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BOOK REVIEW

AIM SINPENG AND ROSS TAPSELL, EDS.

From Grassroots Activism to Disinformation
Social Media in Southeast Asia

Singapore: ISEAS-Yusof Ishak Institute, 2021, 225 pp.

At the onset of Rodrigo Duterte’s presidency in the Philippines, there 
were several attempts by those in the opposition to “promote” critical 
thinking to counter the disinformation happening in cyberspaces 
especially as a response to the electoral infrastructure established by 
the Duterte camp. What these efforts from the opposition overlook, 
however, is that while the experiences on social media are personal 
and individualized for some, the industry that underpins it is not. The 
book Grassroots Activism and Disinformation: Social Media in Southeast 
Asia repeatedly makes the claim that the industry behind social media 
movements and its governments in Southeast Asia—not necessarily 
backed or funded by these governments, but rather envelopes it—are 
a critical juncture for the use of social media in the future for both 
the citizenry and its governments.  

As an activist-scholar working in communications for social 
movements in the Philippines, one thing is certain: the stratifications 
in Philippine society make social media hardly the space for further 
democratization. I find this a necessary point to underpin for this 
book review for two reasons:  one being the very impression I received 
while reading the developments of social media in Southeast Asia 
and second this is consistent with my personal experiences in this 
line of work. In the second chapter of From Grassroots Activism to 
Disinformation, Combinido and Curato (2021, 21) mention that the 
Philippines boasts of being the “social media capital of the world.” 
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While this is true, I echo their argument that the problem with 
disinformation in the Philippines is that disinformation is embedded 
in the country’s political economy (20). To further their argument, I 
believe this is also true for the rest of Southeast Asia. 

For better or for worse, the COVID-19 pandemic has radically 
shifted our spaces to an almost completely online setting with 
governments enforcing lockdowns worldwide. This has solidified 
social media in the everyday lives of people and has also made 
disinformation widely and exponentially accessible to those anxious 
about the novel coronavirus. Unverified information from so-called 
“experts” that lack links to credible sources dominate not only public 
timelines but also group chats. In Indonesia, for example, young 
people were found to rely heavily on social media for information 
regarding COVID-19, rather than the resources created by the 
government (Halim et al. 2020). In Vietnam, disinformation had 
developed into a problem of such magnitude during the pandemic 
that the government had enacted “hefty” fines for those found guilty 
of spreading unverified information (Viet-Phuong La et al. 2020). 
With these events, editors Sinpeng and Tapsell’s From Grassroots 
Activism to Disinformation is an impeccably timely read; one that 
surely will provide enlightening contexts for the way social media is 
the way it is for activists and scholars like me. 

Platforms like Facebook have promoted easier internet access 
to the Philippines, along with Indonesia, Bangladesh, and Myanmar, 
through Internet.org or Facebook Basics—a partnership of Facebook 
with major telecommunications companies in these regions to make 
Facebook accessible to “developing countries” (Constantine 2013). 
This partnership has made Facebook irreplaceable in the life of 
ordinary citizens of these countries. While it may seem like a positive 
development for the efforts to democratize the social media space, 
this also leads ordinary people vulnerable to unverified information 
that Facebook is incapable of handling responsibly, as seen in the 
case of Myanmar and the genocide of the Rohingyas that Nyi 
Nyi Kyaw writes about in the book’s fifth chapter. Nyi Nyi Kyaw 
chronicles the double-edged sword of a “democratized” social media 
space. With increased freedoms, the dynamics of hate between the 
Buddhists and the Muslims and Rohingya were carried over and 
even amplified (93–97). Facebook and its CEO, Mark Zuckerberg, 
were questioned by the US Senate in their “inaction” in Myanmar 
(99). As a business, Facebook is vulnerable to whims of profiteering 
and would favor those who can fulfill that profit margin. While in 
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theory, the machinery Facebook sells is available to all, Facebook 
as a business will unleash a behemoth under state resources. This is 
especially true for Myanmar. When the genocide and scapegoating 
of Rohingyas are aligned with the interests of the military and the 
political elites (98), how sure are we, as users of these platforms, of 
the “freedom” we experience in these spaces not just under repressive 
governments but within the platforms themselves? 

If I were to have any criticism about the book, it would be that 
it more or less assumes that social media itself, in its forms today, is 
mainly a participatory space in which normal citizens can involve 
themselves in political matters by organizing groups, petitions, and 
movements. While pockets of this participatory space have developed, 
to mainly give credit to social media for organizing these “results” 
is reductive. Social media plays a big role, but it is not the main 
mode of activism that some of the chapters, which tackled activism, 
would like to paint. I will concede, for example, if it was framed that 
social media has made offline and on-the-ground organizing “easier” 
for activists. But even then, it is undeniable that social media only 
supports these offline movements. Dien Luong (2021, 154) illustrates 
this in the eighth chapter through the case of Vietnam and the fish 
kill involved in the steel plant of Formosa Plastics where demands 
of transparency and accountability to the government were met with 
physical demonstrations on the streets (Vu Trong Khanh 2016). While 
mentioned in the chapter, these demonstrations were called “real-life 
impacts” (Dien Luong 2021, 155) of these social media movements 
rather than a concerted effort of both online and offline strategies to 
reach certain ends, which almost always is the case. Another example 
of this is Natalie Pang’s chapter (2021, 167), which provides an initial 
answer for this in the case of Singapore where public demonstrations 
are rare due to Singapore’s draconian laws on public demonstrations. 
Because of the aid of social media in making organizing spaces easier 
and accessible especially in the post-election period, Singapore’s civil 
society was able to register eighty-five demonstrations in 2011, and 
ninety-five events in 2012 (174). 

This discussion brings into question what exactly counts as 
“online activism” in this context or in the book, for that matter? 
Do movements that are active in offline settings, such is the case 
in these demonstrations, but maintain an online presence belong 
in this category? Or do we exclusively look at online movements? 
Are there exclusively online movements at all? These are questions 
that need to be addressed when dealing with the relationship of 
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social media and activism. This, I believe, deserves its own focus, not 
necessarily lumped together with disinformation for a greater focus 
for future scholarship. From my perspective, the topics the book tries 
to grapple with are unfortunately and surprisingly two understudied 
phenomena given its urgent and “real world” impacts. This is why the 
book ping-pongs from activism to disinformation several times with 
little connection to each other besides the fact that they share similar 
platforms and spaces. 

The case of red-tagging in the Philippines is a clear-cut but rare 
intersection between activism and disinformation that unfortunately 
was left out in the case of the Philippine chapter. The dangers of 
state-sponsored disinformation are unfortunately present as well for 
“patient zero” or the Philippines. The billions—a whopping nineteen 
billion of government funds (CNN Philippines Staff 2020)—invested 
by the Philippine government in its counterinsurgency efforts 
unsurprisingly includes disinformation and red-tagging on groups, 
individuals, and even elected officials supposedly “connecting” them 
to armed, underground organizations like the Communist Party of 
the Philippines (Rappler.com 2021; Kabiling 2021). 

The book tries to grapple with questions of “reclaiming” the 
space of social media especially for reformists. However, at the end, 
I was left with less than a definitive answer to this very question. 
The book brings about developments in the use of social media in 
Southeast Asia, and it was very enlightening in that regard. However, 
there is also another critical question to answer and to reflect upon 
for academics: in the time of “democratic backsliding” (Marco Bünte 
2021,192), should we be comfortable in the throes of the “yes and no” 
answers that we have in our works? 

The ending chapter by Marco Bünte aptly ends in quite a definitive 
note: new technologies “have been used by authoritarians to bolster 
their regimes and have helped to erode young democracies” (206). 
Given this conclusion, how then should we envision a “reclaimed” 
social media space? In this light, I’d like to enjoin academics, scholars, 
and activists to think beyond the constraints of the market-based 
platforms we currently use. There are potentials for an “open” internet 
and a “free” social media that has not had the chances to be used widely. 
These platforms often contrast themselves from the mainstream 
as non-profit or privacy-oriented. Many activists, in my experience 
and often in small numbers, turn to these platforms instead of the 
usual Facebook-Twitter combination to protect themselves from data 
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breaches or protection for communicating sensitive matters. However, 
these projects are still in the fringes of social media use. But these 
things open up conversations on the possibilities for the future of 
social media use outside of the current frameworks. Maybe then, we 
truly could have democratic spaces fostered online. 
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