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Abstract
We propose a cross-cultural study of participation in acrossborder Twitter conversations, inspired by writer and speaker
Siyanda Mohutsiwa’s views on Twitter as a tool for fostering social pan-Africanism among African youth. We study
prior work on Twitter use and non-use, the role of Twitter in
organizing groups of people, and social media use related
to the interaction of different identities. We use this work to
ground an exploratory cross-cultural study that would compare the tweets from Mohutsiwa’s #ifafricawasabar hashtag
with tweets from a similar hashtag in India and the United
States. We propose our overall research and methodological questions with the goal of formulating best practices for
comparative analyses of Twitter data.
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Introduction
In February 2016, Siyanda Mohutsiwa, a writer, speaker,
and self-described pan-Africanist, gave a TED Talk about
the promise of Twitter as a site for fostering social panAfricanism–the idea that people of each African country

can relate to, share, and collaborate with each other despite
cultural and geographic differences [10]. She recounts how,
in the summer of 2015, she was inspired by the question
of what each country would be doing or drinking if Africa
was a bar [10]. She tweeted “#ifafricawasabar South Africa
would be drinking all kinds of alcohol and begging them to
get along in its stomach”, referencing the attempt to rebuild
South Africa after apartheid [10]. Eventually, the hashtag
garnered participation, amassing over 60,000 tweets within
a week [10].
Encouraged by the wide participation the hashtag received,
Mohutsiwa said that the Internet could be a tool to actualize
the idea of social pan-Africanism [10]. However, she also
explains that using Twitter and hashtags like this requires
access to mobile data, English-speaking skills, and willingness to connect to people (oftentimes strangers) from
different countries, pointing to the realities of participating
on Twitter [10]. Motivated by the fact that the hashtag is
intended to bring people together based on individual identities, we propose an exploration of the realities of Twitter
conversations that cross borders. By analyzing the tweets
containing the hashtag #ifafricawasabar and tweets from a
similar national conversation in India and the United States,
we plan to conduct an exploratory cross-cultural study that
analyzes participation in these specific Twitter conversations that span geographic boundaries and the ideological
differences that follow. The following sections describe previous work on Twitter use and non-use, the use of Twitter
for organization, and social media conversations that cross
borders, physical and cultural. We then describe our research questions and potential methodologies for analyzing
data.

Related Work
Twitter’s design has made it a unique social medium. Its
brevity and constant updates are quite different from social
platforms that contain longer, more infrequent posts [11].
Additionally, one does not need to be friends with another
user to see their posts (unless the posts have been made
private) or to direct a tweet towards them [11], making a
proliferation of "weak, low-cost ties" possible [14]. Such
a setup creates the potential for more interactions among
strangers. For example, a user could tweet at a celebrity,
and the celebrity could choose to reply, forming an interaction that did not originally exist offline [12]. Tweets can
also be sent via text message, making Twitter accessible
with a range of mobile phones [11]. Additionally, compared
to other online social platforms that have content originating largely from the Global North [5], analysis of geotagged
tweets indicates a great amount of content originating from
the Global South [6]. Considering the way users take advantage of Twitter’s design, Mohutsiwa’s point that it is a
fitting social platform for Africa’s youth is promising.
This is not to say participation on Twitter is representative
of overall populations. Twitter use is still largely dependent
on Internet access, which is not as accessible in socioeconomically marginalized communities [11]. Of those who do
use Twitter, a minuscule percentage of "elite users" produce
a majority of new information or content, and categories of
users (bloggers, celebrities, etc.) tend to have exchanges
among themselves [18]. However, a user’s impact measured in number of followers, retweets, or growth rate can
provide a different story [9]. A study of geotagged tweets
shows that Indonesia and Malyasia have an extremely high
concentration of influential users [9]. In Africa, influential
users are largely in Nigeria and South Africa [9]. This varying topography of participation on Twitter begs the question
of who is talking about what when using a hashtag, partic-

ularly when the purpose is to share ideas among a diverse
set of users.
The use of hashtags is another aspect of Twitter that brings
up questions of participation. Hashtag games such as
#ifafricawasabar garner participation that relies on an understanding of the game and linguistic wordplay [17]. In a
study of hashtags related to two environmental movements,
one hashtag was used by a central actor to mobilize and
publicize, while the other hashtag was used to self-mobilize
[13]. Hashtags are also unique in that they allow for the formation of "ad hoc publics" that form rapidly and in real time,
as opposed to planned groups that might need permission
to form or include members [1]. More generally, categories
of topics can also have meaningful subgroups. A study of
communities on Twitter sharing New York Times articles
showed that users split into groups interested in international, national, and local news, with national news groups
divided into liberal, conservative, and other [7]. In our study,
characterizing how hashtags are fostering participation may
be revealing.
Twitter use also becomes complicated when considering
geography. As location data is attached to information, the
idea of a "borderless" Internet is diminishing [16]. Tweets
can be geotagged, though a very small proportion are, and
georeferenced tweets are only processed if referenced in
English [9]. A study of tweets regarding the 2008 and 2012
US presidential elections found that Twitter samples tend to
over-represent areas with high population density, indicating
Twitter use is growing along existing patterns of population
distribution in the United States [4]. Twitter users reportedly retweet or reference users and news both far away and
nearby equally often. Another study has shown that more
than a third of all links and tweets are shared across national borders [8], particularly to countries that are close

physically and linguistically [14, 8]. Prior work on trending
topics in the US has also found that nationally trending topics are first popularized by individual metropolitan cities
within the country that tend to be hubs of air traffic [2].
Finally, there have been multiple studies that situate online
interactions in larger sociocultural contexts. A case study of
Guangzhou users of Sina Weibo, a Chinese social media
platform, showed that despite the Chinese national government’s attempts to create a homogeneous national identity,
Weibo was used to maintain a sense of local identity in the
midst of national politics [16]. Users would sometimes write
in Cantonese as a politically meaningful act and assertion
of their identity, and Weibo in general could be used to talk
about local perspectives [16]. Outside of social media use,
an analysis of voting in the Eurovision Contest showed that
votes cast by Europeans from multiple countries can be
indicative of cultural affinity among residents of member
countries and reflect economic and political climates [3].

Proposed Work
Currently, we have collected more than 30,000 tweets containing the hashtag #ifafricawasabar via Twitter’s Search
API, which searches within a set of tweets sampled from
the last 7 days of all tweets from Twitter [15]. Because the
hashtag is unique to a particular place and social context,
we were inspired to analyze this hashtag in comparison
to others, prompting a literature review of prior work that
studies the intersection of participation, Twitter use, and geography. Because the authors have experience researching
in India, Kenya, and the United States, we chose India and
the United States as possible candidates for comparison.
Hashtagged tweets from both countries will be collected using the Twitter Search API as well. In order to conduct such
a cross-cultural study, we lay out the following methodological and research questions:

• What comparisons in participation might be made
between datasets, considering the differences among
the countries such as income, geographical structure,
and sociopolitical context of potential hashtags?
• What kind of trending hashtags within India and the
US would be appropriate to compare to #ifafricawasabar,
considering the hashtag attempts to involve multiple
identities in one scenario?
• What methodologies would be appropriate to determine participation, spread of information, and attitudes of different identities towards each other?
• How is the hashtag being appropriated? Are there
unintended ways that the hashtag is being used?
What might this indicate about across-border participation?

We also note that #ifafricawasabar is possibly one of many
Twitter conversations that cross borders, and we intend to
situate any data that is collected within the specific characteristics of this hashtag, such as volume of participation and
longevity of the hashtag. Our goal for this symposium is to
evaluate our methodology, as well as discuss what other
questions we could ask and what we could study with respect to the other countries’ hashtags.

Conclusion
In this proposal, we lay out the basis of a study of participation in Twitter conversations that cross borders, both
physical and cultural. We want to explore what differences
might arise in representation in hashtags among multiple
countries. In order to do so, we hope to further discuss and
answer the questions above when comparing multiple contexts and analyzing Twitter data.
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