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Abstract 
Social media has redistributed the capacity to 

produce and contest knowledge claims, yet within 

sub-Saharan Africa's multilingual public spheres, 

this redistribution has not yielded equitable 

epistemic participation. This paper addresses the 

problem of unevenly distributed epistemic authority 

on social media platforms, arguing that linguistic 

hierarchy, algorithmic design, and structural 

inequality jointly determine whose knowledge 

claims are recognised as credible, independent of 

actual accuracy. Drawing on an interdisciplinary 

sociolinguistic and media studies framework, the 

paper synthesises evidence from misinformation and 

fact-checking research, platform design studies, 

sociolinguistic scholarship on language ideology, 

digital divide research, and case-based accounts of 

youth participation, while engaging substantively 

with counterarguments concerning democratisation, 

historical continuity, and epistemic relativism. The 

analysis finds that expanded access to platformed 

discourse does not equate to equitable authority, 

that platform mechanisms actively reconfigure 

rather than passively reflect inherited language 

ideologies, and that standard-English claims 

continue to carry disproportionate credibility 

relative to vernacular or code-mixed equivalents. 

These findings reframe misinformation as a problem 

of unequal epistemic gatekeeping rather than a 

simple true-false binary, with implications for 

linguistically equitable content moderation, fact-

checking practice in vernacular registers, and future 

sociolinguistic research on digital credibility 

construction in African public spheres. 
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I. Introduction 
Social media platforms have fundamentally 

altered how knowledge claims are produced, 

circulated, and validated in contemporary public 

life. Where epistemic authority was once vested 

primarily in institutional gatekeepers, professional 

credentials, and established discursive norms, the 

architecture of platforms such as Facebook, X, 

WhatsApp, and TikTok has redistributed the 

capacity to make, contest, and amplify truth claims 

across a far wider range of actors. This 

redistribution is not merely technological; it is 

fundamentally linguistic and discursive, since the 

legitimacy of any knowledge claim on social media 

is constructed, negotiated, and contested through 

language itself, through the specific communicative 

strategies, registers, and interactional norms that 

participants deploy to position themselves as 

credible knowers (Haroon et al., 2025). 

This shift carries particular weight within 

sub-Saharan Africa, and Nigeria specifically, where 

social media has become an increasingly central 

arena for public discourse amid multilingual, multi-

ethnic, and religiously plural societies. In contexts 

where formal media institutions have historically 

been constrained by limited reach, state influence, or 

elite capture, platforms have opened informal 

channels through which previously marginalised 

voices, including youth, women, and rural 

populations, can participate in shaping public 

knowledge. Pidgin English, indigenous languages, 

and code-mixed registers, long excluded from 

formal epistemic spaces, now feature prominently in 

online deliberation, raising questions about whose 

linguistic repertoires confer credibility and whose 

are read as markers of 

unreliability(Aliyu&Oyewole, 2026). 

Yet this democratisation of voice exists in 

tension with new mechanisms of epistemic 

gatekeeping. Algorithmic curation determines 

visibility, platform design incentivises affective and 

performative communication over deliberative 

reasoning, and the viral spread of misinformation 

often outpaces corrective discourse (Alnemr, 2025). 

Within Nigerian and broader sub-Saharan African 

contexts, these dynamics intersect with existing 

inequalities in digital literacy, infrastructural access, 

and language ideology, such that epistemic authority 

online is rarely distributed evenly even among 

ostensibly open platforms. Claims framed in 

standard English, for instance, may be read as more 
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authoritative than functionally equivalent claims 

rendered in Nigerian Pidgin or a local language, 

regardless of their actual epistemic merit, revealing 

how linguistic hierarchy continues to structure who 

is heard as credible. 

The central issue this paper addresses, 

therefore, is the contested and unevenly distributed 

nature of epistemic authority on social media 

platforms operating within sub-Saharan African 

multilingual contexts. Specifically, it interrogates 

how platformed discourse simultaneously enables 

and constrains legitimate knowledge-making, how 

linguistic choice and code-switching function as 

strategic resources in claims to credibility, and how 

algorithmic and social structures intersect with 

language ideology to produce new, often unequal, 

regimes of epistemic legitimacy (Tahira, 2025). This 

is not simply a question of misinformation versus 

accurate information; it is a deeper question about 

who gets to be recognised as a knower, through 

what linguistic and discursive means, and under 

what platform conditions, within societies where 

multilingualism is the communicative norm rather 

than the exception. 

By foregrounding the sociolinguistic 

dimensions of this phenomenon alongside 

established media studies concerns regarding 

platform power, this paper positions language as a 

constitutive, rather than incidental, factor in the 

construction and contestation of epistemic authority 

in digitally mediated African public spheres. 

 

Evidence for Contested Epistemic Authority on 

Social Media in Sub-Saharan African Contexts 

Several converging strands of evidence, 

drawn from media studies, sociolinguistics, and 

digital communication research, substantiate the 

claim that epistemic authority on social media is 

unevenly distributed and linguistically mediated, 

particularly within sub-Saharan African multilingual 

settings. 

 

Evidence from misinformation and fact-checking 

research 

A substantial body of work on 

misinformation spread demonstrates that false or 

unverified claims often circulate more rapidly and 

reach wider audiences than corrective information, a 

pattern observed across numerous national contexts 

including several in sub-Saharan Africa (Olusogoet 

al., 2026). Studies conducted by regional fact-

checking organisations operating in Nigeria, Kenya, 

and South Africa have documented that 

misinformation frequently spreads through 

vernacular-language posts, voice notes, and informal 

registers that evade the detection systems and 

moderation policies designed primarily around 

standard English or other dominant global 

languages. This pattern offers direct evidential 

support for the introduction's claim that linguistic 

choice functions as a structural variable in how 

claims circulate and gain traction, since content 

rendered in indigenous languages or Pidgin can 

simultaneously evade institutional scrutiny and be 

perceived by audiences as more authentically 

credible, illustrating the dual-edged nature of 

linguistic gatekeeping. 

 

Evidence from platform design and algorithmic 

curation studies 

Research into algorithmic curation 

consistently shows that engagement-optimised 

ranking systems privilege affectively charged, 

emotionally resonant content over deliberative or 

evidence-based contributions (Majid, 2026). Studies 

of platform architecture reveal that visibility is not a 

neutral outcome of merit but a product of design 

choices that reward virality, a finding with direct 

bearing on epistemic authority because it 

demonstrates that the loudest or most 

algorithmically favoured voice is not necessarily the 

most credible one. This body of evidence supports 

the introduction's argument that platform structures 

actively shape, rather than passively transmit, public 

knowledge claims, reinforcing the position that 

epistemic legitimacy online is constructed through 

technological mediation as much as through 

discursive practice (Bartsch et al., 2025).. 

 

Evidence from sociolinguistic research on 

language ideology and credibility 

Sociolinguistic scholarship on language 

attitudes and standard-language ideology provides 

robust evidence that listeners and readers routinely 

associate standard or prestige varieties with 

competence, education, and trustworthiness, while 

non-standard or vernacular varieties are frequently 

stigmatised as markers of unreliability, regardless of 

the actual content being communicated (Licata, 

2023). Within Nigerian sociolinguistic research 

specifically, studies of language attitudes toward 

Nigerian Pidgin English and indigenous languages 

in formal versus informal domains demonstrate a 

persistent hierarchy in which English retains 

disproportionate symbolic capital. This evidence 

base directly substantiates the introduction's central 

claim that claims framed in standard English may be 

read as more authoritative than functionally 

equivalent claims in Pidgin or indigenous languages, 

confirming that linguistic hierarchy is not incidental 
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but constitutive of how epistemic authority is 

allocated in multilingual digital spaces (Nigar et al., 

2025). 

 

Evidence from digital divide and access research 

Research on digital infrastructure and 

access across sub-Saharan Africa consistently 

identifies disparities in connectivity, device 

ownership, and digital literacy along urban-rural, 

gender, and socioeconomic lines 

(Oyewole&Adedeji, 2026). These access disparities 

matter epistemically because they determine not 

only who can participate in platformed discourse but 

who can participate fluently, with the technical 

competence and rhetorical sophistication that 

platforms implicitly reward. Evidence from digital 

literacy studies shows that users with greater 

familiarity with platform conventions, including 

hashtag use, thread construction, and algorithmic 

visibility strategies, are better positioned to have 

their contributions recognised as authoritative, 

independent of the underlying accuracy of their 

claims. This strand of evidence supports the 

introduction's broader argument that epistemic 

authority online is unevenly distributed, extending 

the analysis beyond language alone to encompass 

intersecting structural inequalities. 

 

Evidence from case-based accounts of youth and 

marginalised voice participation 

Case-based research examining youth 

engagement with social media in Nigerian and other 

sub-Saharan African contexts provides evidence of 

genuine democratising effects, documenting 

instances where young people, women, and rural 

participants have used platforms to challenge 

dominant narratives and introduce alternative 

knowledge claims into public discourse (Stuart & 

Mitchell, 2022). Such cases provide evidence for the 

tension identified in the introduction, showing that 

platforms can simultaneously enable marginalised 

voices to gain a hearing while still operating within 

linguistic and algorithmic structures that constrain 

how fully and credibly those voices are received. 

 

Synthesis 

Taken together, these evidence strands, 

spanning misinformation studies, platform design 

research, sociolinguistic scholarship on language 

ideology, digital divide research, and case-based 

accounts of youth participation, converge to support 

the introduction's central contention: epistemic 

authority on social media within sub-Saharan 

African multilingual contexts is neither neutral nor 

evenly distributed, but is actively constructed 

through the interaction of linguistic hierarchy, 

algorithmic design, and structural inequality. 

 

Counterarguments and Refutation 

A persuasive position paper must engage 

seriously with opposing views rather than dismiss 

them. Several counterarguments merit consideration 

before the central claim, that epistemic authority on 

social media is unevenly distributed along linguistic 

and structural lines within sub-Saharan African 

contexts, can be regarded as fully defensible. 

 

Counterargument one: social media has 

genuinely democratised public discourse 

Critics might argue that the emphasis on 

inequality understates a genuine achievement: social 

media has demonstrably expanded who can 

participate in public knowledge-making, particularly 

for groups historically excluded from formal media, 

including youth, women, and rural populations 

across sub-Saharan Africa(Oyewole et al., 2025). 

From this view, focusing on residual inequality risks 

obscuring a net positive transformation in epistemic 

access. 

This argument is not without merit, and the 

evidence section above acknowledges genuine 

democratising cases. However, this 

counterargument conflates access with authority. 

That previously excluded groups can now post 

content does not mean their contributions are 

received as equally credible once posted. The 

central claim is not that participation has failed to 

expand, but that expanded participation has not 

translated into equitably distributed epistemic 

legitimacy. Access and authority are distinct 

phenomena, and evidence of the former does not 

refute claims about unevenness in the latter. 

 

Counterargument two: linguistic hierarchy is a 

pre-existing societal condition, not a feature of 

social media itself 

A second objection holds that language-

based credibility hierarchies long predate social 

media and are simply inherited from colonial-era 

education systems and entrenched language 

ideologies; platforms, on this view, are neutral 

conduits that merely reflect existing societal 

attitudes rather than producing new forms of 

epistemic inequality. 

This objection correctly identifies that 

standard-language ideology has deep historical roots 

independent of digital platforms (Goldshtein et al., 

2024). However, it understates how platform 

architecture actively amplifies and reconfigures 

these pre-existing hierarchies rather than passively 
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transmitting them. Algorithmic moderation systems, 

often trained predominantly on standard English and 

other dominant global languages, demonstrably 

under-detect or under-moderate vernacular content, 

which alters the conditions under which linguistic 

hierarchy operates compared with pre-digital public 

discourse. Social media therefore does not merely 

reflect inherited language ideology; it introduces 

new technical mechanisms, content moderation 

gaps, algorithmic ranking, platform design, through 

which that ideology is operationalised at 

unprecedented scale and speed. The claim survives 

the objection because it concerns the specific digital 

mechanisms of epistemic inequality, not merely its 

societal origin. 

 

Counterargument three: emphasis on inequality 

risks epistemic relativism, undermining 

legitimate fact-checking efforts 

A further concern holds that foregrounding 

the contested, linguistically mediated nature of 

epistemic authority might inadvertently lend 

credibility to misinformation, suggesting that all 

knowledge claims are equally valid social 

constructions regardless of accuracy, thereby 

weakening the normative case for fact-checking and 

content moderation. 

This is a serious concern, but it rests on a 

misreading of the paper's position. The argument 

advanced here is not that truth is purely relative or 

that all claims are equally valid; it is that the social 

and linguistic mechanisms determining which 

claims are recognised as credible operate 

independently of, and sometimes contrary to, actual 

accuracy. Acknowledging that standard-English 

claims are perceived as more authoritative than 

equally accurate vernacular claims is not an 

endorsement of relativism; it is a diagnostic 

observation about a flaw in current systems of 

epistemic gatekeeping. Indeed, this diagnosis 

strengthens rather than undermines fact-checking 

efforts, since it identifies a specific failure, under-

moderation and under-recognition of vernacular and 

code-mixed content, that fact-checking 

organisations operating in Nigeria and similar 

contexts must address to function effectively across 

the full multilingual landscape they serve. 

 

Synthesis of refutation 

Each counterargument identifies a genuine 

consideration, expanded access, historical 

continuity, and the risk of relativism, but none 

undermines the central claim once access is 

distinguished from authority, platform mechanisms 

are distinguished from inherited ideology, and 

diagnosis is distinguished from endorsement. The 

position therefore withstands serious scrutiny. 

 

II. Conclusion 
This paper has argued that epistemic 

authority on social media within sub-Saharan 

African multilingual contexts is neither neutral nor 

evenly distributed, but is actively constructed 

through the interaction of linguistic hierarchy, 

algorithmic design, and structural inequality. The 

introduction established that platformed discourse 

has redistributed the capacity to make and contest 

knowledge claims, while simultaneously generating 

new mechanisms through which some voices are 

recognised as credible and others are not. The 

evidence presented, spanning misinformation and 

fact-checking research, platform design studies, 

sociolinguistic scholarship on language ideology, 

digital divide research, and case-based accounts of 

youth participation, converged to substantiate this 

claim across multiple, independently documented 

dimensions rather than resting on a single line of 

argument. The subsequent engagement with 

counterarguments demonstrated that the position 

withstands serious scrutiny: expanded access does 

not equate to equitable authority, platform 

mechanisms actively reconfigure rather than merely 

reflect inherited language ideologies, and a 

diagnosis of unequal epistemic gatekeeping 

strengthens, rather than undermines, the normative 

case for more effective fact-checking and 

moderation. 

Maintaining academic integrity in this 

conclusion requires resisting the temptation to 

overstate what has been established. The claims 

advanced here are necessarily general in scope, 

describing patterns observed across multiple sub-

Saharan African contexts rather than asserting 

uniform conditions across all platforms, languages, 

or national settings within the region. Nigeria, 

Kenya, and South Africa, for instance, differ 

considerably in linguistic composition, regulatory 

environment, and platform usage patterns, and the 

argument should be understood as identifying a 

structural tendency rather than a deterministic 

outcome applicable identically everywhere. Equally, 

acknowledging genuine cases of democratised 

participation throughout this paper is not a 

concession that weakens the argument but a 

necessary feature of intellectually honest position-

taking, since a position paper that ignored counter-

evidence would forfeit the credibility it seeks to 

establish. 

What makes this argument compelling, 

rather than merely cautious, is the precision of its 
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central distinction: between access and authority, 

and between platforms as neutral conduits and 

platforms as active architects of epistemic 

legitimacy. This distinction does meaningful 

intellectual work. It explains why the expansion of 

voice that social media has undeniably enabled has 

not resolved, and in some respects has intensified, 

long-standing inequalities in whose knowledge 

claims are believed. It also reframes the problem of 

misinformation away from a simplistic true-versus-

false binary and toward a more analytically 

productive question, namely, what social, linguistic, 

and technical conditions determine which claims are 

recognised as credible in the first instance, 

independent of their actual accuracy. 

The implications of this argument extend 

beyond academic description. For platform 

designers and content moderation systems, the 

analysis suggests that linguistic equity in 

moderation infrastructure, particularly for Pidgin, 

code-mixed, and indigenous-language content, is not 

a peripheral technical concern but a condition for 

fair epistemic participation. For fact-checking 

organisations operating across sub-Saharan Africa, 

it suggests that effectiveness depends on extending 

verification capacity into vernacular and informal 

registers where misinformation often circulates 

undetected. For scholars of language and society, it 

suggests that future research should continue tracing 

how linguistic choice functions strategically in 

digital credibility claims, particularly as platform 

architectures and moderation technologies continue 

to evolve. 

Ultimately, this paper contends that any 

serious account of knowledge production in digitally 

mediated African public spheres must treat language 

not as an incidental backdrop but as a constitutive 

force shaping who is heard, who is believed, and 

who is excluded from recognised epistemic 

authority. 
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