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MIDO executive director Nay Phone Latt speaks next to a Panzagar Facebook sticker. (Aung Kyaw Nyunt/The Myanmar Times)

Sticking it to hate speech with ‘flowers’

A prominent local paign combating hate speech has unveiled shareable Facebook stickers for the Myanmar market encouraging users not to “start fires” and to think before
sharing.

The illustrated character stickers, which made their debut February 17, represent the latest manoeuvre from the “Panzagar” campaign in its offline and online strugele to stem the tide of hate
speech in Myanmar. They are also Myanmar’s first on Facebook, according to Myanmar ICT for Development Organisation (MIDO) ¢
campaign.

Facebook, as a tool, can be used toward good or evil ends — while some might exploit the platform to spread hate and dangerous speec
conscientiousness.

The movement, called “Flower Speech” in English, started last year with a Facebook page and some drawings in response to hate and dangerous speech that threatened to lead to offline violence,
said MIDO program manager Ma Htaike Htaike Aung. The organisation, attuned to ICT, took particular notice of this speech on Facebook.

The group called for partners through its page, and in response Panzagar became a grassroots movement, Ma Htaike Htaike Aung continued.
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Prior to the stickers, Panzagar and Facebook had been planning to join forces to fight hate and dangerous speech on the internet.

“We believe in freedom of expression as well as internet freedoms, so we don’t want the online platform to be seen as a negative space,” Ma Htaike Htaike Aung said.
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The organisations had been putting their heads together over Facebook’s reporting mechanism, which has been decried by some as ineffective but presents particular challenges in Myanmar due in
part to language constraints, according to Ma Htaike Htaike Aung.
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But after riots erupted in Mandalay — potentially fuelled by rumours of a rape that spread on the site, as previously reported by The Myanmar Times — Panzagar saw the chance for Facebook to up
its game; so the organisation introduced the idea for stickers.
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The stickers on the site aren’t the first Panzagar brought to Facebook, with some cut along the way. Since the beginning, the campaign has worked with a small group of artists called Joosk whose
first draft of character designs didn’t go over well with certain camps of people.

“They are very crazy into Japanese anime, so they created images which looked like Japanese cartoon characters,” she said, curving her hands to indicate a buxom figure.

“We got some feedback from women’s groups, because, you know,” she said jokingly.
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