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Panel Introduction 
 
Political trends around the world have drawn further scholarly attention to the study of 
polarisation, especially also as it is expressed and potentially deepened by public 
communication on digital and social media platforms. The very concept of polarisation 
itself, however, remains ill-defined especially in communication research, where it is often 
used as a mere buzzword without sufficient definition – even in spite of a wide range of 
conceptual approaches that variously emphasise issue-centric, ideological, affective, 
interpretive, interactional, or other facets of polarisation (Marino & Ianelli, 2023; Esau et 
al., 2023). 
 
Issue-centric approaches to the study of polarisation often connect it with specific 
controversies, and therefore align well with controversy mapping and related 
methodological frameworks. Especially where they study such controversies in digital and 
social media contexts, they also point to the significant intersections between the 
circulation of problematic information by and the deepening of polarisation between 
partisan actors, as well as to the often asymmetrical nature of such contestations (where 
groups on one side of a given controversy are substantially more likely to use problematic 
information to support their cause than the groups opposing them; Kreiss & McGregor, 
2023). 
 
Unfortunately, much of the recent research in this field has continued to focus on a small 
number of key political contexts, with emphasis especially on the US and UK. This panel 
reviews evidence on the intersection of controversies, problematic information, and 
polarisation through a series of case studies from six continents: North and South 
America, Europe, Asia, Australia, and Oceania. In combination, these studies present a 
substantially more comprehensive picture of global similarities and local differences. 
 
Paper 1 explores the polarising impact of disinformation campaigns in favour of 
incumbent president Jair Bolsonaro in the 2022 Brasilian presidential election. It reveals 
a potentially unusual bottom-up disinformation pattern that produces a reverse influence 
flow from grassroots activists to political leaders and complicates standard distinctions 
between mis- and disinformation; this also creates new challenges for fact-checking 
efforts. 
 



Paper 2 examines the dynamics of Italian public opinion in response to the introduction 
of COVID-19 restrictions in early 2020. Drawing on longitudinal survey data, it identifies 
a range of perspectives from extreme communitarian to extreme libertarian, and connects 
this to patterns of legacy and social media use, attitudes towards political institutions, and 
levels of exposure to mis- and disinformation. 
 
Paper 3 compares the divergent dynamics of political debates on Indigenous rights in 
Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand. In the campaigning leading up to Australia’s 2023 
referendum on greater Indigenous recognition and representation, it identifies a highly 
asymmetrical contest that flipped public opinion from strong support for Indigenous 
recognition to a 60% No vote within less than one year. In the heated political debate 
about Māori rights in Aotearoa New Zealand since the 2023 election of a new, 
conservative coalition government, it identifies continuing Māori/non-Māori solidarity in 
resistance to the reduction of rights stemming from the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi. 
 
Paper 4 investigates the debates on Twitter about measures to combat sexual violence 
in Indonesia that came into effect in 2021 and 2022. Drawing on extensive content and 
network analysis, the study shows that, diverging from the #metoo-style activism against 
sexual discrimination, harassment, and violence that is common in Western contexts, in 
Indonesia this agenda is interpreted predominantly through the lens of an underlying 
polarisation between secular nationalist and Islamist political groupings in the world’s 
largest Muslim-majority democracy. 
 
Paper 5 compares the online dynamics of the abortion debate in the US before and after 
the Supreme Court’s 2022 Dobbs decision, focussing especially on political candidates’ 
social media messaging on abortion rights. Analysis of Democrats’ and Republicans’ 
posts about the issue, and of broader Twitter and Facebook user engagement with the 
issue, is expected to point to substantial differences between the parties, timeframes, and 
platforms. 
 
In combination, these five papers cover a rich selection of case studies on the 
intersections between controversies, problematic information, and polarisation around the 
world. Extended abstracts for all five papers are included on the following pages. 
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Extended Abstract 
 
The Brazilian presidential election of 2022 was marked by a slew of fraud allegations and 
conspiratorial narratives aimed at discrediting the electoral process (Ruediger et al., 
2022). This disinformation campaign exploited tropes of a perceived ‘communist threat’ 
(Burity, 2021), the depiction of Bolsonaro as a ‘Messiah’ tasked with warding off leftists 
and progressive movements, and unsubstantiated claims of fake electronic ballots and 
vulnerability in Brazil’s electronic voting systems (Cunha, 2023). The disinformation 
campaign organized by Bolsonaro supporters intensified towards the end of the campaign 
trail and slowly merged with calls for military intervention and calls for a coup d’état widely 
distributed across social media platforms. False claims of election fraud, along with voter 
suppression attempts, would become a strategy integral to Bolsonaro’s failed bid to the 
presidency in 2022 (Gonçalves & Abbud, 2022) and would culminate in Bolsonaro 
supporters attacking the congress, the presidential palace, and the supreme court in 
Brasilia after Lula da Silva was sworn in on 1 January 2023. 
 
The polarized and highly controversial developments leading up to the ballot offered a 
textbook case of disinformation campaign. In this study, however, we inspect the 
applicability of categorizations like mis- and disinformation in the context of the Brazilian 
presidential election of 2022 through three case studies. We first explore visual 
disinformation distributed on Facebook to probe the extent to which the diffusion of 
disinformation follows the typical cascade activation process informed by epidemiological 
models of contagion, or alternatively stems primarily from audiences that effectively set 
the agenda of the political leadership. Our second case study leverages a database of 
textual disinformation shared on Twitter to examine whether disinformation is too narrow 
an analytical category to account for the very diverse and disruptive campaign that 
targeted the presidential election in Brazil. Our third case study relies on a set of 
interviews with Brazilian fact-checkers with extensive experience in moderating and 
checking divisive political content to identify how fact-checkers define and operationalize 
disinformation in contexts of institutional distrust. 



Our first case study shows that the distribution of disinformation in the Brazilian election 
deviates from the prevailing epidemiological model informing disinformation studies 
whereby messages originate from influential accounts and are then disseminated to the 
broader population through a process of simple or complex contagion. In contrast to this 
model, we found that such messages emerge initially from grassroots activists and are 
only later voiced by the political leadership, a process that the fact-checkers we 
interviewed refer to as ‘bottom-up disinformation’ and that we refer to as reverse 
influence. This two-way process where both grassroot activists and popular influencers 
are simultaneously influencing each other in the effective production of disinformation 
shows the inherently participatory nature of the spread of these narratives on social 
media. 
 
Our second case study shows that the coding process of tweets associated with the 
election proved challenging to binary, static definitions of disinformation. We struggled to 
distinguish between what was a ‘clear call for military intervention’ and what was ‘calling 
into question democratic institutions.’ The separation between these variables proved 
porous at best and entirely dependent on the context. At any rate, disinformation could 
only be identified in reference to the context that grounded these narratives, with the 
content analysis quickly escalating to a context analysis that speaks to the ‘collective 
memory’ supporting these narratives (Wodak, De Cillia, & Reisigl, 1999) The relatively 
lower Krippendorff’s alpha achieved for some categories is indicative of the difficulties in 
separating what was clearly disinformation from what was at times legitimate, if ill-
informed and perhaps ill-intentioned discussion about democratic institutions and the 
deliberative process. These Krippendorff’s alpha scores were nonetheless only achieved 
after training the coding team to look into the context of the messages. 
 
Our third and last case study incorporates interviews with fact-checkers with extensive 
experience in the verification of political claims in Brazil. These experts made a forceful 
case that disinformation in Brazil primarily stems from institutional distrust instead of 
relating to the supply and consumption of information, such as a lack of reliable news 
sources or inadequate media literacy among the population (Rossini, Mont'Alverne, & 
Kalogeropoulos, 2023). This problem invariably pivots along contentious issues such as 
national history, the weak institutional authority, and the fragile balance between 
institutional actors—including journalism. The relatively fragile social cohesion across 
opposing political and religious groups, but also across populations from diverse 
demographic backgrounds, renders it impractical for fact-checkers and social platforms 
to counter disinformation through binary truth parameters for content moderation.  
 
This was particularly salient in Brazil’s latest election cycle, when Bolsonaro supporters 
took up a central role in promoting narratives antithetical to democratic principles and that 
endorsed alternative facts with self-validating participatory disinformation ecosystems 
crafted via social media and messaging applications like WhatsApp and Telegram 
(Ozawa et al., 2023). The falsehoods eventually disseminated by politicians transcended 
mere fabrications; rather, they encapsulate broader issues deeply entrenched in the 
social fabric of the country conjured up through the expressive sharing of disinformation. 
This ‘bottom-up disinformation’ is somewhat at odds with the limited effects paradigm 
(Pickard, 2021) because the central point of diffusion stems from atomized user-
generated content that sets the agenda for political elites and the mainstream media. 



The central insights gleaned from experienced fact-checkers, but also from the limits of 
text and visual classification of disinformation, speak to the limits of approaching 
communication from a strictly transmissive perspective that ignores the role of shared 
interaction online for the maintenance of social groups and the representation of their 
shared beliefs. Many of the cases reviewed in our study foreground a ritualistic view of 
communication whereby the information being shared, often objectively containing mis- 
or disinformation, is of limited import to groups dedicated to drawing people together in 
fellowship and commonality (Carey, 2009). As such, it should not be surprising that these 
narratives are dedicated to the maintenance of an ordered, meaningful cultural world that 
can serve as a control and container for human action; a container that is often repressive, 
and a cultural world that can be markedly reactionary.  
 
These forms of participatory disinformation foreground the reading and partaking in 
stories that are not consumed as units of information conveyed by authoritative sources, 
but as a collective narrative effort similar to attending a mass, a situation in which nothing 
new is learned, and where no information is essentially accurate, but in which a particular 
view of the contending forces in the world is portrayed and confirmed. In particular, many 
of the narratives covered in our study evoke beliefs commonly held by those involved in 
their distribution, beliefs that are frequently rooted in historical revisionism but that have 
been prevalent within the Brazilian political consciousness over several decades, 
including notions of the communist menace and scepticism towards democratic 
institutions. They often rely on symbolisms that cannot be strictly fact-checked, a 
recurrent issue faced by fact-checkers who deemed most of social media content 
essentially impossible to fact-check. In the end, the reduction of disinformation to 
information that is false fails to acknowledge that the social role of disinformation for these 
groups is not to convey information, but to provide a stage for dramatic forces and actions 
that invite participation. 
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The Context: Disputes on Pandemic Management between Political Elites 
 
The WHO's declaration of the Covid-19 pandemic in January 2020 led Italy to introduce, 
by March, the first mass lockdown in modern Western democracies (Phase 1 of pandemic 
management). Phase 2 saw a gradual easing of restrictions, but concerns persisted, 
leading to alternating lighter and stricter lockdown measures (Phase 3). The government 
which managed the emergency in Italy was an alliance between the Five Star Movement 
and left-wing parties. From the earliest phases, the government and right-wing opposition 
parties struggled with the “lockdown” measures (Bertero & Seddone, 2021). Amidst 
heated disputes between political elites on Covid-19 restrictive measures, this study 
delves into the dynamics of Italian public opinion, guided by four research questions.  
 
Societal-Level Analysis: Exploring the State of Divergence between 
“Communitarians” And “Libertarians” 
 
First, the study aimed to investigate whether Italian public opinion showed signs of 
divergence during the initial stages of pandemic management between extreme 
communitarians and libertarians (who claimed, respectively, the clear-cut priority of public 
health over citizens’ freedoms and vice versa). Divergence is one of multiple dynamics of 
polarization that can occur at the societal level when preferences move apart to opposite 
extremes (Fiorina et al., 2005). Previous research suggested that polarization among 
political elites could lead to social polarization (e.g., Prior, 2013). At the same time, the 
literature indicated the possibility of a "rally-around-the-flag" effect during a crisis (Baum 
& Groeling, 2008), potentially resulting in widespread support for government 
containment measures. We thus posed this RQ:  
 
RQ1 – Did Italian public opinion diverge between extreme "communitarian" and 
"libertarian" positions during the first two phases of the Covid-19 pandemic, and to what 
extent? 



Individual-Level Analysis: Exploring the Media and Political Predictors of 
“Communitarian” And “Libertarian” Positions 
 
Our second goal was to analyze the role of disinformation in forming communitarian and 
libertarian stances at the individual level (Tucker et al., 2018). One significant challenge 
involved understanding the role of fake news spread through both “older” and “newer” 
media sources (Giglietto et al., 2019), being both responsible for the infodemic (WHO, 
2020). Another challenge was the rise of "post-truth" (Waisbord, 2018). Citizens' 
knowledge of different "regimes of truths" about the pandemic could lead to varying 
perceptions of its seriousness and the necessity of safety measures. Considering these 
challenges, we posed the following RQs:  
 
RQ2 – Did Italian citizens' opposite perceptions of traditional media (television, radio, 
newspapers), social media, and messaging apps as reliable sources correlate with 
communitarian and libertarian positions, and if so, how? 
 
RQ3 – Were the levels of knowledge regarding Covid-related "official truths" proposed by 
institutions at the beginning of the emergency associated with communitarian and 
libertarian positions, and if so, how? 
 
Finally, the study investigated the role of the support for the Italian government:  
 
RQ4 – Was trust in the government that issued the "stay-at-home" order associated with 
libertarian or communitarian positions, and if so, how? 
 
Data and Method 
 
The study is based on the first two waves of a longitudinal CAWI survey administered 
after Phase 1 (May 2020) and at the end of Phase 2 (September) pandemic management 
to a representative sample of the Italian adult population with internet access.  
 
To address RQ1, we utilized a survey question asking respondents to indicate their 
position on an 11-point scale regarding two opposing statements: one prioritizing 
"citizens' freedoms always before public health," and the other prioritizing "public health 
always before citizens' freedoms." This scale ranged from 0 (extreme communitarian 
position) to 10 (extreme libertarian position). We measured the divergence in these 
positions using established methods from polarization studies (Lee, 2016; Lelkes, 2016). 
Additionally, we compared this divergence in public opinion on public health with 
divergence on other contentious issues in Italian public discourse, such as immigration 
and European integration, to provide a benchmark for comparison. 
 
To address RQ2, RQ3, and RQ4, we employed a series of cross-sectional and self-
regressive logistic regression models. We constructed our dependent variables using the 
same question described earlier. To identify "the libertarians," we coded individuals who 
selected one of the three scale points closest to the statement "citizens' freedoms always 
come before public health" as 1 and all others as 0. Conversely, to identify "the 
communitarians," we coded individuals who chose one of the three scale points closest 
to the statement "public health always comes before citizens' freedoms" as 1 and all 



others as 0. For our first independent variable, we considered responses to three 
questions recording the frequency of encountering fabricated news on television, radio, 
print, digital newspapers, social media platforms, and instant messaging apps. In our 
models, we also included an index measuring respondents’ knowledge of official truths 
about the Covid-19 pandemic coming from institutional sources.  
 
Finally, we used a survey battery on institutional trust and included a set of control 
variables (frequency of news media use, sociodemographic variables). 
 
Findings 
 
Contrary to the US (e.g. Allcott et al., 2020), data analysis indicated that Italian citizens' 
opinions did not significantly diverge into extreme libertarian and communitarian 
positions. In contrast to divisive issues like European integration and immigration, Italy's 
dominant stance on public health was overwhelmingly communitarian, even at the end of 
Phase 2. This trend may be attributed to the "rally-around-the-flag" phenomenon. 
However, such a widespread acceptance of unprecedented limitations on personal 
freedoms to protect public health could be read as a fertile ground for a normalized 
suspension of democratic rights within the emergency frame (Agamben, 2020). 
 
The logistic regression findings underscored a pronounced distinction between libertarian 
and communitarian attitudes, extending beyond specific issues to broader perceptions of 
the news media, official truths, and government. The analysis demonstrated a strong 
relation between trust in the government, a trustful attitude toward the legacy news media 
and institutional sources as reliable sources, a vision of digital platforms as infodemic 
environments, and communitarian positions. Conversely, libertarians tend to exhibit 
distrust in the government, skepticism towards traditional news media and official truths, 
and less concern about the spread of fake news on digital platforms. 
 
Considering the typical “ceasefire” of journalists when a country experiences an external 
threat (Bennett, 1990), individuals skeptical of the government might have perceived 
traditional media coverage of the government's lockdown measures as exaggerated, 
leading to a stronger resistance to restrictions on personal freedoms. Conversely, those 
with greater confidence in the government and traditional media sources might have 
reinforced their belief in prioritizing public health. The opposite dynamic occurred on 
digital platforms, which often feature criticism of lockdown measures. These opposite 
attitudes towards traditional media and the government also aligned with levels of 
knowledge about official truths. Higher levels of knowledge tended to correlate with 
communitarian positions.  
 
Conclusions 
 
This study adopted a specific definition of polarization and polarized opinions that helps 
to focus on specific manifestations of opinion formation – at the societal and individual 
levels – which indicate unsustainable conflicts for democratic societies. Moreover, the 
study delved into the intricate dynamics of fake news within the contemporary hybrid 
media system, also considering various regimes of truth, thus highlighting the value of 
going beyond the analysis of a single (social) medium. 
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Introduction and Background 
 
Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand continue to struggle with their respective colonial 
legacies, especially when it comes to the rights, recognition, and representation of 
Indigenous peoples. In 2023 and 2024, such controversies were once again reignited in 
both countries, if in very different contexts; this paper presents a comparative analysis of 
public debates in each case, paying particular attention to the intersections between 
social media discussions and news media coverage and the extent and structures of 
political polarisation which such controversies reveal. 
 
In Australia, the centrist Labor government under Prime Minister Anthony Albanese, 
elected in May 2022, honoured its election-night promise to hold a referendum on the 
constitutional recognition of Australia’s Indigenous peoples (Morse, 2022). On 14 October 
2023, Australians voted on a proposal to enshrine an Indigenous Voice to Parliament – a 
federal body representing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and providing 
advice to parliament on matters that affect Indigenous peoples, which had been proposed 
in the 2017 Uluṟu Statement from the Heart (National Constitution Convention, 2017). 
However, in spite of substantial majority support for the constitutional recognition of 
Indigenous peoples in the early stages of the referendum campaign, the referendum lost 
40% to 60% and failed to carry a majority in even a single of Australia’s six states. This 
was due to substantial extent to a highly effective and well-organised No campaign, aided 
by substantial support for No campaigners in Australia’s conservative media. 
 
In Aotearoa New Zealand, the 2023 national election, held by sheer coincidence on the 
same day as the Australian Voice referendum, eventually resulted – after several weeks 
of negotiations – in a change of government from the Labour Party to a coalition of the 



conservative National Party with populist minor parties NZ First and ACT (Neilson et al., 
2023). Emerging amongst the key policy priorities for this new coalition (and especially 
for ACT) was the rolling back of existing policies recognising the rights, culture, and 
language of Aotearoa New Zealand’s Indigenous Māori minority; this manifested initially 
in part in the removal of bilingual English / te reo Māori nomenclature from government 
departments and other offices (McConnell, 2023), and subsequently centred especially 
on the reduction of special provisions for Māori language, culture, and self-governance 
derived from the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi between British colonial representatives and 
Māori chiefs. The depth of the division between Māori groups and their supporters on the 
one hand and the conservative government became especially obvious in the variously 
frosty and angry reception that the coalition party leaders experienced when they 
attended and spoke at public ceremonies on the eve of Waitangi Day, Aotearoa New 
Zealand’s annual national day of commemoration, on 5 Feb. 2024 (McKay, 2024). 
 
Data and Methods 
 
To investigate and analyse the public discourse surrounding these divisive debates about 
the recognition of Indigenous peoples in Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand, we 
gathered data on public debate across a range of mainstream social media platforms, 
including Facebook and Instagram (through CrowdTangle, which covers activity in public 
groups and pages), Twitter/X (via NodeXL’s scraping service, and subject to the severe 
limitations that now apply to data gathering from this platform), and YouTube (from the 
YouTube Data API). In each case, we gathered posts that contained one of a number of 
relevant keywords relating to either debate – for the Voice to Parliament referendum, from 
1 Jan. 2023 to the referendum date of 14 Oct. 2023, and for the Waitangi debate, from 
the election date of 14 Oct. 2023 (data collection is ongoing, and for the purposes of this 
paper we will determine an appropriate end date). In addition, we also extracted from 
these posts any links to external sources (with particular attention to content from news 
outlets), and similarly examined whether YouTube content appearing in our datasets 
originated from news sources. 
 
For each of these datasets we performed a mixed-methods analysis including Natural 
Language Processing (NLP), topic modelling, network mapping, and qualitative close 
reading steps; we have also explored the potential to use Large Language Models (LLMs) 
like OpenAI’s ChatGPT to systematically assess the expressed stance of individual social 
media accounts towards the Voice referendum or Waitangi Treaty, and are currently 
reviewing the quality and reliability of such assessments. This combination of methods 
enabled us to identify a number of distinct groups of actors in each case, whose news 
sourcing and sharing practices we also examined. 
 
Preliminary Findings 
 
Within the space available in this extended abstract we can only sketch out some overall 
findings, and focus here on the Voice referendum case in Australia. Our analysis here 
clearly points to a highly asymmetrical contest: over the course of the campaign, the No 
side was able to very effectively mobilise uncertainty, doubt, and even fear towards the 
Voice to Parliament proposal (indeed, a deliberate strategy to foment doubt and fear 
especially amongst comparatively uninformed voters was revealed by media reporting; 



Sakkal, 2023). This is exemplified by the campaign’s simplistic but highly effective slogan 
‘if you don’t know, vote no’. Such efforts were further aided and amplified by a coalition 
of conservative and far-right politicians and media outlets, with the arch-conservative Sky 
News Australia assuming an especially prominent position in the discourse network. 
 

 
Fig. 1: The network of Facebook groups and pages sharing on each other’s content 
demonstrates the considerably more coherent structure of the No campaign, and the 
centrality of Sky News Australia as a source of No-aligned content, while the Yes 
campaign is considerably less organised and has no comparably central campaign or 
media sources. 
 
The Yes campaign, by contrast, was considerably less coordinated: it enrolled a loose 
network of Indigenous activists, progressive politicians, union leaders, media and sports 
celebrities, and progressive activists, but this network lacked a core driver and failed to 
engage centrist or progressive media as supporters and amplifiers; this is due in part to 
the considerable market power of conservative media in Australia (led by Rupert 
Murdoch’s News Corporation, which also operates Sky News Australia), but also to the 
editorial choices of public broadcaster ABC and even the progressive Guardian Australia 
to favour even-handed fact-checking over active campaigning. Such choices represent a 
principled journalistic stance that is perfectly defensible, of course, but this mismatch 
between activist and disinterested journalistic reporting did also mean that public debate 
in news and social media was able to be dominated by the clearly partisan editorialising 
of Sky News Australia and other conservative and far-right outlets in support of the No 
campaign. 
 
Further Analysis and Interpretation 
 
Given the different status quo in Aotearoa New Zealand (where an existing treaty between 
Indigenous people and colonial society is being undermined), we expect our second case 
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study to exhibit very different patterns of debate, and intend to analyse and highlight these 
divergences in the full paper. Overall, we will interpret our observations through the lens 
of polarisation, distinguishing between the various forms of polarisation (issue-based, 
ideological, affective, interpretive, interactional, …) that have been identified in the 
relevant literature (cf. Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021; Lelkes, 2016; Marino & Ianelli, 2023; 
Yarchi et al., 2021), and assessing in particular whether the patterns of polarised 
discourse and engagement that are evident in our two cases exhibit any of the symptoms 
of destructive polarisation that Esau et al. (2023) have identified. 
 
Should such symptoms of destructive polarisation be present in our data – and our 
preliminary analysis of the Voice referendum debate certainly suggests that it exhibits 
some such symptoms – we will also reflect on how such trends could have been avoided 
and might yet be reversed. While the Voice to Parliament referendum is lost, the struggle 
to maintain and safeguard Māori rights continues, and in Australia, too, greater 
recognition and representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in policy-
making remains on the political agenda despite this major setback. 
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Paper 4 
 
ONLINE POLARISATION AS FRAMEWORK IN RESEARCHING SOCIAL MEDIA 
ACTIVISM AGAINST SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN INDONESIA 
 
Alia Azmi 
Digital Media Research Centre, Queensland University of Technology 
 
 
Background 
 
This study proposes online polarisation as the theoretical framework in researching 
women’s online activism by focusing on the case of Indonesia, for three reasons: (a) the 
different characteristics of Indonesia’s digital feminist activism from those in the Global 
North, where the #metoo online movement started with individuals sharing experiences 
online and coming together as a shared network in voicing similar interests, (b) 
Indonesia’s ideological contestation between progressives (secular nationalists) and 
conservatives (Islamism) that often leads to polarisation based on religious interpretation, 
particularly on women’s issues; and (c) the fact that similar controversies also happened 
in other countries with majority Muslim populations, and particularly those that have 
secular constitutions. 
 
Digital feminist activism in the Global North is identified by the common use of the internet 
to counter the mainstream media’s silencing of women’s experiences of sexual 
harassment (Salter, 2013; Sills et al., 2016). Social media are considered a safe space 
for victims to tell of their experiences, with the choice of anonymity and in the hope of 
being heard, believed, and supported (Andalibi et al., 2018; Gorissen et al., 2023). Social 
media affordances like hashtags allow users to find others with similar interests (Bruns & 
Burgess, 2015), and in the case of sexual violence can also frame meanings into terms 
that expose the prevalence of sexual violence (Mendes et al., 2019). Movements like 
SlutWalk, The HollaBack!, #YesAllWomen, and #MeToo are considered successes in 
sharing individual stories and using catchphrases to expose sexual violence in the Global 
North (Fileborn, 2014; Loney-Howes, 2019; Mendes, 2015). 
 
In countries of the Global South, sharing sensitive individual stories, such as harassment 
experiences, is not common, and frowned upon. The disclosure of individual experiences 
of sexual violence does not always result in inspiration for others to share stories, as in 
the #MeToo movement, due to different identity, legal, and sociocultural systems. 
Objections from family and stigma from the community are the biggest challenges for 
victims and activists to speak up against sexual violence. In Indonesia, speaking up 
against harassment and expressing feminist perspectives can lead to judgment based on 
religious stigma. Public discussions about women’s roles in society and the fight against 
discrimination and violence have been polarising society, which is visible on social media 
and in policy-making processes.  
 
Controversies about women’s issues in Indonesia are rooted in different interpretations 
of religious teachings. The feminist movement faces challenges from religious groups 
who claim that feminism, “imported” from Western culture, is incompatible with local and 



religious values (Nisa, 2019). Discussions about gender roles and gender policy reforms 
are often influenced by different perspectives between secular nationalists and Islamists 
(Afrianty, 2020; Hidayahtulloh, 2023), for example relating to controversies about the role 
of women in the family and the bylaws on head covers for female students in certain 
regions of the country.  
 
The Elimination of Sexual Violence (ESV) bill, proposed in 2016 to the national legislative, 
was only passed after six years of deliberation and controversies between conservative 
and progressive groups. In October 2021, the Minister of Education implemented a 
decree to prevent and address sexual violence on university campuses, which also 
sparked controversies similar to the ESV Bill. Both the bill and the decree identify sexual 
violence as sexual advances without the victim’s consent. The definition is considered to 
align with democratic cosmopolitan values as the basis for gender equality norms; 
meanwhile, conservative groups and parties accused the proponents of the bill of a 
hidden agenda to adopt Western liberal values (Hidayahtulloh, 2023).  
 
This polarisation stems from Indonesia’s characteristics as the most populous Muslim 
nation, but with secular constitution, which means that the constitution does not recognise 
a specific state religion. The constitution, however, does mention the belief in one God 
as one of the state’s ideological principles, which is often interpreted differently between 
conservative (Islamism) and the progressive (secular nationalist) groups (Bourchier, 
2019; Hidayahtulloh, 2023). The debate is often linked to the history of the creation of the 
Indonesian constitution, when secular nationalists rejected a proposal from the Islamist 
parties and organisations to include Islamic sharia as part of the constitution and the 
nation’s ideology, the five principles of Pancasila. The drive to combine democracy and 
Islamic teachings, however, remains alive among conservative Islamists until now 
(Bourchier, 2019). In discussions from social interactions to government policies, it is 
quite common to have different opinions between religious conservatives and moderate 
secular nationalists. 
 
Other countries with majority Muslim populations have been facing the same problem 
when dealing with women’s rights. Surveys indicate that women in Muslim countries are 
often divided on issues such as wearing a veil, the role of wives, inheritance rights for 
women, and the implementation of sharia (Pew Research Center, 2013). Iran, for 
example, has seen women’s movements that align themselves with the international 
human rights framework (Far, 2023). Women in the Middle East and other regions have 
improved their knowledge of more moderate interpretations of the Quran to eliminate 
discrimination against women, therefore creating different paths from the traditional 
patriarchal interpretation of Islamic teachings (Kharroub, 2015). In these countries, there 
have been efforts to fights for women’s rights and against discrimination and violence, but 
there are still challenges from the traditional perspective, making polarisation 
unavoidable. 
 
Research Design 
 
This study focused on the controversies on social media about the Indonesian Minister of 
Education’s Decree about Sexual Violence on Campus and the Elimination of Sexual 
Violence bill. The ministerial decree came into effect in October 2021, in response to 



increasing reports of sexual violence cases in universities across Indonesia. At the time 
of the decree, Indonesia did not have any specific laws about sexual violence, and the 
Elimination of Sexual Violence bill was still being deliberated in the legislative body, the 
People’s Representative Council (DPR). It was eventually passed in 2022. 
 
This study uses posts about the Ministerial Decree and the ESV bill from Twitter, as one 
of the most used social media platforms in Indonesia. I collected historical tweets 
including key terms related to the two topics, using the Twitter Academic API in two 
different timeframes for both topics: (1) the Ministerial Decree from 1 October 2021, when 
the news about the decree started, to 31 December 2021; and (2) the ESV bill from 1 
April 2016, when it was proposed to the legislative, to 12 April 2022, when the bill was 
passed.  
 
The data were analysed to identify important highlights such as peak activities, prominent 
actors, and posts that attracted the most interactions. I also examined the network of 
interactions in the data, to identify different clusters or groups that can be understood as 
representing the various political groups that are polarised against each other. By 
analysing the posts, actors, and the interaction network, I identify how polarisation about 
the issue contributes to or works against activism against sexual violence in Indonesia. 
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POLITICAL CANDIDATES’ MESSAGING BEFORE AND AFTER THE DOBBS 
RULING  
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Social media platforms in the United States, especially Twitter and Facebook, have 
become central communication channels in the public sphere. Politicians and those 
running for political office actively use platforms such as Twitter and Facebook to 
communicate to their supporters and the broader public (Stromer-Galley, 2019). They use 
these platforms to articulate their policy agendas and attack their opponents’ agendas. 
There is also concern that the platforms foster communication that contributes to political 
polarization (Bail, 2021). Research suggests, for, example that people are more likely to 
share negative messages on Twitter than positive messages (Stromer-Galley, Zhang, 
Hemsley, & Tanupabrungsun, 2018), which can help boost polarization. 
 
Access to abortion is a contested and polarizing policy topic in the United States. Political 
polarization is a process and a consequence of extreme rhetoric that shapes public 
attitudes (Sunstein, 2002). Of special concern is affective polarization, which is a negative 
predisposition that partisans have towards out-groups members (Iyengar et al. 2012). 
Even in the months and years after the U.S. Supreme Court codified a woman’s right to 
the medical procedure in 1974, it remained a fraught political topic, with Republican 
politicians typically aligning with the pro-life movement, and Democratic politicians 
aligning with the pro-choice movement, and both sides articulating affectively polarizing 
discourse. Legal protections of abortion access have eroded since 1974, with 
conservatives vowing to overturn the Supreme Court’s ruling in Roe v. Wade that defined 
those protections. The election of Republican Donald Trump and his appointment of three 
Supreme Court justices led to the ruling in Dobbs vs. Jackson’s Women’s Health in 2022 
that undid the legal protections defined in Roe. 
 
Ideally, elections provide the citizenry the opportunity to learn the policy positions of their 
potential representatives in government, and then decide on who would best represent 
their interests (Trent, Friedenberg, & Denton, 2011). In practice, U.S. political campaigns 
are episodic exercises in political polarization, in which ideology and identity coalesce 
around the candidates of the two major parties (Hernandez et al., 2021; Lau et al., 2017). 
In this context, the campaigns use social media to not only articulate their policy positions 
but do so in a way to court supporters and enable them to amplify their message and 
evangelize to the broader public. Social media becomes an amplifier of affectively-
polarizing speech. 
 
One weakness of the literature on polarization is that it focuses more on the attitudes of 
the public than the causes of those attitudes. Political discourse, especially by people in 
political power, contribute to the polarizing attitudes that are increasingly pervasive. Given 
that, my project aims to explore how the discourse by political candidates on social media 



evolved from 2018 to 2022 – from the lead-up to the Dobbs ruling to the election in the 
year it took effect. Surprisingly little research has yet explored how political candidates 
have used their social media platforms to either advocate for or attack abortion rights, 
and we know little about how the discourse evolved in that time, or how the public 
engaged with those messages.  
 
To understand the discourse in this time period, I ask the following research questions: 
To what extent did political campaign messages on Twitter and Facebook change 
between 2018, when abortion was still codified in federal law, and 2022, after Roe v. 
Wade was overturned? Were Republican candidates more likely to share social media 
messages about abortion as compared with Democrats, and were there changes over 
time? Were candidates more likely to attack opponents for their positions on abortion, or 
to instead advocate for their own positions? To what extent did women candidates 
emphasize abortion differently than male candidates, and what changes if any are in 
evidence from before to after the Dobbs ruling? Were there differences in the incivility 
that attacked opponents in abortion messages by party, by gender, or by political race 
over time? Are there any differences in the messaging strategies on Twitter as compared 
with Facebook across the three election periods by race and by party? 
 
The data for this analysis comes from a multi-year project collecting Facebook posts and 
Tweets from U.S. political candidates. The corpus includes messages from nearly all 
candidates with Facebook accounts and Twitter accounts that ran for U.S. senate or 
governor during the general elections of 2018, 2020, and 2022.1 To analyze the massive 
volume of messages, as part of a larger project, we developed algorithms that categorize 
messages on a variety of different dimensions, including on their policy positions, whether 
the messages attack opponents or advocate for their own positions (Stromer-Galley and 
Rossini, 2023), and whether the message tone is civil or uncivil. We also collected meta-
data from Twitter and Facebook of engagement metrics, including likes, shares/retweets, 
and comments. We further gathered meta data regarding the candidate, such as their 
political party and their gender.   
 
I am currently in the process of updating our policy topic classifiers to take advantage of 
the BERT large language model (Devlin, Chang, Lee, & Toutanova, 2018), and so the 
data are not yet analyzable. We specifically have a policy classifier focused on women’s 
issues, which includes abortion. Our process will include initially analyzing the “women’s 
issues” categorized messages and then building a key-word search within those to 
identify messages pertaining explicitly to abortion. We will then further build classifiers to 
identify messages that support or that oppose abortion access. Once those messages 
are categorized, then we will analyze the data with a series of descriptive statistics to 
answer the research questions. In addition, we will read the messages across time to also 
provide a richer qualitative analysis of the changes over time in the public messaging by 
political candidates, especially around polarizing discourse. 
 

 
1 I note “nearly” because collection problems surfaced in 2018. We failed to collect a few messages or all 
of the general election messages of less than 10% of the candidates that year, primarily senatorial 
candidates. We attempted to collect those missing messages in 2023, but a few candidates deleted their 
campaign accounts creating a gap in our collection.   



Our aim is to trace how the public messaging by political candidates on social media 
evolved over the time period from before to after the Dobbs ruling. Political candidates 
use their social media accounts to articulate their policy positions, but at the same time 
we are concerned some communicate in ways that denigrate and dehumanize the 
opposition, which creates the environment for affective polarization. While members of 
the public and elites can and do disagree intensely on policy matters, polarization is more 
likely when the debate turns hostile and dehumanizing.   
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