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1. Research Background and Context 

In recent decades, digital revolution has significantly redefined the relationship between the state, 

society, and economy. The process of digitalization, inter alia, has witnessed a profound and 

paradoxical transformation in global political economy, becoming a central concern among 

academicians and practitioners. On one hand, digitalization and market expansion have promised 

economic growth, connectivity, and innovation. On the other, these same forces have coincided 

with a marked resurgence of authoritarianism worldwide, a trend that human right organizations 

describe as a “wave of autocratization.” In this regard, scholars and policymakers have 

acknowledged the interrelationship between digital technology and political authority, noting that 

digitalization, a phenomenon once celebrated as a force for democratization and economic 

inclusion, also serves as a powerful instrument of authoritarian governance.  

Ethiopia reflects this broader global pattern in ways that are historically and structurally distinct. 

Since the collapse of the Derg military regime in 1991, Ethiopia has embarked on a path of market-

oriented reforms and digital modernization. Under the leadership of the Ethiopian People’s 

Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF), the country pursued a state-led developmental model 

that emphasized infrastructure, telecom and industrial growth, which resulted in massive economic 

expansion whereby the GDP per capita income grew by fourfold between 1992 and 2022. The 

digital sector witnessed parallel growth, particularly in telecommunications, with the ICT imports 

skyrocketed, and mobile connectivity surged from under 1% of the population in 2005 to over 61% 

by 2023. Thus, the political and economic landscape of Ethiopia has undergone substantial 

transformation in the past few decades along the expansion of digital technology and market 

institutions. 

However, as a country marked by an entrenched authoritarian legacy, Ethiopia’s state-led market 

reforms and rapid digital adoption were not matched by democratic gains or political liberalization. 

Instead, digitalization became a double-edged sword. The very tools meant to foster economic 

inclusion also provided the state with unprecedented capabilities for surveillance, censorship, and 

control. Government control of Ethio-Telecom, internet shutdowns during periods of unrest, and 

the enactment of repressive cybercrime laws are but a few examples of how the digital domain has 

become a contested political space. While Ethiopia’s early post-1991 and post-2018 reforms 

initially signaled a democratic intent, both periods were ultimately followed by significant 
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setbacks, marking a steep decline in civil liberties and political pluralism. This legacy has persisted 

under the current Prosperity Party (PP) government, despite changes in leadership and policy 

rhetoric. The country’s recent digital turn marked by the expansion of internet services, national 

ID systems, and mobile money platforms has introduced new infrastructures that not only facilitate 

market operations but also extend state surveillance and control mechanisms. 

This trajectory, featuring progressive phases of market openness without political liberties, raises 

pressing questions about how digital technologies interact with governance in contexts where 

authoritarian legacies remain deeply entrenched. In fact, Ethiopia presents a compelling 

opportunity to explore how digitalization and marketization reshape the exercise of political power. 

Accordingly, this dissertation explores the political economy of digitalization in Ethiopia, with a 

specific focus on its dual role: as a catalyst for market expansion and as a mechanism of 

authoritarian control. Through this lens, the study aims to contribute to understanding how 

contemporary states, particularly in the Global South, adopt and adapt digital technology not only 

to participate in global capitalism but also to manage, contain, and discipline political life. 

2. Rationales for Topic Selection 

As alluded to, digitalization has become a defining force of our time, reshaping institutions, 

reconfiguring power relations, and transforming how information is produced, circulated, and 

contested. This is evidenced by the sharp rise in academic attention, with exponential increase of 

research publications on digitalization over the last two decades. While early studies mostly 

focused on the economic or technical aspects, recent scholarships have shifted towards recognizing 

the deep socio-political implications of digital transformation, reflecting tensions between 

efficiency and ethics, freedom and surveillance, inclusion and exclusion, including its role in 

shaping and legitimizing power. Digital technologies are now understood as contested spaces, 

where different actors negotiate meaning, power and access. In the Ethiopian context, digital 

modernization is tightly intertwined with political centralization and the commodification of public 

goods, functioning as an extension of state authority with regimes characterized by hybrid 

repression tactics and carefully managed pluralist system. 

Moreover, the mainstream literature accounts of the digital divide often depict developing 

countries as passive recipients of external technologies. This perspective, however, obscures how 

states like Ethiopia actively appropriate and repurpose digital tools to serve their own socio-



 
5 

political objectives. The Ethiopian state is not merely catching up technologically; it is selectively 

embedding digital systems in ways that sustain elite power, structure political discourse, and 

entrench social control, highlighting the need for a critical political-economy approach that 

accounts for both global market pressures and local adaptations. 

To that end, this study draws heavily on the Karl Polányi’s political-economy framework, notably 

theory of “fictitious commodities” that helps frame the commodification of digital information. 

Besides, Polányi’s idea of the “double movement,” the tension between market expansion and 

social protection, illuminates the conflicts arising when information and knowledge are apparently 

absorbed into the market economy. In today’s data-driven societies, information becomes a 

“fourth” fictitious commodity, increasingly monetized and controlled in 21st century capitalism. 

Zuboff’s concept of “surveillance capitalism” (2019) has expanded this line of thought to explain 

how digital technologies convert human experience into behavioral data for prediction and control, 

echoing Polányi’s critique of unregulated markets. Guriev and Treisman’s “informational 

autocracies” (2019) and Xu’s “repression and co-optation” theories (2020) underscore how 

authoritarian regimes increasingly rely on digital tools for surveillance, media control, and 

performance-based legitimation. 

Yet, despite this rich theoretical potential, there is a dearth of empirical research applying Polányi’s 

concepts to the digital transformation of Global South states. The rationale of the study is, thus, 

rooted in the need to address this gap via investigating how digital infrastructure and market reform 

function, aligning technological development, commodification of citizens’ data and consolidation 

of state power, within authoritarian political economies. Building on the insights set forth by 

Polányi, Zuboff, Guriev & Treisman, Xu, and Foucault, this dissertation develops a hybrid political 

economy framework that captures the soft and coercive uses of digital technologies in Ethiopia’s 

unique context of authoritarian legacy and externally driven digital neoliberalism. By situating 

Ethiopia within the broader currents of global capitalism and informational autocracy, the study 

contributes to emerging debates on digital authoritarianism, elucidating on how digital 

technologies not only enable new forms of participation but also restructure the very terms under 

which politics, identity, and resistance are articulated to shape future polity-society relations. 
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3. The Methods Used 

To address the basic research questions and analyze the complex interplay between digitalization, 

marketization, and authoritarianism in Ethiopia, the study employed a mixed-methods research 

strategy guided by an Exploratory Sequential Design (ESD). ESD allowed for a comprehensive 

exploration of the complex interactions of study variables, thus, unmasking the underlying 

institutional dynamics and logic that shape Ethiopia’s contemporary governance system within the 

country’s evolving political economy. The research unfolded in two sequential phases. The first 

phase was qualitative, aiming to uncover in-depth insights from participants and historical 

materials. The second phase was quantitative, structured to test and validate the qualitative findings 

at both the macro and micro levels using statistical models and national datasets. 

3.1. The Qualitative Phase 

The qualitative phase formed the foundation of this study, uncovering in-depth insights into how 

digitalization intersects with marketization and authoritarian governance in Ethiopia. It provided 

the conceptual groundwork for identifying variables and shaping the subsequent quantitative 

investigation. 

Data Sources and Collection: A combination of primary and secondary sources was used. 

Secondary data included books, academic journals, policy documents, laws, and online materials. 

Primary data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with 26 key informants, including 

government officials, political leaders, ICT experts, media, human rights advocates, and 

academics. This purposive sampling was guided by the “information power” model, ensuring that 

participants provided deep and contextually rich insights. 

Data Analysis: To analyze the interview data, thematic analysis was employed. This involved 

transcribing interviews, coding responses, and identifying recurring themes and contradictions. 

The initial themes included the role of digital media in political communication and youth 

mobilization; the transformation of political engagement in the digital age; surveillance, privacy, 

and data governance; and the big data analytics and their use by state and private actors. The draft 

themes were latter refined and discussed in the results section as: (i) digital mechanisms of political 

engagement in Ethiopia, (iii) diversity of medium and engagement strategies among political 

actors, (iii) political implications of fake news and digital illiteracy for authoritarianism, and (iv) 
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advanced techniques of social media analyses. The qualitative phase contributed significantly to 

capturing the evolving dynamics of digital governance and authoritarian resilience in Ethiopia. 

3.2. The Quantitative Phase 

Building on the qualitative findings, the second phase implemented a quantitative strategy at two 

levels: macro (national statistical trends) and micro (individual-level political experience). 

i. Macro-Level Quantitative Analysis 

Variables & Data Sources: Key variables included democracy index scores (Dem) as a measure 

of authoritarianism, capital formation (K) as a proxy for (re)productive capacity of an economy, 

trade openness (TrOpn) and foreign direct investment (FDI) to capture the influence of 

globalization, government expenditure on security (Scrt) as a proxy for investment in repressive 

apparatus, and mobile subscriptions (Mbl) to represent digitalization. These variables were 

selected based on theoretical literature and operationalized using publicly available data from 

Variety of Democracy (V-Dem), the World Bank, the National Bank of Ethiopia, and the Ministry 

of Finance and Economic Development (MoFED). 

Statistical Model: The macro-level study used a Vector Autoregression (VAR) model, a statistical 

method well-suited for analyzing the dynamic and reciprocal relationships between economic and 

political variables over time, treating each variable as endogenous, which makes it ideal for 

examining co-evolving systems like digitalization and authoritarianism. The model enabled 

tracking long-term temporal trends and feedback loops, for instance, how state-led digital 

investment influences governance models, or how shifts in political control affect ICT expansion. 

The macro-level analysis, thus, illustrated systemic interactions between digital development, 

market forces and political repression. 

ii. Micro-Level Quantitative Analysis 

Variables & Data Sources: To complement the macro-level findings, the study utilized survey 

data containing a detailed profile of citizens pertaining to socio-economic background, mobile 

phone ownership, political participation, and individual-level democratic experience. The study 

variables, thus, included respondent’s age (Age), mobile ownership (Mbl), gender (Gdr), level of 

education (Educ), employment status (Empl), orientation toward market economy (Intv_FrMkt), 

ethno-national self-identification (Ethn_Ethio), preference of state structure (Fdr_Untr), and place 
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of residence (Urb_Rrl). Relevant data were obtained from two nationally representative 

Afrobarometer surveys (2013 and 2020). The use of two rounds of Afrobarometer data allowed for 

comparison across different political periods in Ethiopia, strengthening the validity of the micro-

level results. 

Statistical Model: Ordinal logistic regression was employed to examine the probability of different 

levels of democratic experience among citizens, based on predictors such as age, education, 

employment status, ethno-national identity, and digital access. This modeling approach is 

particularly appropriate for non-equidistant ordinal outcomes, such as ranked rating of the level of 

democracy in the political system, drawing on precedents set by previous studies on the subject. 

The results of ordinal regression were further substantiated by appropriate post-regression 

computation, notably the average marginal effects (AME), to assess the relative influence of the 

major factors via estimating how unit changes in predictors affect the outcome variable. 

4. Scientific Results of the Dissertation 

4.1. Results of Qualitative Analysis 

Major findings highlighted how digital tools are selectively embedded in Ethiopia’s political 

system to reinforce elite control while also enabling new forms of engagement and resistance. 

More specifically, the key findings of the qualitative study include: 

• Digitalization and Marketization as Mutually Reinforcing Processes: Ethiopia’s embrace 

of digitalization and market reforms has created a feedback loop where each accelerates 

the other. Privatization and sectoral liberalization have expanded digital infrastructure, 

enhancing massive self-commodification, self-objectification and self-exploitation of 

citizens, which bolstered state control through surveillance. 

• Institutionalized Mandate of Data Management and Political Control: State organs like 

Ministry of Innovation and Technology (MinT), Information Network Security Agency 

(INSA), and Ethio Telecom have institutionalized digital governance practices that support 

surveillance and information manipulation. Through algorithmic Big Data aggregation 

tools such as network analysis, sentiment analysis and content labeling, these government 

agencies have institutional mandates to manage users’ meta data, monitoring dissent and 

suppressing opposition under the pretext of maintaining public order. 
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• Instrumental Role of Digital Tools in Structuring Authoritarian Political Discourse: 

Though often framed as tools for modernization and efficiency, digital technologies have 

strengthened authoritarian control by limiting political pluralism and enabling state 

propaganda. This digital dominance deepens political polarization and legitimizes 

repressive governance in the name of security and stability. 

4.2. Results of Quantitative Analyses 

4.2.1. Macro-Level Findings 

The statistical analysis of the socio-political correlates of digital connectivity revealed: 

• Digitalization Fuels Marketization but not Civil Liberties: Higher mobile subscriptions 

are strongly associated with enhanced protection of private property rights, underscoring 

the close link between digitalization and market-oriented reforms like privatization. 

However, no meaningful correlation exists between mobile connectivity and key 

democratic rights such as freedom of expression, peaceful assembly, or rule of law, 

suggesting that digital growth, at least in Ethiopia, does not automatically translate into 

civic empowerment. 

• Digital Access Encourages Participation but also Fear: Mobile connectivity increases 

citizens’ participation in protests and campaigns, indicating its mobilizing potential. 

However, fears of surveillance and repression remain high, limiting perceptions of political 

freedom and curbing open dissent. 

• Digital Connectivity Intensifies Misinformation and Polarization: Increased mobile and 

internet access correlates with political polarization, mass mobilization, and elite-driven 

misinformation campaigns, reinforcing authoritarian narratives and state propaganda. The 

government’s advanced cybersecurity capacity is closely tied to digital repression through 

surveillance, internet shutdowns, online censorship and arrests for political content. 

• Digital Access Link to Radical and Repressive Political Dynamics: Higher digital 

connectivity is moderately or strongly correlated with increased incidents of voter 

mobilization, organized rebellion, and ethnic-based violence, while having weak or 

negative associations with peaceful forms of protest like strikes or petitions. This pattern 

suggests that, in Ethiopia, digital platforms increasingly serve as channels for radicalized 
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political expression, prompting more aggressive state repression and deepening 

authoritarian control. 

Similarly, the VAR estimates indicated that previous political conditions are positively associated 

with the current (lower) state of democracy, underscoring the importance of authoritarian legacy, 

though not statistically significant within two-year lag. FDI has a negative association with 

democratic conditions albeit statistically not significant. More specifically, the findings revealed: 

• Mobile Subscription Growth Association with Authoritarian Conditions: An increase in 

mobile subscriptions is associated with a statistically significant decline in the current state 

of democracy, highlighting the paradoxical role of digital expansion in undermining 

democratic outcomes in Ethiopia. 

• Investment in Security Apparatus Correlates with Political Suppression: Increased 

government spending on the security apparatus is negatively and strongly associated with 

decline in democratic index, reflecting how securitization strengthens authoritarian 

structures under the guise of stability and law enforcement. 

• Capital Formation and Trade Openness Entrench Authoritarianism: The growth in 

capital formation and trade openness significantly predicts lower democracy scores, 

indicating that economic liberalization, rather than fostering democracy, aligns with the 

consolidation of authoritarian governance in Ethiopia. 

• Granger Causality and Inter-variable Dynamics Support Authoritarian Persistence: The 

Granger Wald tests reveal a strong predictive power of the study variables, individually or 

collectively, for the lower state of democracy (authoritarian political conditions). This 

indicates the long-term interactions, underscoring how economic liberalization and digital 

expansion are deeply embedded in authoritarian strategies in the Ethiopian context. 

4.2.2. Micro-Level Findings 

Results of survey data analysis revealed: 

• Mobile Ownership Correlates with Lower Ratings of Democracy: Increased mobile phone 

ownership is associated with lower perceptions of political freedoms, decreasing the 

probability of high democracy ratings by 4.5%. Mobile access offers critical awareness but 

also exposes users to propaganda, surveillance and misinformation, amplifying skepticism. 
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• Economic Liberalization and Market Orientation Undermine Democratic Sentiment: 

Support for non-interventionist economic policies correlates with a decreased ratings of the 

levels of democracy. Market integration is regarded as empowering authoritarian control, 

as a free-market interaction tendency reduces the likelihood of viewing the government as 

democratic by nearly 5%. 

• Education Amplifies Criticism against Incumbent Autocrat: More educated individuals 

tend to view the state as less democratic, with a 7.25% decrease in the likelihood of 

perceiving the regime as democratic. This supports the theory of “informational autocracy,” 

where the educated are better equipped to recognize and challenge propaganda and political 

manipulation. 

• Gender-Based Differences in Ratings of State of Democracy: Male respondents were 

significantly less likely to rate Ethiopia’s political condition as democracy at higher rank, 

largely due to their higher rates of political participation and consequent exposure to 

repression. In contrast, women reported higher democratic satisfaction, partly attributed to 

gender-sensitive reforms, affirmative action, and increased representation in political 

leadership. 

• Urban-Rural Divide in Democratic Evaluation: Urban residents were 7% less likely to 

regard the incumbents as democratic, driven by greater exposure to political alternatives, 

technological tools, and state repression. In contrast, rural areas showed higher satisfaction, 

possibly influenced by development initiatives and historical ties to the ruling party. 

• Self-identification and State Structure Preference Shapes Rating of Democratic Levels: 

Respondents identifying primarily with Ethiopian nationalism were slightly more 

optimistic about the state of democracy, with a 2.4% increase in positive ratings. 

Ethnonational identification and support for a unitary state structure, however, correlated 

negatively with democratic perception, highlighting Ethiopia’s deep political polarization. 

• Crisis and Pandemic as Catalysts for Autocratization: In 2020, the citizens’ ratings of 

democracy, being in the highest category, plummeted by 27% compared to 2013, reflecting 

the politicization of the COVID-19 pandemic in Ethiopia. Emergency laws, centralized 

power, media censorship, and mass arrests by PP government under the guise of public 

health measures significantly eroded civil liberties and entrenched authoritarian practices. 
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5. Synthesis of the Findings and Theoretical Implications  

The dissertation demonstrates that in Ethiopia, digitalization and marketization are integral 

mechanisms reinforcing authoritarian resilience rather than harbingers of democratic progress. The 

findings reveal how digital connectivity and economic liberalization have commodified not only 

labor and land but also information and behavior. As the state aggressively promotes market-

oriented reforms and technological modernization, commodification of information continues to 

subordinate society to market and surveillance logic without social safeguards, enhancing 

authoritarian consolidation, blocking democratic prospects.  

As the macro-level analysis indicated, the strong negative relationship between trade openness, 

capital formation, and mobile subscription with democracy scores suggests how economic 

liberalization and digitalization serve as a vector for authoritarian durability, not democratic 

transition. The inverse association between mobile connectivity, security sector spending, and 

democratic outcomes reflects the regime’s constant incentive to prevent dissent and preserve the 

appearance of order. As noted in Xu’s informational theory of co-optation and repression, these 

policies are not reactive but calculated efforts to maintain economic stability and rent extraction 

by containing unrest through information control and coercion. Although physical force as a tool 

of repression is often justified by various political rationales such as law and order, the incumbent 

regime usually evades overt violence to avoid domestic and international criticisms that undermine 

legitimacy. As Guriev and Treisman’s model of informational autocracy unmasks, the digital state 

produces tailored narratives, blurs reality through misinformation, and maintains a façade of 

democracy and responsiveness, especially in rural areas of Ethiopia, where government narratives 

remain largely uncontested. Hence, Ethiopia’s digital transformation, though framed as 

developmental, permeates infinite extraction of citizens’ behavioral data through algorithmic 

surveillance, aligning with Zuboff’s theory of surveillance capitalism. 

Moreover, the commodification of digital behavior enables predictive control, transforming 

citizens into sources of surveillance value and self-disciplining subjects as articulated via 

Foucault’s notion of panopticism, where visibility becomes a technique of control. The widespread 

fear of surveillance and lower perceptions of political freedoms captured in the survey data, 

particularly among mobile phone users, educated respondents and urban residents, demonstrates 

how the panoptic gaze of the digital state shapes political behavior through internalized repression, 
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sharpening authoritarian penetration into everyday life rather than empowering citizens. 

Meanwhile, differential in perceptions of the state of human rights and freedoms, when filtered 

through structured state propaganda, produces fragmented political consciousness leading to 

fractionalization of opposition. 

Overall, the findings portray Ethiopia as a paradigmatic case of digitally-enabled authoritarianism, 

where market forces, surveillance infrastructure and political control are co-produced in a self-

reinforcing system. Therefore, embracing modern technologies is not a sign of openness, but rather 

a sophisticated evolution of authoritarian rule in the digital age. 
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