and culturally aware understanding of digital
peacebuilding.

The discussion above highlights that while technology
improves conflict communication and coordination, its dual
nature can also fuel misinformation, violence, and polariza-
tion. This necessitates strategic oversight to ensure it is used
for peace rather than conflict.

2.4 Theoretical frameworks

2.4.1 Social identity theory

Developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner in the 1970s,
social identity theory offers a framework for understanding
intergroup behavior and communication. It highlights the
intrinsic value that individuals attach to their social group
memberships and their inclination to view these groups
positively. This drive for favorable group perception can
result in intergroup prejudice and conflict.!

The process of social classification involves individuals
perceiving themselves as members of specific groups, a phe-
nomenon known as social identification. Once an individual
aligns with an ingroup, they tend to seek to foster positive
feelings about that group, often by evaluating their ingroup
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more favorably compared to other groups, referred to as
outgroups.*” As a result, the desire for positive distinctive-
ness for our ingroup can explain the adoption of negative
beliefs and attitudes about outgroups, leading to prejudice
and, ultimately, discrimination.*?

The current research on social media polarization is
connected to social identity theory through the lens of inter-
group behavior and communication. Social identity theory
offers insights into how individuals categorize themselves
and others into social groups, illustrating how these group
memberships can shape attitudes and behaviors, ultimately
might be leading to polarization. In the context of social
media use during wartime in Ethiopian, individuals engag-
ing in online communities may positively align themselves
with specific social groups or identities while negatively
perceiving outgroups. Social media platforms often serve as
arenas for individuals to express their affiliations, whether
based on ethnicity, political ideology, religious beliefs, or
other cultural factors. These online group memberships can
become an integral part of an individual’s social identity.

To show the impact of social identity on polariza-
tion, researchers West and Iyengar®® state that behaviors
observed in polarized groups such as favoritism toward
one’s own side and antagonism toward opposing views sup-
port the idea that social identity and group dynamics heav-
ily influence people’s political attitudes. This suggests that
rather than being deliberative or based solely on objective
information, political attitudes can be strongly shaped by
social belonging and identity, leading to increased division
and conflict among different groups.

In the context of the Northern Ethiopia War, social
identity theory helps us understand how individuals and
groups form identities based on their involvement in con-
flicting ethnic groups. During the war, media representa-
tions, especially on social media platforms, significantly
affected individuals’ perceptions of themselves and others
based on ethnic, political and gender identities. This can also
elucidate how women’s roles in peacebuilding efforts are
influenced by their social identities and the larger ethnic
context of the conflict.

2.4.2 Liberal feminist and intersectionality theories

Liberal feminism posits that women are entitled to equal
opportunities in political, economic, and social domains,
based on the assertion that women possess the same intel-
lectual capabilities as men.** The work by Enyew and
Mihrete®> defines liberal theory as a feminist perspective
that views gender inequality as a result of restricted access
for women and girls to civil rights and the distribution
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of essential social resources, including education and job
opportunities. This situation is fundamentally rooted in the
socially constructed ideology of patriarchy, which main-
tains inequality between the two sexes. The subordina-
tion of women is often attributed to various societal and
legal barriers that impede their participation and success
in public life.*® Because it emphasizes the need for equal
rights and opportunities for women, liberal feminist the-
ory is especially pertinent when analyzing women’s expe-
riences in conflict and peace processes. This viewpoint
makes it easier to examine how polarization on social media
can erect obstacles that prevent women from participat-
ing fully in public debate and decision-making. This theory
helps explain how patriarchal norms contribute to women’s
marginalization and supports their empowerment by pro-
moting greater access to opportunities and information dur-
ing conflict. It also highlights the need for social and legal
reforms to elevate women’s voices in peacebuilding.

Liberal feminist theory emphasizes the importance of
equal rights and opportunities for women, advocating for
their participation in public life and decision-making pro-
cesses. This framework is important for examining women’s
experiences during the Northern Ethiopia War and their
involvement in peacebuilding efforts. Understanding how
social media could empower or disenfranchise women in
these efforts is made clearer through this lens, as it explores
barriers women face in achieving equality within the socio-
political context of Ethiopia.

The intersectionality perspective provides a vital
framework for this study by revealing how different layers
of identity shape women’s experiences during the Northern
Ethiopia War. It also helps us understand their roles and
challenges in peacebuilding efforts. By examining the inter-
sections of gender, religion, economic class, and ethnicity,
historical legacies this framework elucidates how multiple
forms of oppression interact to shape the lived realities of
women in conflict situations.*’ This approach is particularly
significant in contexts where women’s multiple identities
are often marginalized within broader societal discourses.

The study by Galpin,”® highlights that social media
engagement among women at the digital margins can reflect
and reproduce existing power structures while simultane-
ously offering spaces for empowerment and agency. This
duality underscores how marginalized women, especially
those from diverse ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds,
face unique barriers to both engagement and representa-
tion in political processes.*® Furthermore, intersectionality
informs the analysis of social media dynamics, illustrating
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how online platforms can both empower and disenfran-
chise women differently based on their intersecting identi-
ties, particularly in ways that reflect social hierarchies and
inequities.*®

3 Methodology

3.1 Theresearch design

The study employed qualitative exploratory research design
that utilizing semi-structured interviews>® and focus group
discussions.”! Additionally, the research was supplemented
by publicly available reports from mass media, NGOs and
public authorities. Gender served as a key conceptual frame-
work, directing the research focus towards understanding
the nuances and impacts of gender roles within the study’s
context. The primary goal of exploratory research is to
explore and gain insights into a problem or situations.”>3
Thus, this study employs an exploratory approach to inves-
tigate the nexus between social media polarization, conflict
dynamics, and digital peacebuilding. It specifically focuses
on the participation of women in peace efforts, using the
Northern Ethiopia War as a case study. Unlike quantitative
research, qualitative studies provide richer insights into
how information and communication technologies (ICTs)
are actually applied in real-world contexts.*’

3.2 Research participants and sampling

The selection of the research samples is purposive. The
sample units were selected for their unique characteristics
that facilitated a comprehensive investigation of the key
research issues. These issues include social media polariza-
tion, conflict dynamics, digital peacebuilding, and women’s
involvement in peace processes. The study samples include

Table 1: List of research participant organizations with codes.
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10 organizations that are actively engaged in peacebuild-
ing, women’s empowerment, and digital media and conflict
issues (see Table 1). The research participants, including
experts and directors from relevant organizations, were
purposefully selected based on their experience and roles
to align with our research questions. They are actively
engaged with war situations, ensuring their insights are per-
tinent to our study. During the interviews, which took place
in the participants’ offices, some individuals expressed emo-
tional responses, particularly when discussing the war’s
impact on women.

In the focus group discussions, we included a diverse
range of participants in terms of age and gender, and facil-
itators ensured that everyone had an equal opportunity to
contribute. This interactive environment allowed for open
expression of perspectives and experiences, enriching the
quality of the discussions.

Furthermore, relevant documents were collected from
organizations such as the Ethiopian Human Rights Com-
mission and International Organizations including Media.
The documents are used to design interview guidelines
and to substantiate the interview data. Specifically, annual
and semi-annual reports from the Ethiopian Human Rights
Commission, social media usage reports from the Ethiopian
Media Authority, and war-related reports from interna-
tional organizations were analyzed. This analysis aimed to
understand the general nature of the intersection between
social media, conflict, and its impact on women.

3.3 Data collection tools, analysis
techniques and procedures

The research used semi-structured interviews, focus
group discussions (FGD), and document collection as
data-gathering tools. During the interview and focus group
discussions, we used note-taking to capture all the required

Organization Coding Types of organization Duration
Ministry of Women and Social Affairs KII Government 85 min
Ministry of Peace KII2 Government 70 min
Ethiopian Media Authority KII3 Government 105 min
Institute of Security Studies (ISS) K114 Non-government 100 min
Center for Advancement of Rights and Democracy (CARD) KII5 Non-government 75 min
Timran Ethiopia KIl6 Non-government 60 min
Centre for Dialogue, Research, and Cooperation (CDRC) Ethiopia KII7 Non-government 90 min
Centre for Dialogue, Research, and Cooperation (CDRC) Ethiopia KII8 Non-government 45 min
Ethiopian National Dialogue Commission KII9 Government 70 min
Ethiopian National Dialogue Commission KII10 Government 60 min
The Information Network Security Administration (INSA) FGD1 Government 150 min
Positive Peace Ethiopia FGD2 Non-government 78 min
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data. We use Ambharic, the Federal language of the nation,
and English for interviews and then the Amharic ones
translated to English. We conducted ten key informant
interviews and two focus group discussions (FGDs), with
durations ranging from 60 to 150 min. The variation in time
is due to data saturation; the length of the interviews tended
to decrease towards the end as most of the research issues
were adequately addressed and emerging topics became
saturated. Generally, twenty research participants were
involved for both categories. We organized and arranged
the data for analysis, starting with transcribing interviews
and typing field notes. The interview data were categorized
and sorted based on the information sources, such as
government offices, international NGOs, and local NGOs.
Each data source, specifically an interview or focus group
discussion, was assigned a unique identification number
to facilitate data management, retrieval, and analysis, as
can be seen in Table 1. Accordingly, the key informant
interviews were coded as KII1, KII2, KII3, ..., KII10, while
the focus group discussions were coded as FGD, with FGD1
and FGD2 representing the two discussions.

The data was analyzed thematically. Thematic analy-
sis is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
patterns (themes) within data. It minimally organizes and
describes our data set in rich detail and often interprets
various aspects of the research topic.* In this research,
thematic analysis is employed to systematically identify,
analyze, and report patterns such as themes related to social
media polarization, conflict dynamics, and gender issues
that emerge from interview and focus group data. This
approach allows us to distill rich, nuanced insights into
how participants’ perspectives reflect broader social phe-
nomena within the Ethiopian context of peacebuilding and
conflict. We employed Williams et al.’s*® coding procedure,
which classifies coding in qualitative thematic analysis into
open coding, axial coding and selective coding, to analyze
and structure the data. Open coding represents the initial
stage, where the researcher identifies distinct concepts and
themes to facilitate categorization. During this phase, the
raw data is organized into broad thematic categories to
form an initial framework. Axial coding, as the second stage,
builds upon open coding by refining, aligning, and grouping
the identified themes more precisely. This process helps sift
through and structure the data into well-defined categories,
laying the groundwork for subsequent analysis. The final
stage, selective coding, involves choosing and synthesizing
these organized categories into cohesive and meaningful
narratives, thus enabling a comprehensive understanding
of the data. See Tables A.1-A.3 and Figure A.1in Appendix A
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for the detailed coding, data structure, and its visualiza-
tion. This approach helps in organizing and understanding
the information in a way that reveals insights and deeper
meanings related to the research question. The data analysis
process involved repeatedly reading and comprehending all
the data identifying initial themes, and subsequently deter-
mining the final themes. This is supported by the document
data sources.

However, it is important to note that the aforemen-
tioned steps do not follow a strictly linear progression. Both
the data collection and analysis processes were iterative.
There was a continuous cycle of moving back and forth
between data collection, analysis, problem re-formulation,
and revising of research questions (see Figure 1). Thus,
the sequence of steps mentioned does not strictly adhere
to a linear structure. This approach reflects a combina-
tion of inductive and deductive processes, although the
inductive process predominantly guided the work. This
understanding aligns with Creswell’s notion of qualita-
tive research, emphasizing the simultaneous and iterative
nature of “collecting, analyzing, and writing up the data”.>
This study also adopts the perspective of Gioia et al,*
viewing organizations as socially constructed entities, with
members who possess awareness of their actions and inten-
tions. This viewpoint leads us to prioritize participants’ per-
spectives as valuable insights, rather than applying existing
theories to their experiences. As a result, we focused on
amplifying informants’ voices during data collection and
analysis to discover new concepts rather than just affirming
existing ones. However, we are also mindful, as noted by

Interview
Guidelines

refine apply

\o

. contextualize

Document

validate ’

adapt

Analysis

Figure 1: The iterative data collection and analysis process.
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Gioia et al.,’® that qualitative researchers possess a good
level of knowledge and skill in identifying patterns in the
data.

3.4 Ethical considerations

The following points were taken into account to maintain
ethical standards during the data collection and reporting
process:

Permission and Informed Consent: Prior to data col-
lection, permission letters were obtained from Bahir Dar
University in Ethiopia.> Continuous efforts were made to
obtain informed consent from all organizations, experts,
and directors involved in the data collection process. The
participants were provided with a clear explanation of
the study’s objectives and details, ensuring their volun-
tary participation and understanding of the research pro-
cess. Additionally, participants were assured that confi-
dentiality would be maintained in the reporting of the
study.

Anonymity and Confidentiality: Throughout the anal-
ysis and reporting of the findings, measures were taken
to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. By maintaining
anonymity, the identities of participants were protected,
and their responses were reported in a way that prevented
individuals from being identified. Confidentiality was also
upheld by securely storing the data and ensuring that only
authorized researchers had access to it. These ethical con-
siderations were implemented to safeguard the rights and
well-being of the participants, maintain the trustworthi-
ness of the research, and adhere to ethical guidelines and
principles.

4 Results

This section presents the findings of the study together with
a detailed analysis. The data was systematically examined,
leading to the identification and categorization of several
key themes. Specifically, the analysis addressed: 1) the role
of social media in exacerbating conflict and gender-based
violence in Northern Ethiopia, 2) the persistent marginal-
ization of women in peacebuilding and digital space, 3)
the polarization and weaponization of social media within
the Ethiopian context, 4) the dearth of digital peacebuild-
ing initiatives in the country and 5) the challenges con-
fronting digital peacebuilding efforts. Each of these themes
is discussed in detail in the following sections, providing a

5 We have attached a separate document.
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nuanced understanding of the intersection between gender,
technology, and peacebuilding in Ethiopia.

4.1 Social media and women during the
Northern Ethiopia War

The data below reveals that the Northern Ethiopia War was
exacerbated by the influence of social media and has led to
a significant surge in gender-based violence against women.
This violence manifests in various forms, encompassing
physical, sexual, emotional, and psychological abuse. Our
interviewee from the Ministry of Women and Social Affairs
unveils a concerning reality that reflects the intersection of
social media polarization lead war and gender-based vio-
lence amidst the war as follows:

Sexual violence, prevalent during and after the war, remains
underreported due to the politicization of data, safety concerns,
and cultural taboos. Raped women face rejection and discrimina-
tion, aggravated by the absence of a digitally secured reporting
system for sexual violence —KII1.

Similarly, the interview from the Ministry of Peace revealed
that women were severely affected by the war in their all
areas of life:

As a human being, I have been traumatized observing the miser-
able situation of victims in the war regions. Words are meaning-
less to express the consequences of the war on women. Gang rape
in front of their family members was very common, losing loved
ones, including their whole family members, traumatized the
victims of the war. The unbearable socio-economic crisis disturbs
the lives of Ethiopian women more than their male counterparts
—KII2.

The paternal system perpetuates economic dependency,
severely restricting women’s opportunities for financial
autonomy. The FGD discussants echoed the multifaceted
impacts of the war on women as follows:

It was evident that women and children were/are affected by the
war more than their male counterparts. There were reports of
mass rape and gang rape, torture by inserting sticks into the geni-
tal parts, and a socio-economic crisis. And gender-based violence
was the major issue that happened during the Tigray war that
affected women —FGD2.

Although we don’t have an actual number, several hundreds of
thousands of women were affected by the war. Women’s issues
were given little attention. It was underreported. During the war,
civil society organizations were silenced and could not address
women’s issues —FGD2.

The data reveals profound trauma experienced by victims
of sexual violence in conflict zones. Witnesses to these
atrocities express feelings of helplessness, emphasizing the
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inadequacy of language to convey the depth of suffering
endured. This underscores the severe emotional distress
that accompanies such violent experiences. References to
gang rape and acts of torture highlight the extreme brutality
of sexual violence during the war. These heinous acts inflict
not only physical harm but also long-term psychological
scars on victims. The occurrence of gang rape in front of
family members compounds the trauma, as it is not only
a victimizes the women but also deeply affects their fam-
ilies and communities. Furthermore, women in war-torn
regions face not only immediate violence but also a wors-
ening socio-economic crisis. This crisis disproportionately
affects women compared to men, as pre-existing gender
inequalities are exacerbated during conflict. Women’s tradi-
tional roles as caregivers and their economic vulnerabilities
contribute to their precarious situations during and after
the wartime.

The acknowledgment of minimal attention given to
women’s issues during the war, coupled with the absence
of precise statistical data, reflects a significant gap in advo-
cacy and data collection. This suggests systemic neglect of
women’s experiences and needs amidst conflict, further
highlighted by the silencing of civil society organizations
that struggle to support victims and address gender-based
violence. Women and children suffer disproportionately in
the war, facing gendered violence that targets them both as
individuals and as symbols of community, heightening their
vulnerability. While exact numbers remain elusive, claims
that “hundreds of thousands of women were affected” indi-
cate a widespread crisis that transcends individual experi-
ences. The lack of quantitative data contributes to the ongo-
ing underreporting of sexual violence and could complicate
the ability of policymakers and aid organizations to respond
effectively.

Overall, the integrated data paints a troubling picture
of the intersection between war and gender-based violence,
emphasizing the trauma suffered by women and children
in conflict zones. Systemic issues, including socio-economic
hardship, underreporting, and insufficient attention from
civil society, further compound the suffering of victims.
This analysis highlights the urgent need for robustness
reporting systems, targeted interventions, and a greater
focus on women’s issues in humanitarian responses to con-
flict. Addressing the systemic neglect and silence surround-
ing these issues requires a concerted effort from various
stakeholders, including governments, NGOs, and interna-
tional organizations, to advocate for the rights and needs of
women affected by war. This reporting gap reveals the lack
of a secure digital reporting system specifically designed to
address women’s issues.
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Moreover, the data below revealed social media, partic-
ularly Facebook, X, and YouTube, were used to aggravate the
war in general and gender-based violence in particular by
disseminating polarized messages. The following intervie-
wee expresses the extent of social media use as a weapon of
war:

Social media was used for fuelling conflict. Especially Facebook, X,
and YouTube were widely used during the Tigray war. I suspended
my Facebook account during the war to get mental peace, since
there were several horrific video posts widely circulated in the
country that aggravated the war —KII7.

The language of social media was very volatile and divisive
as we can understand from the following data:

Social media users were used divisive terms such as junta, geno-
cide, conqueror, devil, day heyna, killer, fascist, slaughterer to
refer to warning groups, ethnic groups and political parties. For
example, it was very common to refer to the TPLF as junta and
day hyena, that latter extends to refer to the Tigrians —KII2.

Our data revealed that social media was used as weapon.
The weaponization of social media (see Section 4.3) has
exacerbated gender-based violence, including the spread
of ethnic hate speech, threats, and targeted attacks against
ethnic groups. Social media was used as a propaganda tool
and media reports of rape were unethical, which affected
the dignity and security of women.

The data presented above reveal the extensive conse-
quences of the social media-fueled conflict on the lives of
women. These impacts have led to significant and endur-
ing challenges for women, encompassing a range of hard-
ships. Similarly, the annual report of EHRC® highlights the
widespread and organized gender-based and sexual vio-
lence inflicted on women and children during the conflict
in Northern Ethiopia. The study highlights how social media
has been instrumental in exacerbating the conflict in North-
ern Ethiopia, and women were disproportionately impacted
by the conflict, enduring a wide array of physical, sexual,
psychological, and socio-economic repercussions. In this
context, women and children are recognized as the most
vulnerable groups in African societies, often inadequately
prepared for, affected by, and affected during civil wars,
violent conflicts, genocides, and upheavals.”’

The data on the use of social media during the Tigray
conflict highlights its significant role in escalating ten-
sions and raises ethical concerns about the representa-
tion of vulnerable populations. Platforms such as Facebook,
X (formerly Twitter), and YouTube facilitated the rapid
dissemination of information, often intensifying conflicts

6 https://shorturl.at/PgcdU.
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instead of fostering understanding. Users reported suspend-
ing their Facebook accounts for “mental peace,” reflect-
ing the psychological toll of exposure to graphic content
and negative interactions. Inflammatory language used to
describe ethnic groups and political factions further empha-
sizes a culture of hostility, with derogatory terms like “junta”
and “genocide” contributing to the dehumanization of oppo-
nents and potentially inciting violence.

Additionally, the media’s role as a propaganda tool illus-
trates how news coverage can be manipulated for polit-
ical agendas, distorting public perception and polarizing
communities. Ethical violations in reporting sexual violence
highlight serious concerns regarding women’s dignity and
security (FGD2). Such reporting often fails to respect the
dignity of victims, leading to re-traumatization and further
stigmatization. This underscores the need for responsible
journalism, particularly in conflict scenarios involving sen-
sitive topics like sexual violence. While both social media
and traditional media can inform and connect communities,
they also risk amplifying conflict and undermining the dig-
nity of marginalized individuals. This analysis emphasizes
the urgent need for ethical media practices and greater
awareness of the impact of language and imagery to foster
constructive dialogue and promote healing in post-conflict
settings.

4.2 The marginalization of women in
peacebuilding and digital space

In order to understand the inclusivity of the Ethiopian
peacebuilding process, we asked to know the extent of
women’s involvement in the peacemaking that enable to
end the 2 years war vis-a-vis the heavy burden of the war
on them. In the negotiation and signing of peace initia-
tives that aimed to halt the violent conflict in Northern
Ethiopia, women were not involved, which highlights the
exclusion of their perspectives. The following data indicates
that women were marginalized in both peacemaking and
the digital media space due to various factors, including
sociocultural norms, household responsibilities, economic
challenges, media illiteracy, and the digital divide:

Efforts to involve women in peacebuilding processes, includ-
ing UN Women-supported conferences, have unfortunately not
yielded observable impacts; despite the higher expectation of
success. Furthermore, women were excluded from the peace
agreements. No single woman participated in the peace initiatives
signed in Pretoria and then Nairobi —KII1.

In the Pretoria Peace Agreement, the absence of female repre-
sentation raises concerns, impacting the role of women in the
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national dialogue that aspires to build sustainable peace in the
country. Security reasons and cultural barriers hinder the active
participation of women in such type of critical issues in building
peace —KII9.

The above data show that women were marginalized in
the peacemaking that end the war. This marginalization
might affect the participation of women in peacebuild-
ing activities. This discloses the gender bias of the peace
agreements and the peacebuilding initiatives are marginal-
izing women’s meaningful participation from the initial
stages of peacemaking. The peacemaking initiatives were
top-down. The top-down peacebuilding initiatives are exclu-
sively dominated by males. In their absence, it’s hard to
get women voice heard and to include their perspectives.
The top-down approach excludes the historically marginal-
ized women from directly participating in the peace pro-
cess. Despite women being represented in the government,
crucial decision-making still is done by male officials. This
masculine-centered peacemaking approach marginalized
women and obliged them to be voiceless while deeply
affected by the war. This marginalization mirrors the tra-
ditional gender roles in the country that consider war and
peacemaking issues to be the duty of males. In Ethiopia,
women have historically occupied subordinate positions
characterized by male dominance, facing cultural discrim-
ination and experiencing limitations in their participation
in warfare and peacebuilding processes.® The exclusion
of women from peace processes can be understood as a
social norm rooted in patriarchal structures, which limit
their opportunities for meaningful involvement in peace
and reconciliation initiatives.

Restricting the involvement of women in peacemaking
efforts means the exclusion of their perspectives. This is
preventing them from shaping and tackling their issues and
disregarding their insights and understanding of the conflict
at hand from public discussions. Marginalizing more than
half of the total population will halt sustainable peacebuild-
ing in the country.” The potential of women to mediate
conflicts and facilitate peace is often underestimated. Rec-
ognizing the critical role women can play in peacebuild-
ing processes challenges the view that excludes them and
highlights their importance as key stakeholders in conflict
resolution.?®

The exclusion of women from peacemaking efforts in
the context of social media polarization and weaponization
in Ethiopia can be attributed to various factors. When we

7 https://population.un.org/wpp/.
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asked why women were marginalized in the peacemaking,
Our interviewees answered as follows:

I believe the patriarchal societal system is the root cause of
the marginalization of women. Because of this, women were
excluded from the peace deal —KII7.

Women’s participation in digital platforms is hindered by house-
hold burdens, and media illiteracy, limiting their engagement
with the digital world. This participation in the digital media
discourses is very limited —KII10.

We can summarize the major factors that hindered women’s
participation in the social media environment as follows:

The hostile online environments: The hostile online
environments discourage women from actively participat-
ing in digital peace-building initiatives, as they feel unsafe
and unprotected. for example, our data disclose that rape
was encouraged as a revenge strategy by war combatants.

Digital divide: Women in Ethiopia, particularly those
in rural areas and marginalized communities, often face
barriers to accessing technology and lack adequate digi-
tal literacy skills. This digital divide further marginalizes
women, making it difficult for them to engage in online
discussions and participate in peace-building efforts. It is
safe to argue that the social media ecology is dominated by
males in Ethiopia.

Cultural and societal norms: Traditional gender roles
and societal expectations can hinder women’s participation
in public discourse, including peace-building initiatives.
Deeply ingrained cultural norms may discourage women
from speaking up or taking leadership roles in these con-
texts, even on digital platforms. The cultural and soci-
etal norms in Ethiopia favor males speaking publicly and
encourage women to be shy in the public arena. These tradi-
tional societal norms discourage the engagement of women
in the digital world and make them remain marginalized in
peacemaking activities.

The data underscores significant concerns regarding
the exclusion of women from peacebuilding processes, illus-
trating the disappointing outcomes of efforts to involve
them in these critical initiatives. Despite the support from
organizations such as UN Women, conferences aimed at
integrating women into peace efforts have not produced
observable impacts or met the expected success. This gap
is particularly evident in high-profile peace agreements,
such as those reached in Pretoria and Nairobi, where not
a single woman was represented in the negotiations. This
lack of female participation not only raises questions about
the inclusivity of these agreements but also diminishes
the potential for sustainable peace, as women’s perspec-
tives and experiences are essential in national dialogue and
conflict resolution. Furthermore, the absence of women
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in the Pretoria Peace Agreement poses substantial con-
cerns for future peacebuilding efforts. Their exclusion from
decision-making processes undermines attempts to create
a truly representative and effective approach to peace. The
patriarchal societal system is identified as a root cause of
this marginalization, suggesting entrenched gender biases
that preclude women from contributing to peace deals. Cul-
tural barriers and security concerns are significant factors
limiting women’s active participation in such critical discus-
sions, exacerbated by household burdens and media illit-
eracy that hinder their engagement with digital platforms.
Consequently, women’s participation in digital media dis-
courses remains very limited, further isolating their voices
from essential discussions.

This systemic exclusion highlights a broader issue
regarding societal norms and structures that continue to
marginalize women in conflict resolution. Ultimately, the
absence of women from peacemaking initiatives not only
underscores the urgent need for inclusive strategies but also
emphasizes the necessity of addressing underlying patriar-
chal systems that inhibit women’s active involvement. Rec-
ognizing and harnessing the vital contributions women can
make is essential for achieving lasting peace and fostering
an inclusive environment that values diverse perspectives
in the peacebuilding process.

4.3 Social media polarization and
weaponization

Social media polarization is the phenomenon where indi-
viduals and groups on social media platforms become
increasingly divided into opposing camps with strongly held
views, often leading to heightened conflict, hostility, and a
lack of constructive dialogue.” The data below indicates
that social media served as a dual-purpose tool for both
polarization and weaponization throughout the conflict in
Northern Ethiopia:

Social media platforms, particularly Facebook, played a detri-
mental role in disseminating misinformation and hate speech,
intensifying the war. Posts propagating violence highlight the
influence of social media on polarization and weaponization.
Divisive language use such as we and they to refer to warring
and ethnic groups and political parties was very common among
social media users. Some social media users were calling to kill
and arrest all Tigrians by blaming them as junta and opportunists.
And some Tigray activists were calling the killing of Amhara by
blaming them as conquerors of their land and supporters of the
Tigray genociders —KII1.

Hate speech and polarization were characteristics of the social
media environment in the country. For example, it was very
common to call TPLF as junta, and day-hyena which was equally
used to refer to the Tigiray people regardless of their political



DE GRUYTER

affiliation by the government affiliated social media users. In the
man time, it was also common to call the Ethiopian government as
fascist and the Ethiopian army and the allied forces as genociders
by the TPLF affiliated social media armies. —KII5.

The media, particularly social media, is identified as contributing
to warlike sentiments and tragic incidents during the war. Digital
peacebuilding efforts are notably absent, emphasizing the urgent
need for a well-designed strategy and implementation tools in the
digital realm —KII10.

The polarized media environment distorted the reality of the war.
Social media was used to aggravate conflict, not peacebuilding.
Social media was used to fuel conflict ~-FGD2.

The presence of low media literacy skills is identified as a sig-
nificant contributor to social media polarization, hate speech,
and disinformation. Regrettably, digital peacebuilding efforts are
currently non-existent —KII1.

The data reveals the significant and detrimental role of
social media platforms, particularly Facebook, in foster-
ing division and disseminating misinformation during the
Tigray conflict. Misinformation and hate speech prolifer-
ated, intensifying polarization and violence among commu-
nities. Users frequently employed divisive language, refer-
ring to warring ethnic groups and political parties as “we”
and “them,” which further entrenched animosities. Notably,
some social media users initiated violence against Tigrians,
labeling them as “junta” and “opportunists,” while Tigray
activists retaliated with similar calls for violence against
Ambhara individuals, denouncing them as conquerors and
supporters of genocide. This cycle of hate amplified a polar-
ized environment where derogatory terms were common;
for instance, the TPLF was frequently termed “junta” and
“day-hyena,” illustrating the dehumanizing rhetoric preva-
lent across social media platforms. Simultaneously, TPLF-
affiliated users characterized the Ethiopian government
and military as “fascist” and “genociders,” reflecting how
deeply entrenched and contentious narratives contributed
to an overall environment of hostility. The prevalence of
misinformation emerged as a primary driver of offline con-
flicts, surpassing even hate speech in its impact before, dur-
ing, and after the war. The media landscape, characterized
by sectarianism and polarization, failed to provide construc-
tive dialogue, with mass media often mirroring the divisive
sentiments prevalent on the offline environment.

The research findings underscored that social media
represents a virtual stage of warfare, employed as a mech-
anism for spreading misinformation and disinformation
throughout the conflict. Similar studies such as those
by Haile,* Wassie et al.®* enhanced the findings about
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social media polarization and its use for fuelling conflict
(weaponization) in Ethiopia.

4.4 The dearth of digital peacebuilding in
Ethiopia

This section delves into the dearth of digital peacebuilding
in utilizing digital tools to promote peace and address con-
flicts in Ethiopia. Our study revealed the dearth of digital
peacebuilding in Ethiopia vis-a-vis the widespread digital
media polarization and weaponization.

Key informants (KII10) emphasize that social media is
a critical factor in exacerbating tensions, with statements
indicating that the platforms are primarily serving as cat-
alysts for conflict rather than promoting reconciliation or
peace. KII10 notes that while social media is instrumental
in fueling conflicts, there are no significant digital peace-
building efforts underway to counteract this trend. This
sentiment is echoed by multiple informants, including KII3,
K119, KII10, and KII2, who collectively assert that “the role
of the digital media in the peacebuilding process is almost
zero,” with phrases illustrating the severity of the issue.

Furthermore, there is an alarming observation that
a small number of digitally connected individuals dispro-
portionately influence the broader, digitally non-connected
population, further disturbing national peace and stability.
KII9 remarked that “the few digitally connected persons
affected the digitally non-connected wider population and
disturbed the peace of the nation.” Statements such as “the
media, especially social media, are warmongers,” from KII3,
and “social media is the major problem of the nation,”
from KII2, emphasize the critical view that the prevailing
use of digital platforms contributes significantly to societal
unrest. This portrayal of social media as aharmful force
underscores the potential for misinformation, hate speech,
and divisive rhetoricescalate conflicts rather than foster
dialogue and understanding.

The data reflects a pressing need for the development of
digital peacebuilding strategies that can harness the poten-
tial of social media to promote peace and reconciliation,
rather than allowing it to remain a tool for discord. The
findings call for a concerted effort to establish frameworks
that encourage positive engagement through digital media
and work toward healing the divisions within society.

There are active developments in digital peacebuilding
that harness the transformative potential of technology to
address conflicts and promote peace. The tools and strate-
gies are continuously evolving, and some successful imple-
mentations can offer inspiration for Ethiopia. A notable
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example is Ushahidi,® an open-source platform widely used
in Kenya. It enables citizens to crowdsource data, report
incidents, and map events related to violence and peace-
building efforts, leveraging accessible technologies such
as mobile phones and the Internet. Tools like Ushahidi
amplify voices, empower individuals, and facilitate commu-
nity mobilization through versatile data management and
analysis capabilities.

Drawing upon the principles highlighted in the INEF
Report by,*® integrating Al technologies — such as social
natural language processing (NLP) and deep learning — can
significantly enhance digital peacebuilding efforts. These
advanced tools enable peacebuilders to quickly gather and
analyze data, respond to violent and polarized messages,
and support early warning systems, conflict transformation,
and transitional justice.

For Ethiopia, adopting such models and utilizing Al-
driven solutions could greatly advance digital peacebuild-
ing initiatives. This approach would address social media
polarization, empower women, and create peace initia-
tives tailored to the nation’s unique dynamics. By learn-
ing from successful implementations like Ushahidi, Ethiopia
can move towards a more structured and effective digital
peace landscape, supporting reconciliation and enhancing
societal harmony.

4.5 The challenges of digital peacebuilding
in Ethiopia

As mentioned above, digital peacebuilding in Ethiopia is at
the infant stage. It encounters numerous obstacles, much
like in other sub-Saharan countries. Some specific chal-
lenges faced in Ethiopia include (see Figure 2):

1. Digital Divide: There is a significant disparity in internet
access and digital literacy across Ethiopia. The divide
between men and women, urban and rural areas, along
with differences related to income and education, can
restrict the effectiveness and outreach of digital peace-
building initiatives. In Ethiopia, the limited number
of digitally connected people affects millions of lives
for those who are not connected, which shows the
interface between the online and offline socio-political
environment of the country. As our interviewee states
(K118) “The digital conflict, while having limited cover-
age, manifests widespread offline consequences, par-
ticularly affecting digitally illiterate masses across the
country”. In addition, one can see the digital gaps in
the country from the limited number of social media

8 https://www.ushahidi.com/.
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users, as Digital Ethiopia shows that only 5.5 % of the
population uses social media.’

However, our data shows social media is one of the
factors that cuts the social fabric of the community and
fuels conflict during the Northern Ethiopian war and
beyond which affects the majority of the population in
Tigray, Amhara, Afar regions as well as conflict in Oro-
mia region. As KII1 mentions, “Social media create divi-
sion, sow suspicion, destabilize the harmonious social
relations among the different ethnic groups in Ethiopia,
and fuel conflicts”.

2. Government Control and Shutdown: The Ethiopian gov-

ernment has been known to limit internet access and
block online content, and shutdown internet, which
can stifle free expression and undermine the impact of
digital peacebuilding efforts. Particularly, the repeated
shutdown of internet service in regions such as Tigray,
Ambhara and Oromia for long period of time (KII2 and
KII5) potentially halts digital peace building initiatives.

3. Ethnic and Political Tensions: Ethiopia’s complex eth-

nic and political environment, alongside its historical
conflicts, often carries into the digital space (KII1, KII2
and KII4). Social media is dominantly utilized to spread
hate speech and false information, worsening conflicts
instead of fostering peace. This is consistent with other
studies, such as,?% that underscore the dissemina-
tion of ethnic hate speech in Ethiopian social media,
landscape.

4. Security Concerns: Threats to cybersecurity, including

hacking, online monitoring, and data breaches, present
risks to digital peacebuilding efforts, compromising the
safety and privacy of those involved. For example, our
data discloses the absence of a safe digital reporting
systems for women who face sexual violence (KII1).

5. Lack of Trust and mis/dis Information Circulation:

Establishing trust in online platforms for peacebuilding
is difficult, especially in an atmosphere rife with
dis/misinformation. Ensuring that the information
shared online is accurate and trustworthy is vital
for effective peacebuilding. In Ethiopia, during the
wartime, information warfare was used as a war
strategy by both parts, in which dis/misinformation
was widely circulated in social media platforms such
has Facebook, X and YouTube (KII1, KII2, KII3).

6. Capacity Limitation: Enhancing the digital skills and

capacities of those involved in peacebuilding is crucial.
Absence of adequate training programs and resources

9 Digital Ethiopia-2024: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2024-
ethiopia.
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Figure 2: The challenges of digital peacebuilding in Ethiopia.

hinders stakeholders to effectively utilize digital tools
for peacebuilding (KII1 and FGD1). Specially, offices such
as the Ministry of Women and Social Affairs and Min-
istry of Peace lacks the required resources and skills
to use the digital media for empowering women’s and
peace building. For example, utilizing Natural Language
Processing (NLP) and machine learning tools for thor-
ough data analysis have the potential to mitigate the
negative impacts of social media within the nation.
Tools for data visualization and categorization, could
serve as an effective intervention to counteract the
adverse effects of social media. Our research under-
scores the deficiency of such technological tools in the
underutilized and inadequately understood realm of
digital peacebuilding in the country.

7. Unregulated Social Media Landscape: The social media
platforms are not adequately regulated by the major
social media giants such as Meta and X (FGD1 and KII2),
which creates favorable condition for polarization and
weaponization. The algorithm design enhances echo
chambers that reinforce polarization and weaponiza-
tion of social media, especially during the war context.
Besides, the findings elucidate that the Ethiopian hate
speech and disinformation regulation couldn’t enable
individual account users to be accountable for their
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hatful and weaponized messages. The lack of instruc-
tional manuals to guide its implementation impedes the
proper enforcement of the regulation. There is also a
confusion and policy gap about who is responsible for
implementing the regulation, and hence so far there
is no significant effect in normalizing the social media
environment since its ratification in 2020 (KII3).

5 Discussion

This discussion interprets the findings of the study con-
cerning the intricate interplay between social media, polar-
ization, and conflict in the context of Northern Ethiopia.
It highlights how digital platforms serve to both rein-
force ethnic and political identities and escalate violence
through processes such as vilification, dehumanization, and
the weaponization of narratives. The analysis is framed
by three key theoretical perspectives: social identity the-
ory, which explains how group categorization fuels hostil-
ity; liberal feminist theory, which underscores the exclu-
sion and marginalization of women in peace and con-
flict processes; and intersectionality theory, which empha-
sizes how overlapping social identities amplify vulnera-
bilities and influence conflict dynamics. Together, these
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frameworks provide a comprehensive understanding of
how social media influences conflict escalation, mobilizes
ethnic politics, and marginalizes women’s participation in
peacebuilding efforts. The discussion also considers the
implications for digital peacebuilding strategies and the
critical need for inclusive, gender-sensitive approaches in
resource-constrained, conflict-affected settings.

In today’s digital age, social media has emerged as a
powerful tool that can either promote dialogue and under-
standing or exacerbate divisions and fuel conflict. In the
context of the recent Northern Ethiopia conflict, social
media has played a significant role in shaping and intensi-
fying divisions among various ethnic and political groups.
The empirical data collected through interviews and focus
group discussions reveal patterns of polarization consistent
with social identity theory.*! Our findings reveale that social
media platforms such as Facebook, YouTube, X, and Tele-
gram serve as arenas where factions amplify in-group loy-
alty and out-group hostility through tactics such as vilifica-
tion and dehumanization. These behaviors align with social
identity theory assertion that categorization into in-groups
and out-groups reinforces group loyalty while dehumaniz-
ing adversaries, thus facilitating conflict.

Through vilification, dehumanization, extreme lan-
guage use, and invalidation, social media users have esca-
lated tensions and deepened hostilities. This behavior exem-
plifies the desire for positive distinct identity as individuals
seek to enhance their social identities by negatively portray-
ing rival groups. Vilification serves as a strategy through
which users involved in the conflict demonize their adver-
saries, reflecting the insights of McKinley, who notes that
the classification of individuals into groups leads to social
identification and prejudice.* Rival groups use exaggerated
and inflammatory language to cast their opponents in a
negative light. Terms such as “junta,” “killer,” “genocide,”
“mass gang rape,” and “human slaughter” are frequently
employed to exaggerate the actions of rival factions, thereby
inciting emotions among supporters. Such vocabulary not
only stokes fear but also serves to justify extreme reactions
against the opposing group by framing them as an exis-
tential threat. The terms of reference have been echoed
by the interviewees and FGD discussants, who noted that
such vocabulary is commonly used on platforms like Face-
book and X, YouTube. This vocabulary serves to mobilize
collective support and reinforce in-group identity while
casting rival groups as existential threats, consistent with
the mechanisms described by social identity theory. These
expressions serve not only to mobilize collective support
but also to reinforce ingroup identity by framing rivals
as existential threats. This aligns with the assumption of
social identity theory that categorization into groups fosters
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in-group loyalty and facilitates out-group hostility.*' Such
language contributes to a cycle where negative portrayals
of opposing groups diminish empathy and justify extreme
measures, including violence.”” By explicitly linking the
observed language use to social identity theory, this analysis
demonstrates how online narratives sustain polarization
and conflict escalation.

Furthermore, the practice of dehumanization has
become prevalent, as users resort to derogatory terms to
weaken the perception of humanity their foes. This practice
reduces the perceived moral boundaries between ‘us’ and
‘ther’, thus enabling extreme reactions and violence. As
social identity theory suggests, reducing out-group empathy
facilitates the escalation of hostility and conflict.*! Labels
such as “day-hyena” and “devil” were widely used to strip
individuals of their personality and morality, making it eas-
ier for members of one group to rationalize violence against
another.

The use of extreme language during the conflict fur-
ther illustrates the volatile environment fostered by social
media. Statements like “we should not allow TPLF to live
again” and “they should be demolished from existence”
exemplify the toxic rhetoric that spreads in online discus-
sions. Such extreme expressions reflect deep-seated animos-
ity and confirm the role of social identity in perpetuating
polarization, legitimizing calls for violence and the eradica-
tion of entire groups. The interviewee data reveal that the
“us versus them” dichotomy is a direct reflection of social
identity dynamics, which has been a pervasive theme across
social media platforms. This binary perspective effectively
distances and segregates the various ethnic and political
groups involved in the armed struggle, focusing on Tigray,
Ambhara, Afar, and Oromo ethnic groups, as well as the polit-
ical parties established along those lines, such as the Tigray
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), Amhara National Move-
ment (ANM), and Oromo Liberation Front (OLF). This frame-
work encourages the demonization of the other side while
fostering a strong sense of ethnic and political loyalty among
supporters. From a theoretical perspective, this dynamic
illustrates how social identity and categorization reinforce
conflict and polarization, often leading to dehumanization
and violence, as predicted by social identity theory.*> Those
who adopt this perspective are conditioned to view any
interaction with members of the opposing side as a betrayal,
reinforcing the divisions cultivated by social media.

Furthermore, calls to isolate the Tigray regional state
from Ethiopia have been prevalent on social media plat-
forms, with supporters arguing that the Tigray people
should not coexist with those they label as “genociders.”
Such rhetoric not only deepens societal polarization but also
hampers peace and reconciliation efforts, demonstrating
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how social identity and group dynamics can escalate conflict
rather than foster understanding. This situation in Ethiopia
illustrates how social media can be exploited to fuel divi-
sion and violence. In contrast, Gichuhi®® observes that in
West Africa, social media predominantly functions as a tool
for peacebuilding, serving various purposes such as raising
awareness, conducting campaigns, sharing narratives, pro-
viding training, and combating hate speech online. The com-
parison emphasizes that the role of social media is highly
context-dependent, influenced by political and social factors
within each region, which shape whether these platforms
contribute to conflict escalation or peace promotion.

The role of social media in disseminating and ampli-
fying polarizing narratives in Ethiopian context reinforces
the cyclical nature of conflict between the offline and online
environments, one reinforces the other. This is consistent
with other studies that disclose the interface between social
media polarization and conflict."*~*¢ It is good to argue that
the polarization of social media in Ethiopia can be attributed
to the political economy of mass media in the nation, mirror-
ing the broader political economy of the state. The broader
political economy of the state is shaped by ethnic politics
and divisive discourses. This argument aligns with findings
from studies by Dessie et al.,® Skjerdal and Moges® that
state ethnic polarization and ethnicization of mass media in
Ethiopia affect the media landscape of the country. Social
Identity Theory is crucial for understanding social media
polarization in Ethiopia, where ethnic identity plays a signif-
icant role in shaping the nation’s politics, society, and econ-
omy. In Ethiopia, individuals often categorize themselves
based on their ethnic affiliations, which promotes a strong
ingroup identification and can lead to bias against out-
groups. This ingroup favoritism manifests in social media
interactions, where users may amplify narratives that ben-
efit their ethnic group while trivializing others, contributing
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to an increasingly polarized environment. As people engage
within echo chambers that reinforce their existing beliefs,
the resulting hostility can escalate tensions between ethnic
groups, ultimately impacting national cohesion.®” Under-
standing these dynamics through the lens of Social Identity
Theory is essential for addressing the issues of prejudice,
discrimination, and conflict that arise in the intersection of
social media and ethnic identity in Ethiopia.*?

As illustrated in Figure 3, social media polarization has
led to its weaponization, fueling conflict during the War and
contributing to gender-based violence, including killing, dis-
placement, and sexual harassment of women in war zones.
Another study® also reveals multiple forms of violence
including sexual, physical, and psychological violence, with
reports of gang rapes of minors as young as 14 and sexual
violations of pregnant women and elderly women up to 65
years old seeking refuge in religious institutions.

It is sound to argue that this situation is aggravated by
the inadequate digital peacebuilding, which leaves social
media polarization and weaponization unaddressed. Digi-
tal peacebuilding employs advanced technologies such as
natural language processing (NLP), large language model
(LLM), topic modeling, and hate speech detection to mitigate
these effects. These tools can effectively identify and counter
harmful narratives, fostering constructive engagement and
promoting inclusive dialogue. In this regard Sokfa® states
that the growing use of open source technology in digital
peacebuilding in Africa is driven by its adaptability, acces-
sibility, and cost-effectiveness. From a theoretical perspec-
tive, integrating these digital tools into peacebuilding efforts
can be seen as a practical application of conflict transfor-
mation approaches, helping to address the root causes of
polarization.

The findings further reveal that women were
marginalized in the peacemaking and peacebuilding
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Figure 3: Social media polarization and the dearth of digital peacebuilding.
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process. Restricting women’s participation in these efforts
results in the exclusion of their perspectives. This illustrates
the “vicious cycle of exclusion” defined by Rajivan,** where
women are sidelined from developing peace agreements
and reconstruction plans. As a result, insufficient attention
is given to gender disparities and the specific vulnerabilities
women face in peacebuilding endeavors. Incorporating
feminis theories into this analysis emphasizes the necessity
of gender-inclusive approaches for sustainable peace,
aligning with the broader goals of social justice and
equality.5

The marginalization hinders their ability to address
and resolve their own challenges and disregards their
insights into ongoing conflicts in public discourse. Lib-
eral feminist theory asserts that patriarchal structures
interfere with women’s personal and political decisions.5®
Marginalizing more than half of the population will impede
sustainable peacebuilding in the country. This could halt
the country’s performance towards achieving sustainable
development goal (SDG) 5, which focuses on gender equal-
ity, and SDG 16, which pertains to peaceful and inclusive
societies for sustainable development.”’ Overlooking their
unique ability to mediate conflicts and promote peace,
as highlighted by Ibok and Ogar® Lisa and Manjrika*®
who emphasize women’s capacity to foster peace through
“courage and love,” the crucial role of women in peace
processes is ignored. This demonstrates the importance of
integrating gender perspectives into peace and conflict theo-
ries to better understand and address the specific needs and
contributions of women in conflict settings.

The combined impact of the online and offline con-
flict convergence negatively affects the nation as a whole,
with a particular emphasis on women. The intersection-
ality perspective reveals that various identities, including
gender, socio-economic status, and ethnicity, amplify the
challenges women face during peacemaking efforts.’ This
highlights that the visible digital conflict occurs amidst a
lack of organized digital peacebuilding initiatives. An alarm-
ing need for digital peacebuilding tools is evident, especially
considering that the majority of government offices such
as the Ministry of Women and Social Affairs, the Ministry
of Peace, the Ethiopian National Dialogue Commission, etc.
lack capacities to use the digital space for nurturing peace
and harmony. Applying intersectional feminist theory elu-
cidates how overlapping social identities impact women’s
experiences of conflict and peacebuilding, emphasizing the
need for contextually sensitive interventions.*’

Digital technologies are pivotal in peace-building and
women’s empowerment by integrating women’s perspec-
tives into all stages of digital peacebuilding. Ethiopia has

DE GRUYTER

yet to fully leverage advancements like LLMs and machine
learning to address social media polarization and prevent
its weaponization. Al can facilitate trend prediction and
identify polarized content, using NLP techniques such as
topic clustering and named entity recognition to mitigate
adverse social media impacts. Its clear to argue that uti-
lizing Al-based conflict analysis models aligns with con-
flict transformation and peace building theories that seek
root cause resolution through data-driven insights. Machine
learning enables in-depth data analysis for informed inter-
ventions. Tools like Ushahidi empower communities by
turning citizen-generated data into actionable solutions
through intuitive crowdsourcing and mapping capabilities.?

Our research highlights the significant gap in the avail-
ability and application of such technological tools, which
hampers Ethiopia’s digital peace efforts. Moreover, digital
peacebuilding efforts are challenged by high levels of dig-
ital divide, government control and shutdown, ethnic and
political tension issues, lack of trust, capacity limitation, and
unregulated social media landscape. addnewWhile these
constraints limit AI deployment, understanding these struc-
tural barriers from a theoretical perspective, such as dig-
ital inequality and access, shows that technological solu-
tions alone are not enough. They need to be complemented
by broader socio-political reforms to effectively support
peacebuilding efforts. From a sociotechnical perspective,
digital systems are embedded within complex networks
involving both human and non-human elements, such as
algorithms, platforms, and artifacts. These interconnected
components influence social interactions, discourse, and
power dynamics through their design and use.”>’? This is
similar with Soka® research that reveals structural barri-
ers, including unequal internet access, low digital literacy,
and government-imposed restrictions like internet shut-
downs, further limit the effectiveness of digital peacebuild-
ing efforts.

The findings further highlight that the impact of a
minority of negative online actors on the lives of millions
of Ethiopians without internet access, particularly affecting
women, remains a pressing concern. The potential harm
extends beyond digital realms, emphasizing the need for
comprehensive strategies that account for the broader soci-
etal implications of online activities. Social media algo-
rithms tend to prioritize sensational content, thereby ampli-
fying misinformation, especially within the context of
political disinformation.!® This phenomenon highlights the
importance of algorithmic accountability and the role of
ethical Al development in conflict and peace studies. Other
studies also enhance the intersection between the online
and offline environment.*-%47
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Figure 4: The digital media environment in Ethiopia: key issues including polarization, weaponization, digital conflict, offline influence, urgent
peace-building needs, widespread impact on unconnected populations, and regulation gaps. Features of the social media environment in Ethiopia:
polarization, weaponization, digital conflict, offline influence, urgent peacebuiding needs, and regulation gaps.

Our research findings are summarized in Figure 4
which shows the relationship between social media, polar-
ization, and conflict escalation as well as the absence
of digital peace building works. To sum up, the findings
reveal that social media plays a detrimental role in the
Northern Ethiopia conflict by exacerbating polarization and
marginalizing women’s voices. It has been weaponized
to spread harmful narratives and incite violence, further
entrenching divisions. Women’s participation in peacemak-
ing efforts is significantly absent, resulting in their per-
spectives being excluded from important discussions. The
intersection of gender, socio-economic status, and ethnicity
amplifies the challenges women face in effectively utiliz-
ing digital media. The digital divide, government control,
and a lack of organized digital peace initiatives further
restrict women’s use of ICTs, preventing them from leverag-
ing social media to foster engagement and promote peace.

This section highlights how social media contributes
to conflict escalation in Northern Ethiopia through pro-
cesses of polarization, underpinned by social identity, fem-
inist, and intersectionality theories. The findings reveal
that online narratives reinforce group loyalties, deepen
divisions, and fuel conflict. The analysis underscores

the importance of integrating digital peacebuilding tools,
addressing structural barriers like the digital divide, and
fostering inclusive, gender-sensitive approaches.

6 Conclusion and implications

In conclusion, this study underscores the complex influ-
ence of social media on conflict during the Northern
Ethiopia War. The findings reveal that digital platforms,
while holding potential for peacebuilding, have predomi-
nantly been wielded as tools of polarization, misinforma-
tion, and violence escalation. Social media has amplified
ethnic tensions and been weaponized. These consequences
extend beyond digital spaces, severely affecting millions,
particularly women, who faced life-threatening situations,
displacement, and gender-based violence, including mass
rapes. Despite women’s inherent capabilities for peace-
building, they continued to be marginalized in the peace-
making process, limiting their positive impact on stability
and reconciliation. Furthermore, significant structural bar-
riers including the digital divide, government shutdown,
and limited digital literacy, etc. hamper the development of
effective digital peacebuilding strategies.
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This qualitative study advanced our understanding of
the impact of social media on women in violent conflicts. We
have explored the dual role of digital technologies in con-
flict, peacebuilding and gender issues. Through empirical
insights from the understudied Northern Ethiopia War, we
addressed a gap in research on digital technology’s impact
in civil strife contexts. This highlights the gap in information
system (IS) research regarding the area of tension between
gender and technology in conflict scenarios. Therefore, the
implications of the study extended to theory and practice.
First, it advanced the use of social identity theory in the con-
text of social networks by illustrating how social media can
both express and amplify ethnic hostilities, thereby driving
polarization. Furthermore, it contributed to liberal feminist
theory by emphasizing the need for women’s equal partici-
pation in peacebuilding and spotlighting the structural bar-
riers they face in conflict-affected regions. Lastly, the study
contributed to the intersectionality theory by demonstrat-
ing how overlapping identities influence women’s engage-
ment and participation in peace initiatives, providing valu-
able insights into the complexities of marginalization and
empowerment.

To address the significant issues identified about social
media polarization and weaponization, women’s marginal-
ization and challenges of digital peacebuilding in Ethiopia, a
multifaceted approach is necessary. First, promoting peace
through genuine dialogue and democratic engagement is
crucial for transforming the polarized social media envi-
ronment and fostering a culture of mutual understanding.
Furthermore, enhancing digital literacy, especially among
women, is of paramount importance. This will empower
them to safely and effectively navigate social media plat-
forms, facilitating their active engagement in online dis-
cussions and reducing the digital divide. Advancing digi-
tal peacebuilding initiatives tailored to leverage the posi-
tive aspects of social media can improve communication
and cooperation during conflicts, thus contributing to IS
design orientation. Additionally, deploying Al technologies
presents a valuable opportunity to analyze social media
interactions and identify harmful trends, thereby creating a
roadmap for peacebuilding activities. Integrating women’s
voices through inclusive peacebuilding strategies is also
essential. Initiatives that actively involve women in the pro-
cess will help reduce marginalization and enhance their
contributions to sustainable and inclusive peace. Engaging
community leaders and influencers to challenge societal
norms around gender can further encourage women’s par-
ticipation in peacebuilding initiatives. Lastly, implementing
proper regulations for social media platforms is critical, as
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accountability measures will help ensure responsible use of
digital communication, thereby improving the overall envi-
ronment for conflict resolution. These recommendations
will assist Ethiopia and other countries in similar contexts
in addressing their sociopolitical challenges and working
toward sustainable peace.

Limitation of the study and recommendations for
future research: The study comes with limitations. First,
it does not include the direct experiences of war victims or
combatants, and therefore does not capture their perspec-
tives firsthand. Instead, the insights are based on accounts
from experts working with these groups. Second, the find-
ings may be influenced by the subjective perceptions of par-
ticipants, who may have biases related to their impressions
of social media’s role and the effects of digital echo cham-
bers. These subjective perspectives could have affected the
experiences reported and, consequently, the research out-
comes. Although we sought to mitigate this by triangulat-
ing data from multiple sources including interviews, focus
group discussions, and document analysis these factors may
still limit the generalizability of the results. We acknowledge
these limitations and suggest that future research incor-
porate direct perspectives from war victims and combat-
ants, as well as quantitative measures to address potential
biases.

Further research could also involve analyzing social
media content produced during the war to determine the
level and type of social media polarization. Utilizing net-
work analysis could help to explore how algorithmic bias
and echo chambers contribute to polarization, as well as
to understand the structure, relationships, and dynamics
within social media networks. In addition, employing user-
centered approaches, such as participatory design, ethno-
graphic methods, or user experience research, would allow
for a deeper understanding of user needs, perceptions, and
engagement strategies in digital peacebuilding. Compara-
tive studies examining similar conflicts in other regions
or contexts would enable cross-cultural and cross-platform
analyses of digital polarization and peacebuilding tools,
thereby informing the development of more inclusive and
effective peacebuilding strategies.
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Appendix A: Coding and data
structure

ID Open code

01 Women and children were more affected than men during conflict

02 Mass killings

03 Sexual violence and rape incidents during the war

04 Mass displacement

05 Human slaughtering

06 Underreporting of sexual violence due to social discrimination and safety concerns
07 Schools and hosptitals were damaged by the war

08 Lack of digital platforms for secure reporting of sexual violence

09 The Tigray war

010 Gender based violence

on Displacement of women and children

012 The Northern Ethiopia conflict

013 Women involved in traditional social support systems (Idir, Equb, Coffee ceremonies)
014 Bloody war

015 Women’s participation in peace processes is minimal or symbolic

016 Physical violence

017 Media as weapon of war

018 Women excluded from peace negotiations and agreements

019 Psychological trauma

020 Cultural and societal norms marginalize women’s participation in building peace
021 War was preached as religious sermon

022 Limited attempts to involve women through peace conferences and UN initiatives
023 Gang rape as war crime

024 Limited attempt to involve women in peace ambassadors’ role

025 Social discrimination and marginalization

026 The hostile online environments

027 Social media as a weapon for propaganda, misinformation, and hate speech
028 Social media posts propagating violence

029 Divisive language use

030 Genociders

031 Kill and arrest all Tigrians

032 Call TPLF as junta, and day-hyena

033 Call the Ethiopian government as fascist

034 Labeling the Ethiopian army and the allied forces as genociders

035 Ethiopian women historical positions

036 Misinformation, disinformation, and hate speech increasing social polarization
037 Use of Facebook, TikTok, Instagram fueling ethnic nationalism and violence

038 Social media as tool in the armed struggles

039 Hate speech laws have gaps and enforcement is weak

040 Social media platforms used to spread inflammatory music and messages (e.g., Afan Oromo)
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Table A.1: (continued).

ID Open code

041 Misinformation becomes primary driver of offline conflict

042 Social media campaigns impacting public perception and fuels ethnic tensions

043 The polarized media environment distorted the reality of the war

044 Low media literacy skills exacerbate polarization and disinformation

045 Limited media literacy programs and fact-checking efforts underway (e.g., Arts TV, EBC)
046 Digital peacebuilding efforts are non-existent or limited

047 No comprehensive digital peace strategies or frameworks

048 NGOs and CSOs implementing digital initiatives for GBV and peace advocacy with limited scope
049 Unsatisfactory use of chat groups, social media channels, and hot-line for peace messaging and GBV support
050 Lack of government-led digital peacebuilding initiatives

051 Mistrust between citizens and government authorities

052 Traditional community forums serve as spaces for social cohesion

053 Political reforms required to address root causes of conflict

054 Ethnic nationalism and identity politics as persistent online conflict drivers

055 Elite rivalry and competition over political and economic power

056 External regional influences (e.g., Eritrea) exacerbating conflict

057 Political economy issues fueling conflict

058 Poor professionalism and bias in government media

059 Self-censorship and influence of political parties in media

060 Societal norms reinforce patriarchal exclusion of women

061 Women’s economic and social empowerment constrained by societal norms

062 Women’s organizations utilize digital platforms to combat GBV is weak

063 Digital literacy among the population is low

064 ICT infrastructure is not adequately developed

065 Media polarization worsened by political discourse and illiteracy

066 NGOs working for gender empowerment and peace advocacy

067 Need for legal reforms on hate speech and disinformation

068 Political systems and institutions lack inclusivity and transparency

069 The media environment characterized by bias, misinformation, and low professionalism
070 Societal trauma resulting from war and digital conflicts

on Social media aggravates historical grievances

072 Attempts at peace dialogues via social media platforms and civil society groups

073 The Pretoria Peace Agreement

074 The importance of political commitment for peacebuilding success

075 Digital divide

076 Online safety and security

077 Human right violation

078 Digital conflict in the absence of digital peacebuilding

079 Government shutdown of the internet and its control

080 Digital tools (AL, sentiment analysis) are underutilized but promising

081 The role of digital media in the peacebuilding process is almost zero

082 Social media is the major problem of the nation

083 Capacity limitation

084 Absence of synergy for peacebuilding

085 Lack of political commitments

086 Ambhara region

087 Afar region

088 Ethiopia’s complex ethnic fabric and political tensions often spill into the digital space
089 The digital conflict, while having limited coverage, manifests widespread offline consequence
090 ‘us’ versus ‘them’

091 Devil

092 Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF)

093 Amhara National Movement (ANM)

094 Oromo Liberation Front (OLF)
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Table A.2: Thematic analysis of the data - axial code.

ID Axial code

Al Use of social media for propaganda, misinformation, and hate speech that exacerbates violence

A2 Amplification of gender-based violence (GBV) including sexual violence

A3 Impact of misinformation on women’s safety, societal perceptions, and psychological well-being

Ad Limited digital spaces for women’s voices; marginalized women’s participation and influence

A5 Limited use of digital platforms (Telegram, Facebook, YouTube, X) for advocacy (GBV support, peace dialogues)
A6 Women’s exclusion from peace negotiations and agreements (e.g., Pretoria Peace Agreement)

A7 Need for gender-sensitive approaches and institutional reforms to ensure women’s meaningful participation
A8 Societal (patriarchal and cultural) norms hindering women’s political and peace participation

A9 Efforts (though limited) to increase women’s involvement (e.g., women peace ambassadors, NGOs)

A10 The gap between policy aspirations and actual women’s inclusion and participation

A1l Social media used to fuel ethnic nationalism, division, and armed conflict

A12 Misinformation, disinformation, and hate speech as tools for ethnic tension and political escalation

A13 Social media platforms (Facebook, TikTok, Instagram, YouTube and X) amplifying stereotypes, hostility, and inflammatory content
A4 Political interests reinforcing polarization

A15 Social media as a battleground for ethnic identity politics

A16 The potential of social media for peacebuilding is unused

A7 Absence of government-led or institutionalized digital peace strategies

A18 Absence of digital peace buildings

A19 Recognition among stakeholders about the need for structured digital peace initiatives

A20 Weak legal frameworks and gaps in hate speech and disinformation laws

A21 Limited technical capacity, infrastructure, and resources for advanced digital peace tools (AL analytics)

A22 Lack of coordination among government, CSOs, and technology actors

A23 Media illiteracy, misinformation proliferation, and unprofessionalism of media outlets

A24 Ensuring sustainability and inclusivity of digital peace efforts remains a major challenge

A25 CSOs and NGOs deploying digital tools (chat groups, social media campaigns, hot-lines) but with limited scale

Table A.3: Thematic analysis of the data - selective theme.

No. Selective theme

T The role of social media in exacerbating conflict and gender-based violence during the Northern Ethiopia War
T2 The persistent marginalization of women in peacemaking and peacebuilding processes

T3 The polarization and weaponization of social media in the Ethiopian context

T4 The dearth of digital peacebuilding initiatives in Ethiopia

T5 The challenges of digital peacebuilding in Ethiopia
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Figure A.1: Visual representation of the coding scheme: open codes, axial codes, and selective themes with color-coded groups.

References

1.

Nyadera, I. N.; Osedo, C. Civil War Between the Ethiopian
Government and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front: A Challenge
to Implement the Responsibility to Protect Doctrine. Afr. J. Confflict
Resolut. 2023, 23 (1), 35—59.

Fisseha, G.; Gebrehiwot, T. G.; Gebremichael, M. W.; Wahdey, S.;
Meles, G. G.; Gezae, K. E.; Legesse, A. Y.; Asgedom, A. A.; Tsadik, M.;
Woldemichael, A.; Gebreyesus, A; Abebe, H. F.; Haile, Y. A,;
Gezahegn, S.; Aregawi, M.; Birhane, K. T.; Godefay, H.; Mulugeta, A.
War Related Sexual and Gender-Based Violence in Tigray,
Northern Ethiopia: A Community-Based Study. BMJ Glob. Health
2023, 8(7),1-14.

Gebre, A. G. Ethiopia’s Tigray Crisis: Causes, Implications and Way
Forward. Technical Report Series No. 20/12, CPIG OCCASIONAL PAPER
SERIES; University of Kiel: Germany, 2020.

African Union. Agreement for Lasting Peace Through a Permanent
Cessation of Hostilities Between the Government of the Federal
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia and the Tigray People’s Liberation

Front, 2022. https://addisstandard.com/wp-content/uploads/
2022/11/AU-led-Ethiopia.

. ElTarabishi, M.; Galal, S. The Role of Social Media in Promoting

Peace Building and Prevention of Societal Violence Among
University Youth (Analytical Descriptive Study). /. Media Interdiscip.
Stud. 2023, 2 (4),1-32.

. Zeitzoff, T. How Social Media is Changing Conflict. . Conflict Resolut.

2017, 67(9), 1970—1991.

. Rehman, S.-U.; Riaz, D. S. How Social Media is Shaping Conflicts:

Evidences from Contemporary Research. JPDC 2021, V05 (04),
76—94.

. Sokfa, J. Digital Peacebuilding in Africa: Trends, Challenges,

Opportunities. Afr. J. Peace Conflict Stud. 2024, 13 (3).

. Yimam, S. M.; Dementieva, D.; Fischer, T.; Moskovskiy, D.;

Rizwan, N.; Saha, P.; Roy, S.; Semmann, M.; Panchenko, A.;
Biemann, C.; Mukherjee, A. Demarked: A Strategy for Enhanced
Abusive Speech Moderation Through Counterspeech,
Detoxification, and Message Management. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2406.19543, 2024.


https://addisstandard.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/AU-led-Ethiopia
https://addisstandard.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/AU-led-Ethiopia

DE GRUYTER

17.

18.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31

. Garimella, K. Polarization on Social Media. Ph.D. Thesis, Aalto

University, 2018.

. Arora, S. D.; Singh, G. P.; Chakraborty, A.; Maity, M. Polarization

and Social Media: A Systematic Review and Research Agenda.
Technol. Forecast. Soc. Change 2022, 183, 121942.

. Sunstein, C. # Republic: Divided Democracy in the Age of Social Media;

Princeton University Press: Princeton, NJ, 2018.

. Richmond, O. P.; Visoka, G. The Oxford Handbook of Peacebuilding,

Statebuilding, and Peace Formation; Oxford University Press: Oxford,
2021.

. Barberd, P. Social Media, Echo Chambers, and Political

Polarization. In Social Media and Democracy: The State of the Field,
Prospects for Reform; Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, UK,
2020; pp 34—55.

. Kubin, E.; Von Sikorski, C. The Role of (Social) Media in Political

Polarization: A Systematic Review. Ann. Int. Commun. Assoc. 2021,
45 (3),188—-206.

. Stray, J.; Iyer, R.; Puig Larrauri, H. The Algorithmic Management of

Polarization and Violence on Social Media. In UC Berkeley
eScholarship, 2023. https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9vc329zb.
Banks, A.; Calvo, E.; Karol, D.; Telhami, S. #Polarizedfeeds: Three
Experiments on Polarization, Framing, and Social Media. Int. J.
Press Polit. 2021, 26 (3), 609—634.

Hunter, L. Y.; Biglaiser, G. The Effects of Social Media, Elites, and
Political Polarization on Civil Conflict. Stud. Conflict Terrorism 2022,
1—28. https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610x.2022.2163461.

. Berry, ). M.; Sobieraj, S. The Outrage Industry: Political Opinion Media

and the New Incivility; Oxford University Press: Oxford, 2013.
Soares, F. B.; Recuero, R. Hashtag Wars: Political Disinformation
and Discursive Struggles on Twitter Conversations During the 2018
Brazilian Presidential Campaign. Soc. Media Soc. 2021, 7 (2), 1—13.
Morales, A. J.; Borondo, J.; Losada, J. C.; Benito, R. M. Measuring
Political Polarization: Twitter Shows the Two Sides of Venezuela.
Chaos: An Interdiscip. J. Nonlinear Sci. 2015, 25 (3), 1—10.

Conover, M.; Ratkiewicz, J.; Francisco, M.; Gongalves, B.; Flammini,
A.; Menczer, F. Political Polarization on Twitter. In Proceedings of
the International AAAI Conference on Web and Social Media; The AAAI
Press: Barcelona, Spain, 2011; pp. 89—96.

Yardi, S.; Boyd, D. Dynamic Debates: An Analysis of Group
Polarization over Time on Twitter. Bull. Sci. Technol. Soc. 2010, 30
(5), 316 —327.

Tuna, T.; Akbas, E.; Aksoy, A.; Canbaz, M. A.; Karabiyik, U.; Gonen,
B.; Aygun, R. User Characterization for Online Social Networks. Soc.
Netw. Anal. Min. 2016, 6, 1—28.

Pellet, P. Understanding the 2020 —2021 Tigray Conflict in Ethiopia:
Background, Root Causes, and Consequences. Kki Elemzések 2021,
2021(39), 1-20.

Agbalajobi, D. T. The Role of African Women in Peace Building and
Conflict Resolution: The Case of Burundi. Glob. Media J. 2009, 8 (15),
1-20.

Brittain, V. Women and War. Index Censorsh. 2002, 37 (4), 81—86.
Lisa, S.; Manjrika, W. The Role of Women in Peacebuilding; European
Centre for Conflict Prevention, 2005 (accessed 2015-02-17).

El Jack, A.; Bell, E.; Narayanaswamy, L. Gender and Armed Conflict:
Overview Report; University of Sussex: Brighton, UK, 2003.

McKay, S. The Effects of Armed Conflict on Girls and Women. Peace
Conflict 1998, 4 (4), 381—-392.

Zamora-Moncayo, E.; Burgess, R. A.; Fonseca, L.; Gonzalez-Gort,
M.; Kakuma, R. Gender, Mental Health and Resilience in Armed

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

A.C. Ali et al.: Social media as a tool for polarization and weaponization in wartime = 431

Conflict: Listening to Life Stories of Internally Displaced Women in
Colombia. BM/ Glob. Health 2021, 6 (10), 1—13.

Agbalajobi, D. T. The Role of Women in Conflict Resolution and
Peacebuilding. In Understanding Africa’s Contemporary Conflicts:
Origins, Challenges and Peacebuilding; Institute for Security Studies
(ISS): Pretoria, South Africa, 2010; pp 233—254.

Rajivan, A. K. Power, Voice and Rights: A Turning Point for Gender
Equality in Asia and the Pacific; UNDP: New York, 2010.

McCarthy, M. K. Women’s Participation in Peacebuilding: A Missing
Piece of the Puzzle? (Honors Thesis); University of Pennsylvania:
Philadelphia, 2011. https://repository.upenn.edu/bitstreams/
3c7eb7f3-739e-47ef-a130-544309e02d97/download.

Ibok, A. K.; Ogar, O. T. Traditional Roles of African Women in Peace
Making and Peace Building: An Evaluation. Interdiscipl. J. Hum.
Theor. Prax. 2018, 1 (1), 41—58.

Hirblinger, A. T.; Hansen, J. M.; Hoelscher, K.; Kolas, A.; Lidén, K.;
Martins, B. O. Digital Peacebuilding: A Framework for

Critical —Reflexive Engagement. Int. Stud. Perspect. 2023, 24 (3),
265—284.

Kahl, A.; Larrauri, H. P. Technology for Peacebuilding. Stabil. Int. J.
Secur. Dev. 2013, 2 (3), 1—-15.

Hofstetter, J.-S., Digital Technologies, Peacebuilding and Civil Society:
Addressing Digital Conflict Drivers and Moving the Digital
Peacebuilding Agenda Forward, INEF Report 114; University of
Duisbug Essen: Essen, Germany, 2021. https://www.uni-due.de/
inef/inef_report_en.php.

McCarthy, D. R. Introduction: Technology in World Politics. In
Technology and World Politics; Routledge: Abingdon, UK:, 2017; pp
1-21.

Guntrum, L. G. Keyboard Fighters: The Use of ICTs by Activists in
Times of Military Coup in Myanmar. In Proceedings of the 2024 CHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems: Honolulu, HI,
USA, 2024; pp. 1—19.

Harwood, J. Social Identity Theory; The International Encyclopedia
of Media Psychology: Hoboken, NJ, 2020; pp 1—7.

McKinley, C. J.; Masto, D.; Warber, K. M. Social Identity Theory as a
Framework for Understanding the Effects of Exposure to Positive
Media Images of Self and Other on Intergroup Outcomes. Int. J.
Commun. 2014, 8 (1), 1049—1068.

West, E. A,; Iyengar, S. Partisanship as a Social Identity:
Implications for Polarization. Polit. Behav. 2022, 44 (2), 807 —838.
Oxley, J. C. Liberal Feminism. In Just the Arguments: 100 of the Most
Important Arguments in Western Philosophy; Wiley-Blackwell:
Sussex, UK, 2011; pp 258 —262.

Enyew, B. E.; Mihrete, A. G. Liberal Feminism: Assessing its
Compatibility and Applicability in Ethiopia Context. Int. J. Sociol.
Anthropol. 2018, 10 (6), 59—64.

Tong, R; Botts, T. F. Feminist Thought: A More Comprehensive
Introduction; Routledge: New York, 2024.

Crenshaw, K. Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A
Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist
Theory and Antiracist Politics. In Feminist Legal Theories; Routledge:
New York, 2013; pp 23—51.

Galpin, C. At the Digital Margins? A Theoretical Examination of
Social Media Engagement Using Intersectional Feminism. Polit.
Govern. 2022, 10 (1), 161—171.

Collins, P. H. Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness,

and the Politics of Empowerment; Routledge: New York,

2022.


https://escholarship.org/uc/item/9vc329zb
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610x.2022.2163461
https://repository.upenn.edu/bitstreams/3c7eb7f3-739e-47ef-a130-544309e02d97/download
https://repository.upenn.edu/bitstreams/3c7eb7f3-739e-47ef-a130-544309e02d97/download
https://www.uni-due.de/inef/inef_report_en.php
https://www.uni-due.de/inef/inef_report_en.php

432 = A.C.Alietal.: Social media as a tool for polarization and weaponization in wartime

50.
51.

52.

53.
54.
55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

62.

Myers, M. D.; Newman, M. The Qualitative Interview in IS
Research: Examining the Craft. Inf. Organ. 2007, 17 (1), 2—26.
Bloor, M.; Frankland, J.; Thomas, M.; Robson, K. Focus Groups in
Social Research; SAGE Publications Ltd: London, 2001.

Creswell, J. W.; Creswell, . D. Research Design: Qualitative,
Quantitative, and Mixed Mthods Approaches; Sage Publications:
Thousand Oaks, CA, 2017.

Dawson, C. Introduction to Research Methods: A Practical Guide for
Anyone Undertaking a Research Project, 4th ed.; Hachette: UK, 2009.
Braun, V.; Clarke, V. Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology. Qual.
Res. Psychol. 2006, 3 (2), 77—101.

Williams, M.; Moser, T. The Art of Coding and Thematic Exploration
in Qualitative Research. Int. Manag. Rev. 2019, 75 (1), 45—55.
Gioia, D. A.; Corley, K. G.; Hamilton, A. L. Seeking Qualitative Rigor
in Inductive Research: Notes on the Gioia Methodology. Organ.
Res. Methods 2013, 16 (1), 15—31.

Issifu, A. K. The Role of African Women in Post-Conflict
Peacebuilding: The Case of Rwanda. J. Pan Afr. Stud. 2015, 8 (9),
63—78.

Adugna, M. Women and Warfare in Ethiopia. Gend. Issues Res. Rep.
Ser. 2001, 73 (1), 1—41.

Hershey, M. R. Echo Chamber: Rush Limbaugh and the
Conservative Media Establishment. By Kathleen Hall Jamieson and
Joseph N. Cappella. New York: Oxford University Press. Perspect.
Polit. 2009, 7 (2), 415—417.

Haile, J. M. Social Media for Diffusion of Conflict and Violence in
Ethiopia: Beyond Gratifications. Int. J. Educ. Dev. 2024, 108 (1),
1-9.

Wassie, D. Y.; Alemayehu Moges, M.; Nigatu, B. A. The Vexed
Question of Ethiopian Identity-Driven Politics and the Discourse of
Political Communication in the Digital Media Sphere. Cogent Arts
Humanit. 2024, 11 (1), 1-19.

Ayele, A. A.; Jalew, E. A,; Ali, A. C.; Yimam, S. M.; Biemann, C.
Exploring Boundaries and Intensities in Offensive and Hate
Speech: Unveiling the Complex Spectrum of Social Media

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

DE GRUYTER

Discourse. In Proceedings of the Fourth Workshop on Threat,
Aggression & Cyberbullying @ LREC-COLING-2024: Torino, Italia, 2024;
pp. 167—178.

Chekol, M. A.; Moges, M. A.; Nigatu, B. A. Social Media Hate Speech
in the Walk of Ethiopian Political Reform: Analysis of Hate Speech
Prevalence, Severity, and Natures. Inf. Commun. Soc. 2023, 26 (1),
218—237.

Gichubhi, C. Leveraging Technology for Peacebuilding in the Ecowas
Region: Documentation of a Consultative Process. 2021.

Dessie, B. A.; Ali, A. C.; Moges, M. A. Ethnic Orientation Over Ethical
Underpinnings: Emerging Trends of the Ethiopian Media
Landscape. Journal. Pract. 2023, 17 (9), 1919—1936.

Skjerdal, T.; Moges, M. A. The Ethnification of the Ethiopian Media: A
Research Report; Fojo: Media Institute: Gothenburg, Sweden, 2021.
Pariser, E. The Filter Bubble: How the New Personalized Web is
Changing what we Read and How we Think; Penguin Books: 375
Hudson Street, NY, USA, 2011.

Tewabe, D. S.; Azage, M.; Wubetu, G. Y.; Fenta, S. A.; Worke, M. D.;
Asres, A. M.; Getnet, W. A,; Kassie, G. G.; Menber, Y.; Munea, A. M,;
Zeru, T.; Bekele, S. A.; Abdulahi, S. O.; Adamne, T. B.; Belete, H. D.;
Beyene, B. B.; Abte, M.; Mersha, T. B.; Dadi, A. F.; Enquobahire, D.
A, Frissa, S. M.; Geda, Y. E. Gender-Based Violence in the Context
of Armed Conflict in Northern Ethiopia. Conflict Health 2024, 18 (1),
1-14.

Bloss, J. The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Gender and Sexuality
Studies. Ref. Rev. 2017, 31 (3), 13—14.

Sachs, J. D. Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. J. Int.
Bus. Ethics 2015, 8 (2), 53—62.

Sartori, L.; Bocca, G. Minding the Gap (S): Public Perceptions of AI
and Socio-Technical Imaginaries. Al Soc. 2023, 38 (2), 443 —458.
Sartori, L.; Theodorou, A. A Sociotechnical Perspective for the
Future of Al: Narratives, Inequalities, and Human Control. Ethics
Inf. Technol. 2022, 24 (1), 1-11.

Gruzd, A.; Roy, J. Investigating Political Polarization on Twitter: A
Canadian Perspective. Policy Internet 2014, 6 (1), 28 —45.



	1 Introduction
	2 Related work
	2.1 Social media and polarization
	2.2 Women, war and peacebuilding in Africa
	2.3 Digital peacebuilding
	2.4 Theoretical frameworks
	2.4.1  Social identity theory
	2.4.2  Liberal feminist and intersectionality theories


	3 Methodology
	3.1 The research design
	3.2 Research participants and sampling
	3.3 Data collection tools, analysis techniques and procedures
	3.4 Ethical considerations

	4 Results
	4.1 Social media and women during the Northern Ethiopia War
	4.2 The marginalization of women in peacebuilding and digital space
	4.3 Social media polarization and weaponization
	4.4 The dearth of digital peacebuilding in Ethiopia
	4.5 The challenges of digital peacebuilding in Ethiopia

	5 Discussion
	6 Conclusion and implications
	Appendix A: Coding and data structure


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Euroscale Coated v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.7
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 35
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 10
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 600
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1000
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.10000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /ENU ()
    /ENN ()
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName (ISO Coated v2 \(ECI\))
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName <FEFF005B0048006F006800650020004100750066006C00F600730075006E0067005D>
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 8.503940
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.276 841.890]
>> setpagedevice


