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Foreword

Almost three decades after the end of Apartheid, racism, antisemitism and
xenophobia are alive in South Africa. In most instances, these forms of ‘othering’
are expressed in insidious but subtle ways. On social media, by contrast, racism,
antisemitism and xenophobia are often explicit, crude and violent. Very rarely are
there any legal consequences for those who engage in hate-mongering.

For some years, we, the directors of KAS Media Africa -- the Media Programme of
the German Konrad Adenauer Foundation -- and the Johannesburg Holocaust &
Genocide Centre have been troubled by the proliferation of hate on social media in
South Africa. We are particularly worried by its implications and consequences for
broader society. We need open debate and dialogue in order to be able to address
the challenges we collectively face, but so much discussion on social media seems
to do harm to the body politic.

Together with our partners at the University of Cape Town and the Kaplan Centre
for Jewish Studies, we initiated a study that examines racism, antisemitism and
xenophobia on Facebook and Twitter. We were looking for patterns in the mass of
posts, tweets, and images that circulate on social media. To do this, we focused on a
series of case studies. These demonstrate that political discussion on social media
is often dominated by angry and loud voices who too often seem to press the ‘send
button’ before thinking of the consequences, or, in some cases, deliberately aim to
sow discord and division.

This report has been prepared for thought leaders, heads of religious institutions,
the media, educators and community leaders so that we can collectively alter the
damaging dynamics revealed by this study.

We thank all those who contributed to our research, and especially the annotators
who went through the daunting and emotionally stressful task of coding posts and
messages. May their work encourage reflection on how we can and must ensure
that debate and discussion in South Africa is generative rather than destructive.

Christoph Plate Tali Nates

KAS Media Africa Johannesburg Holocaust &
Genocide Centre
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Executive Summary

Much political discussion on social media is driven and dominated by the hard
right and the hard left. Societal fissures along national, racial and economic lines
are exploited by groups such as Afriforum, Operation Dudula, and the Economic
Freedom Fighters (EFF), as well as white nationalist and alt-right groups, to expand
their social media footprint and amplify their message.

These and other users often seek to create a crude ‘us’/them’ binary. Those
portrayed as ‘others’ are stigmatised. Those social media users perceived to not
tow the appropriate line are routinely described as sell-outs and race traitors, and
positioned as having no standing to have their opinions heard.

Avariety of racist tropes recur frequently: the animalisation of members of different
racial and national groups, the use of slurs, and claims of imminent threat. For
#OperationDudula, the latter typically takes the form of narratives of swamping
and criminality by African immigrants. For the white right, it often takes the form
of the mobilisation of the trope of ‘white genocide’ and claims of government
complicity in the imagined mass murder of whites. For the EFF, it is the pernicious
power of white monopoly capital. These grand narratives allow those propagating
these tropes to paint themselves as victims rather than aggressors.

The flashpointsinvestigated in this study demonstrate how new online communities
emerge. Rather than galvanising healthy debate through exposure to different
viewpoints, in these case studies social media instead fostered small, polarised
communities of like-minded individuals. The intemperate and alienating nature of
online political discussion hardened boundaries. Those attempting to cross these
lines were routinely attacked in hateful terms.

Paradoxically, the hateful content this produced typically spawned more content
as a chorus of supporters and detractors chimed in. By generating attention,
the production and publication of hate speech thus, in turn, likely increased the
amount of time users spent on online platforms. Given that user engagement is the
desideratum of social media companies, and that content moderation is complex

1



The Dynamics of Racism, Antisemitism and Xenophobia on Social Media in South Africa

12

and potentially costly, platforms have been slow to provide adequate and timely
moderation, particularly that which is sensitive to local languages and cultures.

Users of social media platforms, moreover, demonstrate considerable savvy
in understanding and manipulating to their advantage the dynamics of social
media platforms and the inadequacies of content moderation. This includes the
deliberate resort to derogatory terminology drawn from local languages so as to
evade moderation, provocations designed to draw attention and traffic, the use of
fake accounts, and other techniques.

Although some episodes relating to racism can galvanise global responses (as was
the case with the killing of George Floyd), much racist contentdraws on local context,
language, and events, and thus does not lend itself to automatised moderation or
to commercial content moderators unfamiliar with specific local contexts.

When moderation results in content being removed, the content moderation
process is often opaque to users. As it stands, the current moderation process
prioritises punishing and policing bad behaviour, instead of encouraging user
education.

Though current content moderation processes have been criticised, there are
instances when it has proven more effective, as shown in our research on the
Israel-Gaza conflictin 2021. Although some users spread antisemitic content, much
of the problematic material had been removed by the time we collected our data.

Inthisinstance, the content moderation process may have been eased by the global
nature of antisemitism; tropes and stereotypes were quickly recognised by users
and commercial content moderators. Further, the recurrent nature of tensions in
Israel/Palestine also means the social media platforms have large datasets to train
algorithms with, thereby aiding the automatisation of moderation.

This does, however, suggest that when sufficient resources are dedicated to a
particular region or issue, inroads can be made in reducing the amount of hate
speech on social media. Increasing the number of content moderators, broadening
their linguistic reach, ensuring they are embedded within the societies on which
their work focuses, and insourcing their labour would go some way towards
facilitating this.

Social media platforms will have additional incentive to scale up and professionalise
content moderation if they were made to regard the current dynamic as harmful
to their commercial interests. For example, public pressure on the advertisers
from which social media platforms depend for revenue may incentivise social
media platforms to improve content moderation practices. Similarly, regulatory
interventions can ensure that platforms are obliged to assume some responsibility
for content and enforce basic standards of use.

Given that those of school-going age make up an increasing share of social media
users in South Africa, schools should be encouraged to provide guidance to
students on appropriate online behaviours. This can be achieved by highlighting
the potential harms of posting or sharing problematic content, as well as the
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mechanisms for flagging problematic content.

The dominance of extreme voices in online political discussion indicates the
urgency of addressing some of these problematic dynamics. The demonstrated
ability of #OperationDudula to translate online activism into real world action is
but one example of the seepage of malign influences from the virtual world into
public life. Urgent action is needed.

13
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This report shows how existing societal fissures along racial, national, and
economic lines are exploited on social media to amplify divisive agendas. A variety
of interventions in the short and medium term by social media platforms, legacy
media, civil society, educational institutions, and the state can disrupt these
dynamics and mitigate social harm.

Public education

Political discussion on social media returns again and again to a relatively small
set of problematic themes and discursive strategies that are used to insult, silence,
and undermine.

Four themes in particular cross between different groups and situations and are
used on both the far left and right: Nazi analogies and invocations of genocide;
animal analogies; accusations of “selling out”; and xenophobic speech.

The pervasive nature of these themes creates opportunity for interventions. The
goal cannot be to root out such discourse entirely, but to marginalise it and raise
the costs of using it.

One potential approach is to develop educational strategies to sensitise the public
as to why such discourse is deeply problematic and to describe the social costs of
resorting to language of this kind.

Such interventions would not only explain the problematic dynamics associated
with invoking Nazism (and animalisation, “selling out”, and xenophobic speech) in
everyday discourse, but would also offer guidance as to how to debate contentious
issues in less inflammatory ways. A discussion of Nazi analogies could thus, for
example, serve two purposes: explaining what happens when Nazism is invoked
(i.e., how it drives conversation in particular directions) and introducing “guard
rails” for public debate, i.e. proposing a set of standards for conversation in a
pluralistic society.

15
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Establishing and policing norms

The latter goal can also be advanced by mobilising those with moral stature to
develop and promote a public set of standards for online citizenship. This could
take the form of a voluntary social compact expected of all “good” online citizens.
Here, the dynamic of silencing and cancelling can be put to advantage; those who
egregiously transgress these standards could be called out, marginalised, and
silenced for transgressing these norms.

While some groups on social media will resist public shaming - and indeed may
profit from additional attention - public pressure on other groups may change their
thinking about how to engage on social media. Outrageousness, and the attention
thatit generates, has become a lucrative currency on social media. Outrageousness
currently does not come with sufficient political and social cost. While it is unlikely
that the EFF will desist from this proven mechanism for drawing attention, the
African National Congress (ANC), Democratic Alliance (DA), and others that try to
position themselves as representative of mainstream “respectable” opinion may be
swayable and shame-able. The goal would be to raise the cost of outrageousness
by consistently calling out and shaming those who adopt outrageousness as a
tactic. This could be done in various ways - for example, by publicly contrasting the
online behaviour of parties (like the ANC and DA) with the values that they claim to
uphold (see above about the “social compact regarding online behaviour”), calling
them out for invoking Nazism, etc.

Creating savvy and sensitive social-media users

Educational interventions should inform the public about discursive strategies
used on social media, that is, to make them savvy users who can recognise all the
mechanisms - whataboutism, name-calling, silencing, distortion - that are used to
derail and toxify discussion, and able to call it out when they see it.

This approach should include workshops aimed at school groups designed to
highlight the potential harm of posting or sharing problematic content.

Targeting individuals

Anonymity and fake accounts mean that there is no social cost for individuals
who engage in inflammatory online behaviour. The reward system is distorted:
outrageousness draws attention and traffic. There is no easy way to address this.
The mechanisms of constraint suggested above (for example, calling out) are less
likely to work with anonymous individuals than with organisations, and may in
fact be counterproductive (i.e., drawing more attention to the unacceptable online
behaviour and encouraging more outrageousness).

The Lerato Pillay case, discussed at length in this report, may suggest a strategy.
Once “Pillay” was unmasked, he paid a real price for his online actions. The
problem, at the moment, is that this case was highly unusual: most anonymous
online provocateurs can safely act with impunity. Social media platforms are
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unlikely to provide much help here. But what may work is generating more cases
like the unmasking of Lerato Pillay and ensuring that they appear with regularity.
Such a strategy would necessitate partnering with organisations able to do the
kind of behind-the-scenes tracing required to “out” particular bigots. Over time, the
effect may be exemplary: persuading the public that there is potential cost to their
behaviour on social media and encouraging them to think twice before resorting
to online bigotry.

Pressuring the platforms

Social media platforms in South Africa are more successful at removing content
relating to antisemitism than that involving racism.

As discussed in the report, this reflects a variety of technical factors. But it also
points to the efficacy of interest groups in pressuring the social media platforms
to act. This approach is difficult, slow, and frustrating, but has borne fruit when it
comes to antisemitism. It thus provides a template for mobilising other interest
groups to do the same. There is an opportunity for encouraging and coordinating
this mobilisation. Given the current attention to the malign actions of social-media
platforms, they may be susceptible to pressure, given their concerns about the
introduction of additional government regulation.

In the American context, social-media platforms have been driven to act on
content hosted on their platforms when threats to advertising profits are clear and
imminent. Civil society campaigns targeted at brand safety, as well as targeting
organisations such as Google Play and Apple App Store, have proven effective.

Over time, social-media platforms can and must be persuaded to invest in content
moderation. At present, social media platforms see content moderation as
incidental to their business practices rather than as a core part of their business.
Rather than relying on an outsourced and precarious labour force that is scaled
up in relation to individual crises, an increased number of moderators with
cultural and linguistic proficiencies should be seen as a cost of doing business. The
provision of facilities and psychological support to content moderators should also
be seen as a cost of doing business.

Working with legacy media

Some of the most vitriolic discourse we encountered occurred in response to
Facebook posts by legacy media institutions; these institutions seemed to dedicate
no time and effort to moderating the discussion generated within the comments
on Facebook that these articles generated. The move to monetising content on
social-media platforms should not be seen as an opportunity to neglect this duty
of care to the public.

Legacy media can also play a decisive role in highlighting the current dynamics
of social media usage in South Africa and in exposing and “calling out” those who
use it for malign purposes. The Daily Maverick’s close collaboration with the Centre

17
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for Analytics and Behaviour Change (CABC) and Digital Forensics Research Lab
(DFRLAB) suggests some of benefits of taking social media seriously.

Legislation and regulation

Even as the impending implementation of the Digital Services Act in the European
Union has met with criticism that it leans too far towards limiting free speech on
social media, such forms of legislation will be the most effective means of ensuring
social-media platforms timeously moderate content on their platforms and adopt
transparent procedures for doing so.

In addition to regulating social media platforms more effectively, existing policies,
including the National Action Plan and Strategy to Combat Racism (NAP), will bear
fruit if properly implemented.

Similarly, the South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) will be more
effective in combatting online hate speech if it adopts a more transparent process.
Decisions made by the SAHRC relating to online hate speech are unavailable on its
website. Such material offers opportunities to educate the public and to broaden
public discussion and debate about how to counteract online hate.

Further research

Building datasets containing hate speech found in the South African context will
facilitate algorithmic interventions. Groups such as the Alan Turing Institute’s
hub for online hate research have been set up to collate and organise resources
for research and policymaking on online hate. However, their datasets currently
contain no indigenous African languages. This must be a priority in the South
African context.



Introduction

On 14 September 1991, the National Peace Accord was signed in South Africa by
representatives of 26 political parties, interest groups, and national and
homeland governments. These parties committed to fostering the emergence
of a multiparty democracy. The Accord was signed during a period of increasing
tension and violence as South Africa negotiated the transition from white minority
rule. Not intended to replace the rule of law, the Accord was designed to add to
it by providing a forum for resolving political and community conflicts. National,
regional, and local peace committees and special criminal courts were established.
Limitations were placed on the activities of the security forces and police. Peace
structures were developed across the country as part of a participatory process.’
Although not a success everywhere, the National Peace Accord “provided a rickety
way across the divide between apartheid and democracy”,2in the process “building
communication and political tolerance”.® This was a crucial step in the project of
developing the “rainbow nation”.

Just over a month earlier, and with far less fanfare, a very different type of project
was launched. On 6 August 1991, the World Wide Web went live. Its inventor, Tim
Berners-Lee, described it as a “powerful global information system” designed with
the philosophy that information should be freely available to anyone.* Others
came to embrace this vision of the web as a space of unmediated expression and
social connection.® The idealism and hope that twinned these two projects, born at
roughly the same time, has since eroded.

1 'Our Constitution’, https://ourconstitution.constitutionhill.org.za/the-national-peace-accord-npa/
(accessed 14 January 2022).

2 Susan Collin Marks, Watching the Wind: Conflict Resolution During South Africa’s Transition to
Democracy (Washington: United States Institute of Peace, 2000), pp. 8-10.

3 Padraig O'Malley, The National Peace Accord and its Structures’ (Nelson Mandela Foundation),
https://omalley.nelsonmandela.org/omalley/index.php/site/q/03Iv02424/04lv03275/051v03294/0
6lv03321.htm (accessed 14 January 2022).

4 Martin Bryant, 20 years ago today, the World Wide Web opened to the public’, thenextweb.com,

https://thenextweb.com/news/20-years-ago-today-the-world-wide-web-opened-to-the-public
(accessed 12 January 2022).

5 For examples of the internet’s ability to create new networked publics on social-media platforms, see
Nathan Rambukkana (ed.), Hashtag Publics: The Power and Politics of Discursive Networks (New York:
Peter Lang, 2015).
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In the years since the launch of the World Wide Web, the utopian ideals of the
internet have been undercut by the proliferation of obscene, violent, pornographic,
illegal, abusive, and hateful content.® Social-media platforms have exemplified the
potential of the internet to further the ideals of social connection and unmediated
expression, but also its problems as those who wish to propagate hate have
too found an opportunity for social connection and unmediated expression
and have relished the anonymity that online activity often provides. As a result,
social-media platforms have come under increasing pressure to modify their
content-moderation processes (or lack thereof).

In South Africa, we have seen ample evidence of the power of social media for
good and ill. Social media played a significant role in mobilising large-scale social
movements such as #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall. They have also been
fingered as a contributing element and facilitating agent in the unrest that wracked
Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal in July 2021. The Centre for Analytics and Behavioural
Change identified and reported 12 Twitter accounts as responsible for “repeatedly
retweeting hashtags intended to incite an uprising”.” In the month of July 2021,
these hashtags generated a total of 1.29 million mentions and more than one
million retweets.?

Social media has also become the locus for the expression of hate (as well as its
exposure). Several episodes have become infamous, including Vicki Momberg's
racial abuse of a black police officer, Penny Sparrow’s epithets aimed at black
beachgoers, and Velaphi Khumalo's response that whites should be “hacked and
killed like Jews".° While each of these individuals was found guilty of hate speech,
discussion on Twitter following these events using the hashtags #VickyMomberg
and #Pennysparrow quickly degenerated into the “participatory reproduction
of racism“.'® This in itself is a testament to the increasingly polarised nature of
discourse relating to race and belonging in South Africa more broadly but also
suggests that social media has played a role in furthering polarisation.

As the Centre for Analytics and Behavioural Change's work indicates, social-media
platforms provide researchers with a large and readily available archive that
provides access to everyday conversation and debate. Yet social-media posts
are not an unmediated access point for understanding the thought processes of
the public. Rather, discussion on social media is shaped by the demographics of
those who use these platforms, as well as by the various political and commercial

6 Sarah T Roberts, ‘Digital detritus: ‘Error’ and the logic of opacity in social media content moderation’
in First Monday, Vol. 23, No. 3-5 (March, 2018).

7  Molebogang Mokoka, ‘Meet the instigators: The Twitter accounts of the RET forces network that
incited violence and demanded Zuma'’s release’, Daily Maverick, 25 July 2021.

8 Ibid.

9 For an analysis of the networked nature of the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall movements, see
Tanja Bosch, Twitter activism and youth in South Africa: The case of #RhodesMustFall', Information,
Community and Society 20, no. 2 (2017).

10 Allen Munoriyarwa, ‘There ain't no rainbow in the ‘rainbow nation’ in Marta Pérez-Escolar and José
Manuel Noguera-Vivo (eds.), Hate Speech and Polarization in Participatory Society (London & New York:
Routledge, 2021), pp. 67-82.
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considerations that drive content-moderation practices.! All of these elements are
discussed in depth in this report.

The aim of this report is to understand how racist, xenophobic and antisemitic
content has manifested on three of the most popular social-media platforms in
South Africa: Facebook, Twitter and TikTok. To do this, the report has been split
into four sections. Section One examines the demographics of social media usage
in the South African context. Section Two provides a thematic analysis of racist,
xenophobicand antisemitic content systematically collected from Facebook, Twitter
and TikTok. Section Three - an extended appendix - focuses on the architecture
of each platform, describes their content-moderation processes, and explains the
specific cultures of use associated with Facebook, Twitter, and TikTok.'? Section Four
provides a description of the methodology of this study, particularly the approach
used to extract and code material drawn from the social-media platforms.

The flashpoints

Our research focused on four flashpoints chosen to highlight the ways in which
antisemitism, racism and xenophobia manifest on social-media platforms in the
South African context since 2020. We avoided events that have already been
subject to significant analyses and took place before 2020 (such as #VickyMomberg
and #Pennysparrow). In each instance, we conducted a qualitative textual content
analysis of a substantial sample of posts.

The Senekal Protests, October 2020

The first flashpoint that was analysed involved protests that erupted in the small
town of Senekal, the magistracy of a rural farming district in the eastern Free State.
These protests occurred following the brutal murder of Brendin Horner, awhite farm
manager, whose body was found on 2 October 2020 and was killed by a suspected
stock thief or thieves. His murder quickly fed into a pre-existing discussion about
the killing of white farmers as well as a perceived lack of government intervention
when it came to ‘farm murders'. AfriForum, a lobby group that mobilises around
white Afrikaner interests, quickly labelled Horner's murder, which came to stand as
an exemplar of farm murders in general, as “an act of terrorism".

On 6 October 2020, a group of farmers and community members protested outside
the Senekal Magistrate Court as two black African men were brought before the
court. These protests erupted into violence as some of the protestors attempted
to force their way into the holding cells, damaged court property, and overturned
and set alight a police vehicle.

11 Tanja E Bosch, Social Media and Everyday Life in South Africa (London and New York, Routledge, 2021),
at page 4.

12 Ariadna Matamoros-Fernandez, ‘Platformed racism: The mediation and circulation of an Australian
race-based controversy on Twitter, Facebook and YouTube' in Information, Communication and
Society, Vol. 20, No. 6 (2017), pp. 930-946.
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The next appearance of the accused in court on 16 October 2020 was accompanied
by another set of protests by white farmers, as well as by AfriForum and the right-
wing Afrikaner survivalistgroup Kommandokorps. There were also counter-protests
organised by the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF), a left-wing pan-Africanist
political party created by former African National Congress Youth League president
Julius Malema following his expulsion from the African Nationalist Congress (ANC).
The EFF claimed to be there to help protect state property and openly sang ‘Kill
the Boer’ (Dubula ibhunu), a South African struggle song that was deemed as hate
speech in 2011 by the Equality Court.

The Brackenfell High School protests, November 2020

The second flashpoint flagged for analysis began with a series of protests organised
by both the EFF and the Pan Africanist Congress of Azania (PAC) in Brackenfell, a
largely white suburb of Cape Town. The protests were driven by allegations that
a parent-organised function for Brackenfell High School students on 17 October
2020 was only open to whites, that the presence of two teachers at this function
was an indication of school support for the event, and that this was symptomatic of
systemic racism at the school (and by implication within the broader community).

An initial protest on 9 November 2020 saw EFF protesters faced by local residents
(who were by-and-large white); some EFF members were assaulted. A much more
substantial EFF-led protest soon followed with a crowd estimated at 2000; a white
resident was assaulted after attempting to speak to EFF secretary general Marshall
Dlamini. Members of the EFF and PAC are reported to have chanted “Shoot the
Boer” and “one settler one bullet”. Police used stun grenades, sprayed dye, and
released teargas to disperse the predominantly black EFF protestors.

These two flashpoints, one in a rural area, one in an urban area, one featuring
claims of systemic racism in South Africa and the other featuring claims of
government apathy in the face of a supposed ‘white genocide’ (as some Twitter
posts claimed), generated intense discussion on social media over the question of
land and belonging.

Operation Dudula

While the Brackenfell High School protests occurred in white Afrikaans suburbia,
Operation Dudula took us to Diepkloof. Located on the eastern edge of Soweto,
Diepkloof was the site of an ‘anti-illegal foreigner’ march named ‘Operation Dudula’
on 16 June 2021. Hundreds of Soweto residents confronted suspected drug
dealers and forcefully removed illegal occupants of a building. A second Operation
Dudula march took place in Hillorow on 19 February 2022 to demand the removal
of foreign nationals; the march was accompanied by the singing of xenophobic
songs. The protestors claimed that foreigners are responsible for taking jobs that
should go to South Africans, for the high crime levels in the area, and for the sale
of drugs.

Dudula is a Zulu term meaning ‘to push out' or ‘to drive away’, and the moniker
Operation Dudula now refers to a movement rather than an event, with the aim
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of removing foreign nationals from the country. The movement is closely aligned
to the #PutSouthAfricaFirst movement. The Put South Africa First hashtag has a
significant national reach and was one of the top ten trending hashtags in South
Africa in 2020, receiving thousands of daily uses.’® Operation Dudula, however,
provided us with a more focused entry point into the issue of xenophobia in South
Africa in an area with very different racial and linguistic features than Brackenfell
and Senekal.

The 2021 Gaza Conflict

For our final flashpoint, we chose an international event which gained significant
traction in local media. This conflict was triggered by an anticipated court decision
around the eviction of Palestinian families in Sheikh Jarrah in Jerusalem. These
protests snowballed into a series of larger protests, as well as rocket attacks by
Hamas and Islamic Jihad into Israel and Israeli airstrikes targeting the Gaza Strip.
We felt responses to these events would give us a sense of how social media in
South Africa responded to a contentious international event.

Our Approach

A team of eight researchers with a range of language skills coded sample datasets
for each flashpoint. The database they developed was then analysed in greater
detail by three additional researchers. The methods used to gather and analyse
the data are discussed in Section Four.

By analysing flashpoints drawn from across the country (and, in one case, beyond
South Africa’s borders) that traversed areas with different racial, linguistic, and
economic features, that occurred in both urban and rural contexts and that
mobilised groups ranging from the far left to the far right, we hope to provide
a clear indication of the various ways that racism, xenophobia, and antisemitism
manifest on social media in South Africa.

As we will see, one of the most striking features is how quickly much of the
discussion on social media of contentious political events morphed into racism,
fear-mongering, and othering. Again and again, racist tropes stabilised into
instantly recognisable forms. The discussion became polarised along racial lines.
Users were pressured to conform and chastised if they did not. Ad hominin attacks,
vitriolic (and sometimes violent) language were normalised.

These dynamics, as well as a variety of themes that point to toxic trends on social
media in South Africa, are discussed in detail in the pages that follow.

13 ‘Top hashtags in South Africa in 2020'". https://www.talkwalker.com/blog/social-media-stats-south-
africa. For an analysis of #PutSouthAfricaFirst's online footprint, see Superlinear, ‘Xenophobia,
nationalism & populism: What's going on with #PutSouthAfricansFirst?. https://www.superlinear.
co.za/xenophobia-nationalism-populism-whats-going-on-with-putsouthafricansfirst/
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Physical and
digital divides

According to the World Bank Gini index, South Africa is currently the most
unequal society in the world, with a Gini coefficient of 63% in 2014 (59.4% in
1994)." Tanja Bosch notes in her analysis of race and racism on Twitter in South
Africa that “[i]t is against this current socio-economic context that we should read
social media [...] engagements on race and racism in South Africa”.’> South Africa’s
past manifests on social media through racist terms and stereotypes, but also in
who has access to these platforms.

Since the 1990s, the number of people across the world with digital access has
exploded. According to Statista, as of January 2021, there were 4.66 billion active
internet users worldwide (59.5% of the global population). Of this total, 92.6%
(4.32 billion) accessed the internet via mobile devices.'® Of those who do not have
access to digital connectivity, 96% live in developing countries."”

These figures are mirrored in the South African context, where 60.73% of South
Africa’s population was estimated to have access to the internet in 2021."® The
uneven nature of this access can be seen in figures 1.1 and 1.2 and has become
the subject of increased academic and political attention, particularly with the
shift to online learning in South Africa during the Covid-19 pandemic. This digital
divide has led to increasing calls (both globally and in South Africa) to see internet

14 By comparison, the Gini coefficient of the United Kingdom was 34% in 2014. Gini Index (World Bank
estimate) - South Africa. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI?locations=ZA&most
recent_year_desc=false

15 Tanja E Bosch, Social Media and Everyday Life in South Africa (London and New York, Routledge, 2021),
at page 136.

16 ‘Global digital population as of January 2021', Statista https://www.statista.com/statistics/617136/
digital-population-worldwide/#:~:text=As%200f%20January%202021%20there,the%20internet%20
via%20mobile%20devices (accessed 23 January 2021).

17 Cecilia Rodriguez, ‘Why a Third of the World, Nearly Three Billion People, Have Never Used the
Internet’, Forbes, 2 December 2021 https://www.forbes.com/sites/ceciliarodriguez/2021/12/02/why-
a-third-of-the-world-nearly-three-billion-people-have-never-used-the-internet/?sh=2695c5c36a3f
(accessed 21 January 2022).

18 ‘Internet user penetration in South Africa from 2017 to 2026', Statista https://www.statista.com/
statistics/484933/internet-user-reach-south-africa/#:~:text=This%20statistic%20provides%20
information%200n,t0%2066.06%20percent%20in%202026 (accessed 23 January 2022).
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access as fundamental for the exercise and enjoyment of the right to freedom of
expression and opinion.'

While internet access remains uneven both globally and within South Africa, itis still
clear that South African society is becoming increasingly digital. Much discussion,
debate, and conversation now take place online.
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Figure 1.1: Percentage of Households with access to the Internet at home, or for which
at least one member has access to, or used the Internet by province, 2019.%°

E 2 he]
o
; % % TE § § Province (per cent)
228 258 Twec EC NC FS KIN NW GP MP P RSA
Metro 25,0 6,8 - 8,3 9,9 - 157 - - 154
% Urban 16,1 3,5 5,8 4,3 6,5 3,9 9,4 6,2 5,6 7.2
; Rural 10,5 0,3 6,2 4,1 1,1 11 9,0 0,9 0,7 1,2
Total 21,7 3,2 5,9 54 58 23 149 3,2 1,6 9,1
Metro 28,1 249 - 153 287 - 291 - - 280
%‘ Urban 219 116 178 108 206 138 215 156 169 171
; Rural 9,8 51 104 7.1 4,7 4,8 5,5 5,2 5,0 5,2

Total 254 134 157 11,7 17,7 88 280 97 72 186

19 Inthe 2022 State of the Nation Address, the Communications Minister Khumbudzo Ntshaveni
promised that government will provide 10GB of free data per month to every South African
household and went on to state “[d]ata has become a new utility like water and electricity that our
home needs”. Khumbudzo Ntshaveni quoted in Unathi Nkanjeni, “Government will soon provide
10GB of free data to every household — here’s how it'll work”, Sunday Times, 17 February 2022.
https://www.timeslive.co.za/news/south-africa/2022-02-17-government-will-soon-provide-10gb-of-

free-data-to-every-household-heres-how-itll-work/
20 Statistics South Africa, General Household Survey, 2019, at pages 51-52.
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Figure 1.2: Households’ access to the Internet by place of access,
urban/rural status and province, 2019.%

The rise of social-media platforms

Platforms are online sites and services that host, organise, and circulate content
for users without producing a great deal of content themselves.? This can include
search platforms (such as Google), social-media platforms (such as Facebook),
and other industry platforms (such as Uber and Airbnb). We focus exclusively
on social-media platforms. These companies now play key roles in mediating
communications through public profiles, content feeds, private messaging, and
other communication channels. They have become a means by which people
communicate in their private lives as well as a fundamental part of the public
sphere.?

Social-media platforms have transformed the global media landscape. A public
that had until recently largely played a passive role as consumers of media content
have now become producers and distributers of phenomenal quantities of user-
generated content (see Figure 1.3). Social-media platforms encourage users to
produce their own content, generally in the form of pictures, videos, and text.?
This change from being users of content to producers of content has shaped how
we socialise, organise, and communicate.?

21 Ibid.

22 See Tarleton Gillespie, Custodians of the Internet: Platforms, content moderation, and the hidden
decisions that shape social media (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 2018).

23 Jennifer Cobbe, ‘Algorithmic Censorship by Social Platforms: Power and Resistance’ in Philosophy &
Technology, Vol. 34, No 7 (2021), pp. 739-766, at page 740.

24 Dimitra Minitrakopolou, ‘Social Media’ in Laurie A Schintler & Connie L McNeely (eds.), Encyclopedia of
Big Data (Springer International Publishing, 2022), at page 186.

25 Devan Rosen, ‘Introduction: The Rise of a New Media Paradigm’ in Devan Rosen (ed.), The Social
Media Debate: Unpacking the Social, Psychological, and Cultural Effects of Social Media (New York:
Routledge, 2022), at page 2.
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Social-media platforms - some of which are multi-billion-dollar companies - offer
not just access to information but also a constant audience of friends, family, and
anonymous strangers. When logging in to Facebook, the platform asks, “What's on
your mind?*, Twitter similarly enquires “What's Happening? and YouTube instructs
“Broadcast Yourself”, thus “encouraging content production and promoting users
to believe that they themselves are the ones with the power to decide what can be
posted and that they are spaces where they can express themselves however they
see fit".26

These exhortations to produce new content also hint at the fact that the lifeblood
of social-media platforms is user-generated content. It is the constant production
of such content that keeps the userbase actively engaged.?’ In the process, the
social-media platforms may also be tailoring content to fit user predilections and
tastes by creating what are described as ‘filter bubbles'.?®

Social-media platforms offer us much more than an online space for communication
and the sharing of user-generated content: they often act as marketplaces, payment
systems, advertisers, gaming sites, and media distributors.?® As a result, access to
these platforms has become increasingly central to our ability to work, socialise
and live our lives.?® Figure 1.4 provides a visual example of these entanglements
across platforms and services.

The struggles of old media news outlets have also opened a void for an information-
hungry public that has been filled by social-media platforms that have now become
both circulators of the news and shapers of it. The platforms are now powerful
disseminators of information and act as the first-source news outlet for many
users.3' As a result:

social media present the most far-reaching and comprehensive
navigable social network that has ever existed, allowing users to
locate and interact with others and affiliation groups faster and
more globally than any previous communication and information
technology. It can give voice to those who were previously silenced,
while simultaneously aiding the spread of distorted information with
dire consequences.*?

26 GK Young, 'How much is too much: The difficulties of social media content moderation’ in Information
& Communications Technology Law (2021), pp. 1-16, at page 4.

27 Sarah T Roberts, ‘Digital detritus: ‘Error’ and the logic of opacity in social media content moderation
in First Monday, Vol. 23, No. 3-5 (March, 2018).

28 Chinmayi Arun, Rebalancing Regulation of Speech: Hyper-Local Content on Global Web-Based
Platforms (2018).

29 Sarah Myers West in Tarleton Gillespie et al, ‘Expanding the debate about content moderation:
Scholarly research agendas for the coming policy debates’ in Internet Policy Review, Vol. 9, No. 4
(2020), pp. 1-30, at page 15.

30 |Ibid.

31 Sarah T Roberts, ‘Digital detritus: ‘Error’ and the logic of opacity in social media content moderation
in First Monday, Vol. 23, No. 3-5 (March, 2018).

32 Devan Rosen, ‘Introduction: The Rise of a New Media Paradigm’ in Devan Rosen (ed.), The Social
Media Debate: Unpacking the Social, Psychological, and Cultural Effects of Social Media (New York:
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Routledge, 2022), at page 1.
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User-generated contentis social media’s greatest currency but also one of its largest
liabilities. The platforms have struggled with the proliferation of obscene, violent,
pornographic, illegal, abusive and hateful content, as well as misinformation.?
They have also been blamed for distorting socialisation patterns (for example,
creating unrealistic expectations about body image), for flouting privacy, for
fuelling internet addiction, and for affecting mental health. Various journalistic
exposeés have highlighted how platforms are aware of these problems but have
often prioritised commercial expediency above active intervention.?

Although social networks are used by individual users, the platforms are also used
by organised and semi-organised groups. Some extremist groups, for example,
have used platforms to recruit adherents, propagandise, and sow discord.*®
Though platforms provide global reach, they also serve as spaces for very local
engagements. It is in and through these very local engagements that rhetoric can
slip into real-world action.

The demographics of social media usage in South Africa

Social media use in South Africa has grown substantially over the last two years,
encouraged by strict Covid-19 lockdowns and a surge in the use of mobile
telephones and apps.¥” Some social-media platforms in South Africa now boast
user figures that constitute almost half of the South African population (Table 1.5).
But who exactly are these users and how might their demographics shape the
content that they see and produce? The latest South African Social Media Landscape
Report, 2021 (which focuses on social media usage in South Africa in 2020) provides
the most detailed publicly available analysis of the South African social media
landscape.®

34 Sarah T Roberts, ‘Digital detritus: ‘Error’ and the logic of opacity in social media content moderation’
in First Monday, Vol. 23, No. 3-5 (March, 2018).

35 See, for just one of many examples, the ‘Facebook Files' exposés by the Wall Street Journal between
September and December 2021.

36 Natalie Alkiviadou, ‘Hate speech on social media networks: Towards a regulatory framework?' in
Information & Communications Law, Vol. 28, No. 1 (2019), pp. 19-35, at page 20.

37 ‘The biggest and most popular social media platforms in South Africa, including TikTok’,
BusinessTech, 1 July 2021, https://businesstech.co.za/news/internet/502583/the-biggest-and-most-
popular-social-media-platforms-in-south-africa-including-tiktok/ (accessed 29 January, 2022).

38 The report is intended to provide businesses with an overview of the social media landscape and to
entice them to purchase more detailed information in order to maximise advertising interventions
and brand management on social media. The Report is produced by Ornico (which describe itself
as a “Brand Intelligence® solution built for marketing professionals first”) and World Wide Worx
(which describes itself as an “independent technology research and strategy organisation”).
WWW.0rnico.co.za; https://www.worldwideworx.com/what-we-do/
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Platform Users
Facebook 27 million
YouTube 24 million
Instagram 10 million
Twitter 9,3 million
TikTok 9 million
LinkedIn 8,4 million
SnapChat 7 million

Figure 1.4.%

The report focuses on users aged 15+ living in urban areas with 8000 or more
inhabitants and is based on interviews with 24,000 respondents. This focus on the
urban (and particularly metropolitan) landscapeis likely due to the far lower internet
(and social media) penetration in rural areas. The data produced is weighted to
the Statistics South Africa population estimates and claims to provide an accurate
representation of 27 million South Africans.*® Despite the commercial aims of
the report and the fact that it is skewed towards the urban context (and shows
large variations across each half of 2020), it still provides some useful insights for
delineating the broader terrain of social media usage in the South African context.

Language choice by social media users and its implications

English dominates social media in South Africa. According to Talkwalker (another
consumer intelligence platform), 91.6% of all posts are in English, followed by
Afrikaans, Russian, German, Portuguese, French, Spanish, Italian and Dutch, with
3.1% being listed as ‘other’.#' Our initial assumption when beginning this project
was that these statistics were a product of how analytical software for social media
coded language and that having annotators that were fluent in a range of South
Africa’s national languages would show very different language demographics.
While we found almost no indication of any posts in Russian, German, Portuguese,
French, Spanish and Italian in our datasets, English still completely dominated,
followed by Afrikaans, with the notable exception of the dataset for Operation
Dudula, on which more will be said below.

Of the posts extracted from Twitter relating to the Brackenfell protests, 2.3%
contained isiXhosa, 1.7% contained isiZulu and 1.1% were made up of tweets
containing Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, and Tshivendi. Two and a half percent were
exclusively in Afrikaans (rising to 4.36% of tweets that contained some Afrikaans)
while the remainder of the posts were in English. Very different trends, however,

39 ‘The biggest and most popular social media platforms in South Africa, including TikTok’,
BusinessTech, 1 July 2021, https://businesstech.co.za/news/internet/502583/the-biggest-and-most-
popular-social-media-platforms-in-south-africa-including-tiktok/ (accessed 29 January, 2022).

40 South African Social Media Landscape Report, 2021 (Ornico and World Wide Worx, 2021), at page 62.

41 ‘Social media statistics and usage in South Africa’, https://www.talkwalker.com/blog/social-media-
stats-south-africa
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emerged in our Facebook dataset relating to the Brackenfell protests. Here, 73.4%
of the posts coded by our annotators were in English and 20.8% in Afrikaans (which
goes up to 24.4% when we include posts that were in both English and Afrikaans).
Only 2.2% of coded posts contained other national languages (isiXhosa, isiZulu,
Setswana and Xitsonga).

The material extracted relating to the Senekal protests showed similar results. When
it came to Twitter, 95.3% of all coded tweets were in English and 4.1% contained
Afrikaans, while only 0.7% contained other languages. Meanwhile, the coded posts
extracted from Facebook, although still dominated by English, contained 27% of
posts coded as being in Afrikaans, with only 2.4% coded as containing isiXhosa.

While the number of Afrikaans posts may, to some extent, be a reflection of the
topics chosen for analysis (Brackenfell is a predominantly Afrikaans-speaking
northern suburb of Cape Town and the Senekal protests saw a particularly
vigorous response by farmers who are also predominantly Afrikaans), this data
highlights the ways that platform architecture shapes online discourse. Twitter
does not support any of South Africa’s eleven official languages other than English;
the same is true of TikTok. Facebook, on the other hand, also provides support for
Afrikaans (including a translation tool). This may in part explain why Facebook has
the largest number of white users of the three platforms under consideration (see
Figure 1.9 below).

In contrast, there was little to no Afrikaans at all on the datasets relating to Operation
Dudula.*? Posts on Twitter were predominantly in English, which formed 81% of the
dataset. However, 12.5% of tweets were coded as isiZulu and 2.1% in Sepedi. The
large increase in the number of posts containing isiZulu here is unsurprising when
one considers that it is the language most spoken by individuals in households
across Gauteng and that the epicentre of the Operation Dudula movement was
Diepkloof. Interestingly, this pattern is not reflected in posts extracted from
Facebook.*®

The dominance of English in these datasets, while not surprising, still requires
further explanation, given how few South Africans speak English inside and
outside the home (see Figure 1.5). A small study of language use on social media
in Limpopo provides a likely explanation. As a result of the lack of recognition for
African languages on social-media platforms, users found it “difficult to reflect on
their cultures” when using social media as a means of communication.** English
allowed these users to connect with people from different countries and social
backgrounds. Using English saved time, as other users would otherwise often
ask for translations of what they had written. When words are written in an

42 1.9% of extracted coded tweets and 0% of coded posts extracted from Facebook were in Afrikaans.

43 The remaining posts were coded as ‘other’ as they often consisted only of an image or were made up
of dead links where the post could not be coded. Of the extracted coded posts, 76.8% were listed as
being in English and only 8.4% of coded posts were listed as containing indigenous languages (only
2.1% of these being in isiZulu).

44 Edgar Malatji and Carol Lesame, The use of South African languages by youth on social media: The
case of Limpopo Province’ in Communicare: Journal for Communication Sciences in Southern Africa, Vol.
38, No. 1(2019), pp. 76-95, at page 78.
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African language, the platforms typically indicate that the word is unknown or not
recognisable.®

Black Indian /
African Coloured Asian White South Africa
() [} ()] [ ()]

[9) S [9) o () o ] o [9) o

S 2 S 2 S 2 i 2 S 2

E &8 & &8 & & & 3| & &
Afrikaans 0,9 1,0 77,4 68,8 1,3 1,5 612 372| 122 9,7
English 1,6 86 201 283 921 958 363 61,0 81 16,6
Isindebele 1,9 1,6 0,0 0,0 0,3 0,2 0,3 0,1 1,6 1,3
IsiXhosa 18,2 15,6 11 1,3 0,4 0,0 0,1 0,1 14,8 12,8
IsiZulu 31,1 30,8 0,3 0,3 0,9 1,0 0,5 05| 253 251
Khoi, Nama
and San 0,1 0,1 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,1 0,1
Languages
Sepedi 124 12,0 0,3 0,2 0,5 0,2 0,1 03| 101 9,7
Sesotho 9,7 9,6 0,1 0,2 0,1 0,3 0,0 0,1 79 7,8
Setswana 111 11,5 0,7 0,8 0,2 0,2 0,4 0,4 9,1 9,4
Sign 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00
Language
SiSwati 3,5 3,2 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 0,0 2,8 2,6
Tshivenda 3,1 2,7 0,0 0,0 0,2 0,0 0,0 0,0 2,5 2,2
Xitsonga 4,4 29 0,0 0,1 0,1 0,1 0,0 0,0 3,6 2,4
Other 2,1 0,5 0,1 0,0 4,0 0,7 11 0,5 1,9 0,5
Total
Percentage 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 100,0 | 100,0 100,0
Total
(Thousands) 46307 46135 4961 4930 1430 1426 4442 4420 | 57143 56914

Figure 1.5: Percentage of languages spoken by household members inside and outside
household by population, 2018.4

45 Edgar Malatji and Carol Lesame, ‘The use of South African languages by youth on social media:
The case of Limpopo Province’' in Communicare: Journal for Communication Sciences in Southern Africa,
Vol. 38, No. 1 (2019), pp. 76-95, at page 88.

46 'These are the most-spoken languages in South Africa in 2019" in BusinessTech, 1 June 2019.

https://businesstech.co.za/news/business/319760/these-are-the-most-spoken-languages-in-
south-africa-in-2019/
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The use of English by second-language speakers produced problems of its own.
Our datasets showed numerous examples of users being ridiculed for poor use
of English, with this often used as a means of dismissing their viewpoints and
advancing the claim that schooling had deteriorated under black majority rule.

The failure of social-media platforms to support South African languages creates
another problem. At present, there are few signs that languages such as isiZulu are
consistently flagged by algorithmic content-moderation processes or understood
by commercial content moderators. As we will see, this provides an opportunity for
those intent on disseminating hateful content in these languages.

The increased use of isiZulu on Twitter by active supporters of Operation Dudula
may in part reflect a recognition that they enjoy greater latitude when using this
language. This strategy was explicitly promoted by @uLeratoPillay1, who we will
discuss in greater detail later in this report. In response to a user who asks them
to not use the term kwerekwere (derogatory slang that refers to black foreigners in
South Africa), @uLeratoPillay1 responds: “When we call them the patriots English
names our accounts get blocked. On my account | will refer to them as kweres"”
(Figure 1.6). Use of this term is thus clearly a strategy to avoid content moderation.

G.5 KABINI @SJONDOLO GP - lun 18
Replying to Fillay1

| fully support this movement but am totally against calling other people in
such names. Please do not bro.

O 2 & O
9 Thato Moodley @uLeratoPillay! - Jun 16
h When we call them the patriots English names our accounts get blocked.
On my account | will refer to them as kweres
o ot v &
Figure 1.6

Another example of the use of language to avoid detection can be seen in Figure
1.7, a short interaction between two users where one refers to foreigners as
“stubborn” and as “Grigambas” (a contemptuous term used to refer to inhuman
things).#” The response to this tweet is, “Absolutely, and labantu badelela lakhulu
maan [these people are very contemptible], but it shouldn't be a one day thing
though, given it's success yesterday, | think we need to open branches throughout
the country”. Note here the move away from English when referring to foreigners
as ‘contemptible’.

47 Godfrey Mwakikagile, Africa and its People (Pretoria: New Africa Press, 2008), at page 268. See also
Kenneth Tafira, ‘Is xenophobia racism?’ in Anthropology Southern Africa, Vol. 34. No. 3-4 (2011), pp.
114-121.
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€« Tweet

“ Captain Jack

ra nL 1 must never stop,we have very
stubbo n foreigners who says we're playing and they're
not going anywhere. We need to show these
Grigambas who's a South African and who's not.

Figure 1.7

The racial and social demographics of social media users in South Africa

Unsurprisingly, whites are over-represented on social-media platforms in
comparison to the racial demographics of South Africa as a whole (see figures 1.9
and 1.10). It was only over the course of 2020 that the number of black and white
users on Twitter reached relative parity. This increase in black users on Twitter
may be the result of a growing perception that Twitter is a more representative
space with the rise of “Black Twitter”. This may have also been facilitated by the
introduction of new features such as Spaces.”® The relative absence of black users
on TikTok may help to explain why the large majority of material relating to the
flashpoints on this platform was hostile to the EFF.

48 South African Social Media Landscape Report, 2021 (Ornico and World Wide Worx, 2021), at page 64.
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Racial Profiles: SA Total Population VS SA Social Media (%)
Sources: StatsSA (2019) & 5,;\6%ocial Media Landscape 2021

Total Papulation Social Media

@ @ indiansiAsians (| Coloureds [l Whites [l Blacks

Figure 1.8.%

Top 7 Social Networks in South Africa - By Race (%)

Source: SA Social Media Landscape 2021

10,54
= gy mze
S L1l 719 830 650

47.00

Snapchat Linkedin Youtube Tiktok Facebook Instagram Twitter Top 7 Average

@ B Indians/Asians | Coloureds [l Whites [l Blacks E

Figure 1.9.%°

49

50

Graphic compiled by Willy Seyama based on statistics taken from the South African Social Media
Landscape Report, 2021. https://enitiate.solutions/social-media-landscape-2021-from-data-to-

insights-for-brands/
Ibid.

37


https://enitiate.solutions/social-media-landscape-2021-from-data-to-insights-for-brands/
https://enitiate.solutions/social-media-landscape-2021-from-data-to-insights-for-brands/

The Dynamics of Racism, Antisemitism and Xenophobia on Social Media in South Africa

38

Discussion on social media is further skewed by the fact that the majority of users
(across all racial groups) are made up of individuals from higher income bands. A
third of South Africa’s urban social media users come from the four highestincome
brackets, while only 12% are made up of individuals from the bottom four wage
brackets (see Figure 1.10). This may be exacerbated by high data costs in South
Africa.”!

Social media in South Africa is thus heavily skewed in terms of both race and
wealth. This has a variety of implications for the nature and tenor of discussions of
contentiousissues. Paradoxically, it mayin part explain how and why the EFF so often
sits at the centre of online debate. A significant proportion of social media users
see the EFF as being antithetical to their interests, leading to greater antagonism
towards the party and its supporters. The EFF, for example, completely dominates
the polarised and polarising discussion relating to the protests in Brackenfell and
Senekal. As we will see later, the EFF is itself skilled at driving discussion online.

Top 7 Social Networks in South Africa - By Income (%)

Source: SA Social Media Landscap

14.70 18.00 14.20 13.30 1240 14.50 14.30 14.49

Snapchat Linkedin Youtube Tiktok Facebook  Instagram Twitter  Top 7 Average
RES0K+ R40K-R49.299 | R3IOK-R39,999 B R24K-R29999 | R20K-R23,999 R18K-R19,999
B R14K-R17,989 [ R10K-R13,988K [ REK-R8,985K [ RIK-R5988 [ R25K-R2,998K RZK-R2,488

@ W R1K-R1,999K [ Under R1K I —

Figure 1.10.%

51 https://www.cable.co.uk/mobiles/worldwide-data-pricing/. It is unclear whether these high data costs
have been offset by the introduction of Facebook'’s ‘Free Basics’ in South Africa. The only analysis of
Free Basics and its usage in South Africa is a study of its use by 35 individuals in the context of tertiary
educational facilities in urban Cape Town. See Julianne Romanosky and Marshini Chetty, ‘Understanding
the Use and Impact of the Zero-Rated Free Basics Platform in South Africa’ in CHI “18: Proceedings of the
2018 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems, Paper 192 (April, 2018).

52 Graphic compiled by Willy Seyama based on statistics taken from the South African Social Media
Landscape Report, 2021. https://enitiate.solutions/social-media-landscape-2021-from-data-to-
insights-for-brands/
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Top 7 Social Networks in South Africa - By Education (%)

Source: SA Social Media Landscape 2021
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Figure 1.11.%3

The age demographics of social media users in South Africa

Social media use is dominated by those under the age of 34. Young people may be
more inclined to hold radical political views and to voice these in less modulated
ways on social media.>* Although much of the narrative around TikTok suggests
that it has come to dominate the younger demographic, that does not seem to
be the case in South Africa. The 2021 South African Social Media Landscape Report
indicates that Facebook has more users in the 15-24-year-old demographic; both
were far ahead of Twitter in this demographic (see Figure 1.12). The report itself
suggests that a large proportion of TikTok users are likely those in secondary school
or who have just finished school.>> This, along with TikTok's concerted attempts to
‘keep the app fun’, may explain why there was much less content relating to the
Brackenfell and Senekal protests and Operation Dudula. This may also be a result
of TikTok's content-moderation policies (discussed in Section Three).

53 Ibid.

54 See ‘Study shows young South Africans have no faith in democracy and politicians’, The Conversation,
11 June 2019. https://theconversation.com/study-shows-young-south-africans-have-no-faith-in-
democracy-and-politicians-118404 and Collette Schulz-Herzenberg, The South African non-voter:
An analysis' in The Midpoint - Paper Series N° 2/2020. https://www.kas.de/documents/261596/
10543300/The+South+African+non-voter+-+An+analysis.pdf/acc19fbd-bd6d-9190-f026-8d311078b
670?version=1.0&t=1608

55 South African Social Media Landscape Report, 2021 (Ornico and World Wide Worx, 2021), at page 92.
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Top 7 Social Networks in South Africa - By Age Group (%)

SA Social Media Landscape 2021
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Figure 1.12: Top seven social networks in South Africa by age group.*
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Figure 1.13: Distribution of TikTok creators worldwide as of August 2021,
by age group.””

56 Graphic compiled by Willy Seyama based on statistics taken from the South African Social Media

Landscape Report, 2021. https://enitiate.solutions/social-media-landscape-2021-from-data-to-
insights-for-brands/
57 ‘Distribution of TikTok creators worldwide as of August 2021, by age group’, Statista. https://www.

statista.com/statistics/1257721/tiktok-creators-by-age-worldwide/
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Section 1: Social Media Use in South Africa

Each of the features described above - the ways that social media usage reflects
particular age, income, and racial patterns in South Africa - must be kept in
mind when reading the next section of this study. As we will see, the presence of
particular recurrent themes and motifs, as well as the dynamics of discussion, are
in part a product of these patterns.

1



Flashpoints, dynamics
and social media strategies
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Section One of this report traced the landscape of social media use in South
Africa. In Section Two, we identify and analyse key features and themes relating to
each flashpoint, as well as identify the dynamics of online political discussion and
the tools and strategies that users deploy to shape conversations.

This section builds on a close examination of a mass of content that was categorised
and evaluated by the research team. As will be described in detail in Section Three,
content on social media is ever-shifting, not only because of changes to what is
written and posted, but also because of changes to community guidelines and
the removal of accounts (and all their posts) if they are flagged or are found post
facto to have violated the community guidelines of the social-media platform.
Content relating to each of the flashpoints, in other words, changes over time due
to deletions and additions.

Given the issue of fake accounts, we drew information from user profiles with
caution, typically adding the disclaimer ‘ostensibly’ when describing the racial
background of users. This is not to say that all the accounts that we describe are
fake but that we should avoid taking the profiles at face value.

Despite the differences between the flashpoints, the most striking feature common
to discussions of each on social media was how quickly conversations became
polarised and shifted away from the events themselves into broader debates
regarding the South African political scene. Some of those who participated in
these discussions mobilised a range of racist tropes that are discussed in this
section. As we will see, these tropes were often interrelated and appeared in
multiple configurations. We also describe some of the more concerning dynamics
of online discussion, allowing the reader to get a sense of how the white far right
and the black radical left feed into and off one another and strengthen each other.

Part 2.1 examines the adroitness of the EFF at driving and dominating discussion
on social media. Part 2.2 describes how the epithet of “race traitor” is deployed to
demarcate and police political and racial boundaries on Twitter, Facebook, and
TikTok. Part 2.3 explains how the far right presents whites as victims of the new
South Africa and portrays the latter as dystopian. Part 2.4 demonstrates how the
claim of “white genocide” builds international support for the far right in South
Africa. Part 2.5 turns to the 2021 Gaza conflict in order to describe how content
moderation and local concerns shape conversation on social media. Part 2.6 looks
at the curious pull that Hitler, Nazi, and Holocaust analogies exercise on social
media in South Africa. And 2.7 explores how fake accounts and other tools are
deployed to translate social media activism into real-world action through the case
study of Operation Dudula.



Section 2: Flashpoints, dynamics and social media strategies

2.1 The EFF and the Dynamics of
Social Media in South Africa

In 2012, the ANC found Julius Malema guilty of “sowing divisions within the
ruling party” after he unfavourably compared the leadership of President Jacob
Zuma to that of his predecessor Thabo Mbeki.> After his departure from the ANC
he established his own political party, the Economic Freedom Fighters, in 2013.
The EFF positioned itself as a radical, leftist, anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist
movement focusing on issues of economic inequality. Despite being substantially
smaller than the ANC and the official opposition Democratic Alliance (a broadly
centrist political party), it has proven more successful than either of those two
parties at driving debate on social media.®

How has it done so? Central to the party's political repertoire is its use of various
media platforms to propagate its position on the expropriation of land and
economic transformation.® These interventions are often framed provocatively
and ambiguously. A good example of the latter is the claim made in multiple posts
that “All we want is our land”. Left unsaid is who this ‘we’ is, what land is being
referred to, and how the process should take place. Such vague but deliberately
provocative statements tend to stimulate a ‘frenzy’ on social media as they are
shared and commented upon, with each new iteration of the post driving further
engagement.5?

Such posts were also noticeable for the level of resentment and anger they
elicited.® In the content we collected, responses to the EFF often took the form
of portraying the party as ‘terrorists’ and ‘hooligans'. This occurred with such
regularity that we soon stopped coding these posts. The image macro seen in
Figure 2.1.1 below appeared on multiple occasions. So too did comments that
played on various discourses of dysfunction (see, for example, figures 2.1.2 to
2.1.5). Here and elsewhere, criticism of the EFF was often barely concealed racism
rather than commentary about the actions of the party. The framing of the EFF as
terrorists allows for the party to be portrayed as enemies of the state and worthy
targets of violence (see Figure 2.1.6).

59 Nickolaus Bauer, ‘Out! ANC upholds Julius Malema'’s expulsion’, Mail & Guardian, 24 April 2012.
https://mg.co.za/article/2012-04-24-malema-expelled/

60 ‘Julius Malema - South Africa’s radical agenda setter’, BBC News, 30 April 2019, https://www.bbc.
com/news/world-asia-pacific-14718226

61 Denél Chetty, #SCANDAL: An exploration of social media in light of René Girard's mimetic theory
(Masters Thesis: University of Pretoria, 2020), at page 36.

62 Ibid., page 41.

63 Ibid., page 42.
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TERRORIST

I'terarist/

a person who uses unlawful
violence and intimidation,
especially against civilians,
in the pursuit of political aims.

ARRESTMALEMA

afh u NOW!

Figure 2.1.1

o
o

Sev Ladig
They make no secret of their intent to make the <@
country ungovernable = TERRORISTS

Figure 2.1.2

5  Emma Bottriell-Saunders
The EFF are a domestic terrorist
group.MaIema incites violence
and hatred.There is no place
for him in SA with that
mentality. On a daily basis the
EFF loct burn and steal .They
need to be held accountable
for their actions.But the police
are corrupt and allow them to
create this environment

Like - Reply - 1y LA

Figure 2.1.3

(‘b Art Wk

Absolutelyll! The police time and again side with the eff
which signals thay are captured eff sympathizers!

Uil - Rapily - Shars - 1y

Figure 2.1.4

“ lan Mclean

If they were a white political party, they would have been
charged with terrarism. The are currently committing
terrorist acts in a quasi democracy, while chapter §
institutions look on because they are captured, comupt,
incompetent and under ANC instruction

Like Reply Share iy Qo:

Figure 2.1.5
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user2458520576883 LA

Shoot to kill, all those terrorists @

Figure 2.1.6

Similar sentiments appeared in content relating to the Brackenfell protests
on Twitter and Facebook (see figures 2.1.7 and 2.1.8). Here we not only see the
attempt to delegitimise and silence the EFF and its supporters by portraying them
as terrorists and hooligans, but also the insinuation that EFF protestors are jobless
individuals who mindlessly assemble as a paid ‘rent-a-crowd’. The latter view
permeated the datasets (see, for example, figures 2.1.9 to 2.1.11). Often paired
with this is the claim that those who are unemployed are jobless because of their
own laziness rather than because of systemic inequalities.

8 <lint Jackson
EFF CAN'T FIX RACISM WHERE AS THE EFF ARE THE BIGGEST RACIST

THEMSELVES.THE EFF ARE THE BIGGEST RACIST PEOPLE IN SOUTH AFRICA JULIUS
MALEMA IS A RACIST HIMSELF FIGHTING RACISM WHO ARE CAUSING SO MUCH
DIVISION AND HATRED AMOMNGST THE PECPLE IN THIS COUNTRY.
THE EFF ARE ALWAYS PROVOKING RACISM AND VIOLENCE WHERE AS THE EFF
CONSISTS OF A DISRESPECTFUL RACIST TERRORIST ORGANIZATION AND NOT A
POLITICAL PARTY.EFF ATTENTION SEEKERS

E = Extreme
F = Fucking
F = Fools

Like - Reply

Figure 2.1.7
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Economic Freedom Fighters 8 @EFFSouthafrica Aug 3
Good moming to all Africans and lovers of African people.

iy P00 »
oo L

X Dbubezi2Sfeb1952 - Aug 3
85y ALL THESE FUCKIN USELESS CLUELESS PARASITE HOOLGAN THUGS LIVING
OF TAXPAYERS MONEY AND NOT CONTRIBUTING TO THE ECONOMY OF
THE COUNTRY.

Figure 2.1.8

0 I enn Marakc

Al they are rent a croud the EFF ger unemployed people
give them a beret a T-shirt and a free meal then the transport them with
busses 1o where they want them 95% of those are unemployed people and not
members that is why they call them ground forces and not members . . the
proot of that is in the bo elections they didn’t do very good at the bo elections
and yesterday where they protest in Durban , the real EFF members were
separated from the fake ones and there were many 20 where the rent a croud
were over 1000 they had a clip on mainstream media where they whent past
the taxi rank in Durban go and google it then you will see o

Like . Reply

Figure 2.1.9

6 Qwen Wardell
They so busy dancing the foreigners
are getting their jobs,so now they burn
the trucks and spazas the bloody doff
things
Like - Reply - 51w O

Figure 2.1.10
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sid 1o dance in the street like clowns.

[\

Figure 2.1.11

The assertions that the EFF is a terrorist organisation and a political party that does
not enjoy genuine popular support are often accompanied by another strategy of
silencing: the claim that the EFF and its supporters are foreigners. Many examples
of this can be seen in relation to the Brackenfell protests. In response to the party’s
declaration on its Facebook page that “We will defend our land with our blood.
This, our land we will defend with our bodies", a user simply posts a screenshot of
an article claiming that Malema is a foreigner and that 60% of EFF members are
foreigners (see Figure 2.1.12).%* While this may seem to be an obvious example of
‘fake news’, the idea that Malema and his supporters are foreigners gained a great
deal of traction. Others rushed to echo this claim (see, for example, figures 2.1.13
and 2.1.14), demonstrating the power of wilful belief and the no-holds-barred
nature of the discussion. Here we see the intermeshing of xenophobia and racism,
as well as fear-mongering, as detractors warned that the EFF is seeking to stoke a
race war.

3¢ st int Elging En Firik Cil.

Just in! Elaine En
Frik Cilliers traces
Malemas origin to
Ethiopia: Maintains
that 60 percent of
EFF members are
foreigners

Figure 2.1.12

64 https://www.trendsdaily.co.za/trending/just-in-elaine-en-frik-cilliers-traces-malemas-origin-to-
ethiopia-maintains-that-60-percent-of-eff-members-are-foreigners/ (accessed 21 January 2022).
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Deon Lubbe

TSOTSIES!! NOTHING RITE ABOUT
YOU CRIMINALS!IT MURDERERS,
VANDILISTS, TERRORISTS, BURN
DOWN SOUTH AFRICA AND YOU

UNLITTERADED TSOTSIES IS WHAT
YOU ARE. IF YOU FUCKMUTS WENT
TO SCHOOL YOU WOULD'VE
KNOWN THE TRUE HISTORY. RACIST
BUNCH OF BUSTARDS!!!I FUCK OFF
BACK TO ZIMBABWE YOU FOOLISH
SAVAGES!II

Like - Reply

Figure 2.1.13

Katryn Van Ryn
Willem Hechter Foreigners that

want to claim our country. IM is

a foreigner and so is 65 percent

of the Eff.

Like - Reply - 1y Os

¥ 5 Replies

Figure 2.1.14

We see further signs of the potency of xenophobia in the frequency with which
claims of foreignness are used to silence. When a participant in a discussion on
Facebook came outin support of the EFF protests in Brackenfell, he wasimmediately
told “you're a Zimbabwean not even Sout African so shut up”. Another user jumped
in: “Well that fits [...] All the thugs helping JUJU [a reference to Julius Malema] come
from Zim because they cheap enough to afford and gullible when desperate”. Here
and in 2.1.15 we see an effort to intimidate and silence an individual, as well as to
taint the EFF with foreignness. We see a similar process in Figure 2.1.16 and the
response in Figure 2.1.17, as well as in Figure 2.1.18. All of these examples point to
the polarised nature of discussion on these threads, but also the way in which the
discourse of the settler - used repeatedly by the EFF - is turned against it. Even if
these claims are spurious, they have been taken up with vigour.

@ TheBarret
one settler one bullet </

. Peter Ferreira
malema,a father comes from Zimbabwe, he's the %/
setler

Figure 2.1.15
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Ephron Phiri
We were divided by the colonialists then it's not easy to stop, just because of
economy. Whites are running the economy that from slavery and apartheid

¥i

government. They invested wealthy to their families while us we living in poverty.

Like - Reply - 1 -
Figure 2.1.16
Nic Smit
Ephran Phiri Why are you making naise from Zambia?
Like - Reply - 1y
Figure 2.1.17

Fathleen Mc Nulty
Sharon yes they need to be banned for racism and violence
)]

Like: - Reply - © -

“ Marcia Barron

Sharon Agreed. they should be disbarred. But Ramaphosa isn't going to do
anything. the EFF is their lapdogs.
Like - Reply - 1 O? e
& Katjibane Gift
Sharon voetsek bloody foreigner
Like - Rephy - 1 w
’ Kathleen Mc Nulty
Katjibane Gift nah dude, Sharon is indigenous to South Africa. Unlike

you phony Firestarter. G

Like - Reply - 1y

& Marcia Barron
Katjibane Gift Agreed, Malema must go back to Zimbabwe!
Like - Reply L+

Figure 2.1.18

Interestingly, the discourse of foreignness is not limited to efforts to silence EFF
supporters and vice versa. Figures 2.1.19 to 2.1.21 are extracts from a discussion
found on a Facebook page of eNCA news. The page contains a video clip by the
leader of the Cape Party in which he claims that the EFF is racist. An ostensibly
black user responded with the post seen in Figure 2.1.19. This elicited a racist
epithet from another user (Figure 2.1.20) and then another claim of foreignness
(Figure 2.1.21).
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@  Brock L Majiba
This guy is right, in South Africa we
struggling with diversity of thought
andjor intellectual diversity. As black
people | don't think we all have to
agree with EFF because it's "EFF”, If
you are apen minded, challenge
other ideas. Don't answer based on
your emotions. Don't forget we have
freedom of speech that is protected
in our constitution. Free speech will
not always be something pleasant in
your ears.

Like - Reply - Ty OD

Figure 2.1.19

'ﬂ Kuti Zulu

Brock L Majiba garden boy

Like - Reply - 1 ¥

* Nicholas Jose Balanco
Gomes
Kuti Zulu is this how you
reward free thinking
people ? You degrade
them for having different
thoughts 7 Maybe you
should respect his words
since he is standing for
yours

Like  Reply - 1y

Figure 2.1.20

. Warren MNtsibande
Brock | hate to say this but you
are way out of line and the fact
that you are not a South
African native adds salt to the
wound, maybe I'm wrong you
are a SA kodwa your reasoning
sounds foreign.

Like - Reply - 1y - Edited 'DD

Figure 2.1.21

While much of the above may seem like a digression into a discussion of silencing,
almost every one of these efforts to silence instead led to further engagement
with these posts. This paradoxically drives the production of new user-generated
content and increases time spent on the platform. Likewise, the act of trying to
silence the EFF on social media had the contradictory effect of simply expanding
the EFF's social media footprint during the Senekal and Brackenfell protests. The
vitriolic nature of the discussion drew a great deal of additional traffic.

The EFF's substantial presence on Twitter is not remarkable considering how the
party has always positioned itself when it comes to racism. Since its inception in
2013, the EFF has focused on land expropriation and economic emancipation, with
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race and class as central features. A good example of this is when the EFF led a
demonstration to the Johannesburg Stock Exchange (JSE) in October 2015 as part of
its 2016 municipal election campaign. The march was organised around the issue
of economic emancipation but the narrative that emerged once the demonstration
was over was that the JSE was racist and had treated those who had participated
in the peaceful demonstration like criminals because they were black.®> Over the
years, the EFF has given the issue of racism more prominence, with the party
being vocal or organising marches against many race-related events, including the
Penny Sparrow racism case. It is this foregrounding of race issues that has partly
facilitated their dominance on Twitter because, as explained by Bonilla and Rosa:

Twitter affords a unique platform for collectively identifying,
articulating, and contesting racial injustices from the in-group
perspectives of racialized populations. Whereas in most mainstream
media contexts the experiences of racialized populations are
overdetermined, stereotyped, or tokenized, social-media platforms
such as Twitter offer sites for collectively constructing counter
narratives and re-imagining group identities.®

As an opposition party that defines itself as a “radical and militant economic
emancipation movement”,’ fighting against the exploitation of the black working
class by the elite, the EFF is viewed as part of a counter-public that contests
mainstream narratives, both politically and in the media. Although such counter
publics have a long history in South Africa and elsewhere, the use of social-media
platforms such as Twitter by young black South Africans has shown the potential
of such spaces to organise, galvanise debates, and influence public action around
injustices such as racism.®® Notably, Suzanne Beukes also contends that Twitter
needs to be viewed as a consensus-building medium because it offers people
the opportunity to assemble around a particular knowledge base that comes
pre-packaged with certain arguments.®® It was through consensus-building
that the student movements of 2015/2016, organised around the hashtags
#RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall, were able to come together to constitute and
link to a particular digital public.”® For oppositional parties like the EFF, consensus

65 Greg Nicolson, ‘EFF marches: ‘This isn't a Mickey Mouse organisation”, Daily Maverick, 28 October
2015. https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2015-10-28-eff-marches-this-isnt-a-mickey-mouse-
organisation/

66 Yarimar Bonilla and Jonathan Rosa, “# Ferguson: Digital protest, hashtag ethnography, and the racial
politics of social media in the United States, in American ethnologist, Vol. 42, No. 1 (2015), pp. 4-17, at
page 7.

67 https://www.politicsweb.co.za/news-and-analysis/founding-manifesto-of-the-economic-freedom-
fighter

68 Suzanne Beukes, ‘An Exploration of the Role of Twitter in the Discourse Around Race in South Africa.
Using the# Feesmustfall Movement as a Pivot for Discussion’ in Urte Undine Fromming, Steffen
K6hn, Samantha Fox and Mike Tery (eds.), Digital Environments. Ethnographic Perspectives across
Global Online and Offline Spaces. (Bielefeld: transcript, 2017), pp. 195-210, at page 195.

69 Ibid., at page 205.

70 Tanja Bosch, Twitter and participatory citizenship:# FeesMustFall in South Africa’ in Bruce Mutsvairo
(ed.), Digital activism in the social media era (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), pp. 159-173, at page
164.
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building becomes a useful tool for mobilising support on Twitter as these social-
media platforms are designed to encourage “broadcasting over engagements,
posts over discussions, shallow comments over deep conversations” and this is
effective for political mobilisation but can also engender polarisation.”

Unsurprisingly then, given the central role played by the EFF in the protests at
Senekal and Brackenfell and the dynamics described above, the EFF was the key
driver of social media traffic on Twitter relating to these two events. The party
sat at the intersection of posts relating to the two events (see Figure 2.1.22). Our
research suggests that this is also true across Facebook and TikTok in relation to
these flashpoints. The EFF's dominance of traffic was only challenged by Julius
Malema’s own personal Twitter account; both generated much more traffic than
media outlets such as Radio 702 and eNCA and other political parties like the
Democratic Alliance.

Despite the fact that these two flashpoints - Brackenfell and Senekal - focus on
two ostensibly very different issues (racism in a school in the urban Western Cape;
the killing of a farmer in the rural Free State), on social media the constant was a
heightened presence of posts by, responses to, and posts about the EFF and their
actions. When, for example, looking at the number of users in the Senekal dataset
that have elicited responses, we can see the outsized influence of the EFF, followed
once again by responses to Julius Malema's personal account (see Figure 2.1.23).

et

EFFSouthAfrica

--y

SenekalBrackenfell WeightedDegree

Figure 2.1.22: Network analysis of datasets relating to the Senekal and Brackenfell
protests. Senekal nodes are coloured green and Brackenfell nodes are coloured red.
Nodes that are at the intersection of both datasets are in purple.

71 Suzanne Beukes, ‘An Exploration of the Role of Twitter in the Discourse Around Race in South Africa.
Using the# Feesmustfall Movement as a Pivot for Discussion’ in Urte Undine Fromming , Steffen
Koéhn, Samantha Fox and Mike Tery (eds.), Digital Environments. Ethnographic Perspectives across
Global Online and Offline Spaces. (Bielefeld: transcript, 2017), pp. 195-210, at page 206.
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Figure 2.1.23: Network analysis showing users being replied to in the Senekal and
Brackenfell protest datasets.

What also becomes clear when looking at Figure 2.1.23 is the very distinct groupings
formed in these datasets. This echoes broader analyses of Twitter undertaken
by Kyle Findlay who has highlighted the increasingly polarised nature of Twitter
engagements in South Africa.”? In an analysis based on 27 000 tweets about the
Senekal protests (Figure 2.1.24), Findlay highlights what he refers to as ultra-
polarised discussion where each group is in its own filter bubble and therefore
dealing with a different set of facts and narratives. He notes that this is a key
change in social media behaviour, as previously South African Twitter users would
“all get our facts from the same place, even if our interpretations of those facts veer
off in vastly different directions".”

72 Findlay's review of Twitter usage in South Africa is tellingly titled “2020 in review: The year crude
populism and polarisation took hold". https://www.superlinear.co.za/2020-in-review-the-year-
crude-populism-and-polarisation-took-hold/

73 Superlinear, 2020 in review: The year crude populism and polarisation took hold". https://www.
superlinear.co.za/2020-in-review-the-year-crude-populism-and-polarisation-took-hold/
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SENEKAL PROTESTS \
ON TWITTER \

Figure 2.1.24.7

Similar features were evident in our qualitative analysis. Tellingly, our research
shows that rather than being a place where users came to get news, the discussion
generated by mainstream media content on social media instead resulted in the
collision of very different ‘facts’ and narratives; these threads often rapidly became
vitriolic in nature.

Findlay's analysis also shows that, despite forming a relatively small proportion
of Twitter users, the white body politic and supporters of the EFF were by far the
most vocal of social media users (see Figure 2.1.25). Given the eagerness of these
two groups to spar on social media, it is clear that their dominance is in part due
to their outsized engagement with the rival group. This once again highlights
that, while the dynamics and rhetoric described in this report are concerning, it
is important to remember that these are driven by a relatively small community
of overall users. Yet at the same time these groups have played an outsize role in
shifting our national narratives, because of their widening social media footprint.

74 https://twitter.com/superlinearza/status/1326821843593007106
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Figure 2.1.25: Summary of the top communities discussing South African political and
social issues. Communities above the diagonal line were the most vocal.”

Findlay concludes that these trends point to “the hardening of race relations
between far left and far right (read: black and white) South Africans”.”® This came
through particularly strongly when someone was seen as crossing the ideological
and racial divide (as seenin Figures 2.1.19to 2.1.21). Such users became the targets
of particularly vitriolic responses; they were depicted as ‘race traitors'. We turn to
this phenomenon in the next part of this study.

75 Kyle Findlay, ‘2020 in review: The year crude populism and polarisation took hold". https://www.
superlinear.co.za/2020-in-review-the-year-crude-populism-and-polarisation-took-hold/
76 Ibid.
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2.2 The Race Traitor
and the Sell-Out

The dominance of the ‘white far right’ and the ‘black radical left' in much political
discussion on social media has meant that race and political ideology are habitually
conflated in online debate. This was visible at every turn in the flashpoints that we
focused on. The assumption that white and black participants in these charged
online discussions would cling to predictable and racially defined positions typically
had consequences for those who did not do so. In the overheated language of
social media, they were often branded as sell-outs and race traitors.

This vitriol was not reserved exclusively for those who crossed perceived racial and
ideological lines. When users who were identified as Coloured or Indian entered
discussions relating to the Brackenfell and Senekal protests, for example, they were
immediately set upon by other users who indicated that they had no place in these
debates and in South Africa more broadly. For example, on an eNews Channel
Africa page on Facebook reporting on the Brackenfell protests, a user who was
identified as Indian engaged in a heated back and forth with black interlocutors
that quickly degenerated into claims and counterclaims about race. The former
was told that Indians should not get in “the ring”, and that his views were invalid
(Figure 2.2.1). Similarly, an ostensibly Indian user who was critical of the EFF was
told by a black user “shame | ddnt know the likes of you exist in such matters sitting
on a fence camouflaging like chameleon waiting for whites to arrive turn white
when Africans arrive you become an african get a grip!”. The claim was made more
pointedly with the statement that the “likes of you” do not exist in “such matters”.

Tebogo Tebzer
50 say someone from the worlds most useless race koolas r just
extras in this world

Like - Reply - 1y s

Figure 2.2.1

We see the same dynamic in Figure 2.2.2. The figure referred to as a “tokoloshe”
here is Jack Markovitz, on whom more will be said below. While the descent of
a conversation into slurs and insults is hardly surprising given the dynamics
discussed in this report, the use of the term ‘makula’ shows the difficulties that the
use of local terms can have in the interpretation of hate speech. Debate erupted
around the meaning of the word in 2011 when Julius Malema, then still the leader
of the ANC Youth League, used the word, often considered derogatory to Indians,
when he addressed residents in the informal settlement of Thembelihle, situated
in Lenasia. In his speech he stated “Bana ba lena ba tshwanetse ba dumelelwe
gore ba tsene sekolo le bana ba makula mona [Your children must be allowed to



go to school with Indian children]”. Charges of hate speech were brought against
him as the term is derived from the derogatory word ‘coolie’. Many pointed out
that this is often the only term used to describe Indian people in certain black
communities, and that no offence is meant by the word. The term, in other words,
can be innocuous or potent depending on context and inflexion.”
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o Trevor Guntanam

Thomas Kitching don't insult the poor tokoloshe
Like - Reply - 1

Mgidunyelwa Wupotiyan
Trevor Govindan wena ke you have to shut up this is between BLACKS

AND WHITES, not a confused nation of Indians who think they are white

Like - Rephy

Trevor Guntanam
Ngidunyelwa Wupotiyan pity | am not Indian...Indians have intelligence

you can only dream of fusegi wena
Like - Reply

Ngidunyelwa Wupotiyan

eeeh indiiiiiya g¢

Like - Reply - See Translation - 1y

. Mgldunyetwa Wupotiyan
Trevor Govindan haaa mahatma gandhi is that you? aaah aaah these fucken
makula

’ .

Like - Reply - 1

Trevar Guntanam

Ngidunyelwa Wupotiyan when u get the K word u get offended
right..Makula should get me offended but I'm not. So sori for you.
Educate yourself instead of acting like an arsehole

Like - Raply - 1

Trevar Guntanam

Ngidunyelwa Wupotiyan your 30% pass rate is the

Problem

Like - Reply - 1

Those identified by other users as Coloured often faced identical treatment. In one
striking instance, discussion of news reports about Brackenfell quickly transitioned
into ad hominem attacks on a user that others assumed was Coloured. He was
repeatedly instructed that Coloureds did not fit into the “correct” racial and social
binaries (see Figures 2.2.3 and 2.2.4 for other related statements).

Figure 2.2.2

©

Lehlogonale Nahlabane
Karl Smith seeing your statement | thought you're white. I've just realised that
you're a hybrid. Mo medicine for stupidity ...

Lilke - Reply -

77 See T Osiame Molefe, ‘There is, thankfully, a Pedi word for big ‘misunderstanding”, Daily
Maverick, 21 October 2011. https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2011-10-21-there-is-

Figure 2.2.3

thankfully-a-pedi-word-for-big-misunderstanding/
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‘ Fredy Kruger
Karl Smith Does Whites Still Call You Basted? God Never Had Colored People

In Mind, They're A Result Of Taboo

Like - Rephy -

Figure 2.2.4

Those who did not fit into the binaries of white/right and black/left often
encountered similar treatment. During the Brackenfell protests, Jack Markovitz
was repeatedly identified as a “race traitor” on social media. This followed a widely
distributed interview in which Markovitz, a white Jewish student at the University of
Cape Town who is a member of the EFF, called the DA a white supremacist party,
claimed Mandela “sold us out”, and called for the transferral of “generational wealth
and land to the disenfranchised people of apartheid”. His comments elicited classic
antisemitic responses of the kind seen in Figure 2.2.5, which impute an affinity
between Jews and Communism.”®

“Some may call
it .
butlcallitwhat =,

A~
itis: I '
- Rabbi Stephen Wise & ‘

(The American Bulletin, May 5, 1935)

Figure 2.2.5

This was one of the few antisemitic posts that we found in our data relating to
Markovitz, but reporting by various groups suggest that at the time his comments
resulted in a deluge of antisemitic abuse on social media: “No surprise that he's
a Jew, they've always supported terrorists”; “He is part of the new world order
trying to control the world”; “Jewish youth voting for the SA Holocaust 2021"; and
“Zionistiesejood [Zionist Jew], friend of Soros”.” The absence of such material in our
data from Twitter and Facebook points to the efficacy of content moderation that
has retrospectively cleaned the online record (for how such content-moderation
processes work, see Section Three).

What remained, however, were vicious attacks on Markovitz for being a “race
traitor”. For example, when a user named ‘trotsesuidafrikaner’ (proud South
African) posted a clip on TikTok of the interview with the caption “What do you call

78 Paul Boller, Jr. and John George, They Never Said It: A Book of Fake Quotes, Misquotes, & Misleading
Attributions (New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), page 132.

79 Tali Feinberg, ‘Antisemites and Jews see red over Markovitz's EFF comments’, Jewish Report,
7 December 2020.
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this guy?”, the most common response was that he is a “verraaier [traitor]” (figures
2.2.6 to 2.2.9), with others suggesting a “wit kaffer [white kaffir]" and a “waist of
white skin”. Others wished death upon Markovitz.®° The posts were no less vitriolic
on Facebook (see, for example, Figure 2.2.10).8"

' wolraad woltemade
n donnerse verraaier <&

Figure 2.2.6

Hannes
hy is n verraaier foken jood o

Figure 2.2.7

Bezchris114
Jou voken veraaier jou gemors & & e

Figure 2.2.8

Herman Eksteen
Hys n regte poes.... Fkn bloed feraier \

Figure 2.2.9

80 One user wrote, “Hopefully he gets the samething happen to him that happened to Amy biehl”, in

81

reference to the white anti-apartheid activist who was killed in 1993 in Gugulethu by black Africans
while a crowd shouted anti-white slurs. Another wrote, “how sad his parents must be. kill it before
it start breeding with another braindead eff shit turd”. On another TikTok page, a screenshot of an
image from a mobile phone is posted which suggests that he must be suffering from some form of
foetal alcohol syndrome (see Figure 2.2.10).

On a Taxi Times thread, one user wrotes “Shame! It must be hard to be so confused, to have such
an identity uncertainty!” while numerous users referred to Markovitz as “Judas”, with claims again
appearing that he must have been paid. One user, for example, claimed “his getting paid 20K a
month wot do we expect damn traitor”. Another user wrote “Hier is vir jou a karretjie Hy ry lekker
[here is a car for you, it rides well]” followed by a picture of a hearse. Whether this is a metaphor for
Markovitz death as a white man for his supposedly traitorous actions or the wishing of his actual
death is unclear.
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Figure 2.2.10

Markovitz became the lightning rod for the idea of the white race traitor,
something that emerged in almost every thread where his name appeared. Yet
white users were not alone in criticising Markovitz. Numerous black users on
the same thread also described him as a traitor. They, however, identified the
problem as Markowitz's membership of the EFF and the party’s naivete for trusting
white people.82 Much of the above material was in response to posts from news
organisations on Facebook. These Facebook posts often hosted the most heated
and vitriolic engagements that we came across, many of which crossed the line into
the realm of hate speech.

Similarly, when black users criticised the EFF, they were subject to derogatory
remarks and racist stereotypes. On the same IOL news thread referred to above in
which an Indian user was accused of “camouflaging like a chameleon”, an ostensibly
black user accused the EFF of being bullies. The response was immediate: he was
a "white wannabe”, “you're a disgraceful to human nature nxem®, a “sell out”, a
“Yeeeeees Buss Boy [a yes baas boy]” and a “clever black who are actually morons
by defending racism”.

82 One user flagged their distrust of Markovitz by stating “Steve Biko warned us about those that will
come in our circles and behave as one of us whilst they not, they liberal in outlook...so beware!”.
Another user wrote “WHY EFF TRUST THIS GUY,WHO IS THIS IN THE FIRST PLACE,MXM THERE IS
NO DIFFERENT FROM YOU AND ANC,ALWAYS TRUST THESE WHITE BOYS,WHAT MAKES MANDELA
TO BECOME SOFT IS TO TRUST WHITE PEOPLE. MALEMA IS ABOUT TO DO THE SAME FUCKEN
ERROR,SOBUKWE IS STILL MY FUCKEN HERO". Meanwhile a third user makes this distrust far more
explicit, stating “"Oho...don't fall for this... he was sent by the same racist white people to pretend
that he’s against their sickness ©©®. Oho we know these things...it doesn't mean if they walk with
you and that they are for you. They are just confusing the enemy”.
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Here the term ‘clever blacks’ derives from President Jacob Zuma's reprimand of
Africans who are ‘too clever’ and ‘eloquent in criticising’ their own traditions. The
term has since taken on a life of its own as a reference to the South African black
middle class.® Once again, users employed derogatory language that would escape
the attention of content moderators unfamiliar with the South African social and
political landscape. Those who dared to question the wisdom of the protests at
Brackenfell were heckled with the responses of the kind seen in figures 2.2.11 and
2.2.12. In these examples, we not only see the mobilisation of apartheid-era terms
for collaborators but also the charge that those who do not support the policies of
the black left are “not black enough”.

®  Yanga Mapakati

Herman Moshia Hbk i think this RJ g you wearing makes you dumb
listening is a skill..this post is about Racism in Brackenfell skool. where
black pupils were excluded in their function, then w
defend Oppressors? You need 1o be burned with tyres wena
moron.therefore how can we have economical injection while there’s
racism in this democratical country 7

at's your say?? You

v}

Like - Reply

Figure 2.2.11

Gogs Wanga
House negro begging for baas likes
L

Like - Reply - 1

Figure 2.2.12

In much the same way that Markowitz became a favoured representative of
the white ‘verraaier’, Thuli Madonsela (the former Public Protector) has become
a favoured example of the ‘black sell-out’ on social media. For example, when
Madonsela tweeted about the Santam Women of the Future awards - contrasting
these to the “chest pumping groups of men marking territory” in Senekal - this
struck a nerve, as seen in the response by Mbuyeseni Ndlozi, an EFF Member of
Parliament (Figure 2.2.13). Ndlozi repeated the use of the same derogatory term in
other tweets which still remain on Twitter.

83 E Dimitris Kitis, Tommaso M Milani and Erez Levon, “Black diamonds’, ‘clever blacks’ and other
metaphors: Constructing the black middle class in contemporary South African print media’ in
Discourse & Communication, Vol. 12, No. 2 (2018), pp. 149-170.
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s Mbuyiseni Ndlosi
You are a genuine fool shame!

Trying to erase EFF women who went to put their
bodies on the line in Senekal to fight racism is lowly
even for a house nigger like you. In fact, it's a perfect
case of genuine foslishnass!

B Prof Thuli Madonss
T —

Figure 2.2.13

The theme was immediately taken up by other black users. One claimed that she
was using her position as a “stepping stone to whiteness”; another questioned her
blackness (“She is a black white woman,you can't be sleeping with the devil and
be a saint, she is one of them, trapped in the black skin, maybe she has started
bleaching also so she can be pink enough”). These derogatory comments were not
limited to Twitter, and appear with a disturbing frequency: “she is a white people
agent”, a “white puppet”? she had been “Captured by WMC [White Monopoly
Capital]”, she was an apartheid apologist, a claim made with dramatic visual effect
by the circulation of a fake image of Madonsela stood next to the last apartheid
President FW De Klerk in a dress representing the apartheid South African flag (see
Figure 2.2.14).85

In a social media environment dominated by a white far right that both opposes
and draws its strength from a black radical left (and vice versa), those who do not
fit into these neat categories are favoured targets. By assailing them, the white far
right and black radical left not only drive traffic but seek to undermine those who
do not hew to their worldviews, as well as to demarcate and police the boundaries
of their rival camps.

84 Mpho Sibanyoni, ‘Meet the protector of Thuli Madonsela's heart', SowetanLIVE, 27 July 2018.
https://www.sowetanlive.co.za/news/south-africa/2018-07-27-meet-the-protector-of-thuli-

madonselas-heart/
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Figure 2.2.14
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2.3 White Victimhood:
Stories of Decay,
Degeneration, and Peril

Political discussion on social media in South Africa often takes on an Alice in
Wonderland quality where real-world economic and social realities appear in
distorted and fantastical forms. Representative of this is the recurrent motif
on Twitter and Facebook of white South Africans as an imperilled group, the
primary victims of misrule, decay, and decline in South Africa. In its more extreme
manifestation, this takes on the form of narratives of ‘white genocide’. This white
victim complex, propagated by the white far right, typically draws on nostalgia for
the past and portrays black South Africans as criminogenic and incapable of good
governance. White South Africans, by contrast, are positioned as a group without
which the South African economy will crumble and fall. Unsurprisingly, these ideas
were a constant and prominent presence in content relating to the Brackenfell and
Senekal protests.

Typical of the claim that whites are oppressed in the new South Africa is a tweet
(Figure 2.3.1) asserting that the police and EFF were “against the Boers" during
the Brackenfell protests. This claim was repeated on numerous occasions on the
Facebook group of #BlackMonday, a movement designed to bring awareness to
farm murders. The profile image of the group can be seen in Figure 2.3.2: stylised
white crosses in a rural landscape conveying a claim of rootedness in the land
and signifying farmers who have suffered violent deaths. The use of the bloody
handprint - as seen in the BlackMonday logo - is a constant theme across various
farm murder groups.

Tweat
@ e

SAPS EN DIE EFF TEEMN DIE BOERE

WATCH | Fists i sicl

tensions spike betw_. yo

e Brackenfell High School as
; nafZhESHWY W via

Figure 2.3.1
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#SwartMaandag #BlackMonday

Amptelike Blad Official Page

Swart Maandag
@SwarthaandagAmptelik - Community =

Home Groups Reviews Videos More * ol Like Q

Figure 2.3.2

#BlackMonday was one of several ‘farm murder’ groups that proliferated online
following the Senekal protests, such as ‘Farmers’ Lives Matter SA’ (almost 100 000
users) and the ‘'Stop Farm Murders Movement' (over 80 000 members). These
particular groups (whose Facebook profile pages can be seen in Figures 2.3.3 and
2.3.4) positioned themselves in very different ways. Yet the content within these
groups often follows very similar patterns: graphic imagery depicting white victims
of violence, claims that farm murders are being ignored or denied, and calls for
retribution against perpetrators.

FARMERS' LIVES MATTER SA

@ Public group - 99.5K members

About  Discussion  Featured  Topics  People  Evenls  Media  Files Q

Figure 2.3.3
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BEG NO: H2/1I651/08

K2020911651 (Account Name)
§ First National Bank
. d S Account Number: 62899084926

Branch Name: N1 CITY 023

WE NEED YOUR - J
SUPPORT IN EVERY WAY FARM S Code. HRNIAD

o STOP FARM ATTACKS
N N o
Ary. OF AT e

"y C.lris r 1 % BRANCH CODE. 470010

STOP FARM MURDERS
MOVEMENT

80.7K members

@ Put

Figure 2.3.4

The latter took on an extreme form following the arrest of those accused of
murdering Brendin Horner: “Death Penalty - Klaar - Torture them and hang them
slowly - Eye for an Eye”, “Hulle moet gemartel word tot hulle vrek die gemors [this
rubbish should be tortured until they die]”, “Behead them and their Relative’s IN
FULL PUBLIC VIEW ,, No BAIL , AND NO JAIL !!" These sentiments are indicative of
the strength of feeling generated by this particular event, but also of the dynamics
which are possible when like-minded individuals band together on social media.
Such baying for blood suggests the ways that Facebook groups can foment
extreme responses, as users, unconstrained by the guardrails that typically contain
discourse in the real world, egg each other on and adopt overheated language.
Empathy is often an early victim in the frenzy.

These and other posts on these Facebook pages reflect an absence of faith in the
government to mete out justice, as well as an assumption that those who bear the
brunt of the failure of the government to enforce the law are white South Africans.
These two ideas were also present on a range of other pages without obvious links
to farm murders and white genocide. For example, a group called #OurVoices,
which had 259 500 members and describes itself as “a caring, loving and non violent
movement” also became the site of emotive and racialised pleas for justice, railing
against the government, and a call to arms after Horner's murder (see, for example,
figures 2.3.5 and 2.3.6).% Numerous posts referred to “evil barbarians”, “savages”,
and “brutal thugs” to the point that these descriptions became commonplace.
Others blamed the rise of a black-led democratic government for the fall of South
Africa (see, for example, figures 2.3.7 and 2.3.8).

86 https://www.facebook.com/groups/ShutSADown/about
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. Veronica Calcada .
Ccrober 4, 2020- @

| PRAY YOUR DEATH YOUMG MAN CHAMGES THE COUNTRY. WE ARE
BEING ATTACKED BY EVIL SAVAGES. NO ONE IS DOING ANYTHIMG.
SILEMCE....... NO LONGER ACCEPTABLE.. SOMETHING DRASTIC HAS TO
HAPPEN. YOU WERE STABBED. ¥YOU DIED OM A POLE. JESUS WAS
INSULTED AMD PIERCED WITH A SPEAR. JESUS DIED ON A CROSS,

HE DIED FOR US. YOU TO HAVE DIED TO SHOW SOUTH AFRICA. IT
CAMNMNOT BE INVAME. HE DIED FOR US. YOU DID TO. NOW MR
RAMAPHOSA IMMEDIATE ACTION IS MEEDED. WHAT IF IT WERE YOUR
SON SIR. YOU WOULD GO MAD. 5O | ASK YOU SIR PLEASE LET
BREMDIM HORMER NOT DIE INVANE. DO SOMETHING TODAY TO
STOP THESE MURDERS. YOU HAVE THE POWER AND THE RESOURCES.
REST IN PEACE MY ANGEL. MY PRAYERS ARE WITH THE FAMILY. Q@Y
VYYVVVVVVVVVYIVVIVIYVVYVE EREREEE
L Ll L

Say His Name

#BrendinHorner

Thiy Eedy NOW!

AOQ 1.6K 321 Comments 625 Shares

Figure 2.3.5
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. Rodney Phillips
Condolences to the family my heart goes out to the
parents who lost their son because of this evil
government.
Peaple if you not going to fight back, then this senseless
murders will continue.
Fight back and kill your would be killer before he kills you
or any member of your family.

o

Like - Reply - Share - 1y

Figure 2.3.6

w Betsie Meyer

Do you honestly think these Savages from top leaders to
lowest is going to lift a finger?? What Happened in
Rhodesie?? Nothing at all. Till this day nothing changed.
Here it will be the same..this country is doomed it
started 25 years ago on 27 April 1994 when the death
sentence was made on Rsa and they started injecting the
poisan in a country once so wonderful. o

Like - Reply - Share - 1y - Edited

Figure 2.3.7

“ Lucille Zway
They dont care.They want to get rid of us and | truly wish
we could all get out of here and leave them to do what
they do best.. destroy!!IRIP Brendin
O:

Like - Reply - Share - 1y

Figure 2.3.8

What is notable throughout these posts is that the ‘they’ and the ‘we’ that they
refer to are rarely made explicit. This is a common feature on these sites. By
consistently referring to blacks as ‘they’ and the other side of the dichotomy as
‘we’ the supposedly embattled white population is presented as victims of the
new order. Equally importantly, these locutions save users from being flagged by
content moderators who do not see obvious evidence of racism on these pages.¥

Common too was the claim that South Africa has begun an inexorable decline, with
this juxtaposed against the idea that South Africa was once wonderful. This takes
a variety of forms ranging from nostalgia for past security and stability to a more
extreme longing for the “good days” of apartheid. This latter view is encapsulated
in a Facebook post in Figure 2.3.9 extracted from a page in the Farmer's Weekly
SA Facebook group. Here the user systematically goes through various sectors of
the South African economy under apartheid, suggesting that it was a well-oiled
machine that has now been run into the ground by a government that erroneously
blames apartheid for this state of affairs. This constant reference to a better past

87 Jessica Ann Barraclough, Facebook’s ‘White Genocide' Problem: A Sociotechnical Exploration of
Problematic Information, Shareability, and Social Correction in a South African Context (Masters
Dissertation, University of Cape Town, 2020), at page 101.
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(and the rapid disavowal that this was the case by black users) was a recurrent
feature of the content we examined.

e Gerhard van der Merwe
MNkonyaneyenkosi Nkunzemyama yes a bankrup country with roads that
was in good condition SAA good strong company. Eskom supplied
Mosambgue Zimbabwe and South Africa even with all the illegal
connections. South Alncan railways a strong orgamsation with its own
police force. Before 1994 ZAR to the Dollar. ZAR sronger than the dollar.
Fuel reservs in tack and stored. That really sounds like a bankrupt
country. What did the current goverment accomplished junk status and
ran everything else into the ground and 20+ year still blame aparthesd
for everything. Think back what was the youth league slogan. Bum white
oppresion burn the schools. By keeping a nation uneducated they can be
fed any nonsence. | was not bom yesterday, | come from the days when
20 cent bought you a big bag of sweets or a bread or two. | saw the
deteriation as | lived in both times.

Like: - Reeply - 1 L+]
'g; Mkonyancyenkos! Nkunzemyama

Gerhard van der Merwe well if you want Apartheid back because it
benefited you it all explain your racist behavior.

Like  Begl

Figure 2.3.9

This narrative often manifested through the invocation of Zimbabwe as a warning,
and the suggestion that black Africans are incapable of running South Africa.
See, Figures 2.3.10 and 2.3.11, for example, which appeared on a Daily Maverick
Facebook page reporting on the Senekal protests.

. Brett Snyman
Nkululeke Mfona you and your northern brethren cannot cultivate anything.
But your memary is limited by your brainwashing.

Likn - Reply - 1y Ows

Figure 2.3.10

Christopher Stevenson

Mbongeni Mwale remember the boers put food on the plates of this country ,
unlike Zim where you come from which can't feed its people because the once
productive farms are broken. Where are you going to go when the farms are
broken in this country.... be carful what you wish for mate.

Like - Raply - 1y OF 2

Figure 2.3.11

The claims that Africans cannot govern and that South Africa’s survival is dependent
on whites is made even more explicitly in a thread on TikTok in response to a
short clip of EFF protesters in Senekal (see figures 2.3.12 to 2.3.15). Similarly, the

Al
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productiveness of white South Africans was constantly highlighted by users who
claimed that whites achieved their position in society solely because of hard work.8®

Cherienqi
NQ BOER NO FOQD and the eff think is a joke... they </
gonna cry when there is no food

Figure 2.3.12

@ user9344413468279
Can u guys farm4& kill the farmers and let's see
who will die of hunger

Figure 2.3.13

9 Chris Peach
no U cant. What happened to that thousa

hectars give

ck farmers in KZN? Th

stole/broke everything and abandoned the land

=e

Figure 2.3.14

Anime

Honestly dear south Africans 55 1 B we are nothing <&
without white south Africans... We'll transform and go

back to stone ages... 50 pls stop with racism

Figure 2.3.15

Though some social media users trafficked only in implicit racism, others were
less reticent. Some of this material has escaped content moderation. A user who
described himself as a resident of Brackenfell, for example, engaged in a coarse
three-day-long racist rant that still appears online. When challenged, he responded
with the tweet seen in Figures 2.3.16 and 2.3.17. Here we see the familiar claim that
a black government is the cause of South Africa’s ills; they “fucked up this country
IN ONLY 25 years”. In posts like these, the cause for South Africa's problems

88 Yves Vanderhaeghen, Afrikaner Identity: Dysfunction and Grief (Pietermaritzburg: University of
KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2018), at pages 194-195.
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becomes black Africans, a rhetorical strategy that denies the role of apartheid in
South Africa’s present-day problems.

Catvol

Ela bla bia apartheid apartheid apartheid. Do you even
know any other words except apartheid and Jan van
Riebeeck???

Raply om_mandis

Look what you, ANC and eff has done. This was JHB
back in the apartheid days. even blacks had better
lives then than now. Look how blacks has fucked up
this country IN ONLY 25 years!!!! | presume you wont
stop until it looks like Africall!

Figure 2.3.17

We also see in this interaction the ways in which this nostalgic vision of the past
and the refusal to acknowledge the lasting harms of apartheid can lead to a rapid
escalation in online engagements. Figure 2.3.17 generated a furious response
(Figure 2.3.18): “Civil war is looming, better run to the sea”, and a rare moment of
agreement (Figure 2.3.19). Within a few short posts, both users draw lines in the
sand and can only agree on the inevitability of civil war.
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@, Maobsngsza
¥ @ncvongeent

Repeying o ¥
1. Johannesburg is in Africa.

2. Black people did not have nice life. Any where in the
ward.

3. Fucking up or ducklng down the country we do not
give shit. We don't care. We not hare nurses your
teelings. Civil war is looming, better run to the sea
what avar hulla u coming frm

b2 AM - Nov 2

for Andeoia

Precigely,you dont care, wa whites etill care, You ara
correct, chvil war is looming and we are alraady
stocking up, you will not wir ar,
Yizisellll

we are ready.

Figure 2.3.19

Talk of looming civil war and race war drew on a range of conspiratorial ideas that
were stimulated by the protests at Senekal, fears of land expropriation, and Covid-
19 lockdowns (see, for example, figures 2.3.20 to 2.3.23). While many feared the
potential implications of a race war, others welcomed it (see, for example, Figure
2.3.24).

'{-s, Benie WITHDAHOOD
L Plan and simple, they want a civil war!!! People had
enough of this!! Our country is ruled be the highest
form of illiteracy!

Figure 2.3.20

% Ywette Barnard
They're aiming for a civil war so the President can call a
STATE OF EMERGENCY which means all our rights will be
taking away and they can impliment any Laws they want
and the constution doesn't apply anymaore, State of
Disaster Level 5 will feel like a Holiday compare to a
STATE OF EMERGEMCY Lockdown.

Like - Share - 51w

Figure 2.3.21
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Rynard De Beer
the only way we will fix this problem is by taking back
South africa.

Q

Figure 2.3.22

Figure 2.3.23

Barend Jacobus Daubemn
1 agree the day of tolerance is over, the white man will no longer be oppressed by

the black invaders from Zimbabwe, Bothswana and Mozambique. A struggle has
started what they should be thankful of is that we have not yet called for the
slaughter of black people. We have not yet slarted a armed struggle. Of we allow

these terrorists to attack our children and the Republic's future. There will cretainly

be consequences.

Like - Reply - 1

O

Figure 2.3.24

Ricarda Mphowagago Balayi

Bathong | think time has came,Let
wht ws suppose to happen pre 1994
happen...we are nt our fathers!! let it
happen so we can get it over nd
done_ @&

Like - Reply - 1y LA

William Magopa

Ricardo Mphowagago Baloyi
yes I'm with you there my bro
it's time we take back every
thing no negotiating no
compromising re utlwile ka dis
people pretending to love us
neeman mxm

Like - Reply - 1y

[ ,‘3 Graeme Kruger

What axactly is yours? If all the
whites leave then i think its fair
we demalish all buildings,
networks, vehicles,
technologies, luxuries,
business. Everything. Fair?

Figure 2.3.25
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Worryingly, the expectation of the inevitability of a race war was also shared by
some ostensibly black users (Figure 2.3.25). Though content openly calling for
violence was the exception rather than the norm during the Senekal protests,
Figure 2.3.26, a post from that period that is still present on the EFF's Facebook
page, leaves little to the imagination. The fact that this post and others like it have
not been removed by Facebook has only fuelled the idea within the far right that
whites in South Africa are under siege and must ‘fight back’ to protect themselves
from imminent genocidal violence.

Zukile Thoba
As South AFRICANS we must Normalize
eliminating 50-100 pink pigs a day

Like Reply

Figure 2.3.26

These fears about the vulnerability and victimhood of white South Africans, as well
as the inevitability of race war, have drawn nourishment from the online activities
of the EFF and its leader Julius Malema. Malema in particular has assumed a
totemic place on social media. For white users on the far right, he has become the
embodiment of both the ‘swart gevaar’ and the ‘rooi gevaar’ and the greatest threat
to land, economy, and safety in South Africa.
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2.4 Globalising Local Victimhood:
Farm Murders

The targeting of white farmers has been taken up as a core issue by numerous
white nationalist groups in South Africa and beyond to feed into, and act as
evidence for, broader claims of a “white genocide”. ® These groups have found
each other via, and collaborate on, social media. The mobilisation of the notion
that whites in South Africa (and white Afrikaners in particular) are victims of a
“white genocide” is hardly new but it has gained increasing traction in recent years
and was a consistent feature of social-media content relating to the Senekal and
Brackenfell protests. In fact, this notion of ‘white genocide’ is so widespread on
social media that it has led to its debunking by both Africa Check and the BBC, as
well as the creation of the “Busting the Myth of White Genocide in SA” Facebook

page (figures 2.4.1 and 2.4.2).%°

BUSTING . I

THEMYTH  Busting The Myth Of White

I S © sena mesage
Home About  Videos  Phowmos Mo v ol Like Q

Figure 2.4.1

89 There are other groups in South Africa that are statistically at greater risk of murder than farmers,
such as night-shift workers and Uber drivers. The number of farm murders has consistently been
below one hundred per year (AfriForum reported 63 farm murders in 2020), with the national
average of murders every day in South Africa numbering 58.4 per day between 1 April 2019 to 31

March 2020. AfriForum, ‘AfriForum releases farm attack and murder statistics for 2020', 17 February

2021. https://afriforum.co.za/en/afriforum-releases-farm-attack-and-murder-statistics-for-2020/;
Hannelie Marx Knoetze, ‘Romanticising the “Boer”: Narratives of White Victimhood in South African

Popular Culture’in Journal of Literary Studies, Vol. 36, No. 4 (2020), pp. 48-69, at page 59.

90 The group, which has just over 25 000 followers, is run by an anonymous group of administrators
who describe themselves as activists from various racial and economic backgrounds. Their stated
aim is to provide a platform for the sharing of credible and accurate facts and statistics regarding
crime in South Africa and to “counter the onslaught of extreme Right-Wing propaganda and
conspiracy theories flooding the internet and social media”.
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© Farm murders are a real problem but
“White Genocide® is a dangerous
Apartheid-era myth ("Die Swart Gevaar")
in its current form. It only serves one
purpose: to demonise people of colour,
especially black people, and thereby
legitimise racism. See less

Figure 2.4.2

While the anonymity of the page’s administrators is another example of the opacity
of social-media platforms, the reasons for this became clear following the supposed
‘unveiling’ of one of the administrators as Mandy Owens. Beginning mere hours
after the release of her name, Owens received a steady stream of death threats,
rape threats, and threats to her child. Owens’ home address was posted online, her
home vandalised, and her car tyres slashed. She lost her job. A year on, she still
feared being recognised and physically harmed or verbally abused.”” Her public
naming is indicative of the extreme nature of views relating to farm murders on
social media and how these can slip dangerously into real-world actions.

Why does the issue of farm murders touch such sensitive chords? Those who
mobilise around the issue often present it as the latest manifestation of a history
of Afrikaner victimhood. At the centre of this old narrative are the loss of the Boer
Republics and the deaths of women and children in concentration camps during
the South African War, as can be seen in Figures 2.4.3 and 2.4.4, which appeared
on the Busting the Myth of White Genocide in SA Facebook page. Here past and
present intertwine: whereas once Afrikaners were victims of the “English”, now
they are the victims of “black people.”

a Laura van Jer Wall

Fok off! You kill cur people everyday | What if white people killed your pecple
everyday 117Thew would you feel 7
Like - Reply O#2

‘ Acheaf Adams
Laura van der Walt I'm sorry who here killed your people?
ke -Repl @3
Laura van der Wall
Ashraf Adams black males

Like - Reply LA

Figure 2.4.3

91 Simon Allison, The Facebook group taking on South Africa’s white right’, Mail & Guardian, 28 February
2020.
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. Laura van der Walt
Daniella Mosca because like the the black people of this country the
english alio killed our pecple in concentration camps , our children , and
our homes and farm were bumnt 1o the ground . surely you know your
history.
Like  Reply it Os¥

e Daniclla Mosca

Laura van der Walt If you're still helding onto prejudice: that happened
100 year ago. how do you expect black people to get over the the
injustices of apartheid 3 mers 26 years ago?

Understand the frustration that they feel because they too understand
Injustice. just at a far more recent scale

Like Reply 1y 53

. Laura van der Walt
Daniella Mosca how many were killed during apartheid ask yourself that
I'm done hera

Uke Reply 1y OF:

o nie Lenie Masitz Booysen
Daniella Moscg | am sorry for you, the portegese peoplke we knew in

the apartheid wetre not ill treated at all, That time we were all mistreated
Your mind just cannct get it hey. Use thois things between your dam
2ars GOD had given you itis called 3 brain. It was 3 mere few like today
wheo mistreated us all. You 5o fucking obsessed with the word apartheid
you will have a miscarraiuge soon. Get the fuck over yourself for a
change and focus

Lke Peply 1y D

Figure 2.4.4

This set of interactions not only highlights a selective mobilisation of history that
was common in the content we examined, but also the constant calls to ‘move on
from apartheid’ by users who unabashedly invoked other historical episodes. The
irony did not escape a participant in this same discussion who sarcastically wrote
on the thread “yip...Anglo-Boer war... but all of us must get over apartheid they say”
(see Figure 2.4.5).

* Hangwani Muschana
Daniella Mosca , yip...Anglo-Boer war....but all of us must get over
apartheid thay say o
Like - Reply 1y 00:

Figure 2.4.5

Sensitivity around farm murders also reflects the romanticised status of the farm
in Afrikaner culture.®? Protecting the land came to form a key feature of Afrikaner
identity: protecting it from the British in the nineteenth century and protecting it
from the ‘rooi gevaar’ and the ‘swart gevaar' in the twentieth century. These fears
have now coalesced around Julius Malema and the EFF. The most vocal proponent
of land expropriation, Malema has called for land occupation and redistribution,

92 Hannelie Marx Knoetze, ‘Romanticising the “Boer”: Narratives of White Victimhood in South African
Popular Culture’, in Journal of Literary Studies, Vol. 36, No. 4 (2020), pp. 48-69, at page 54.
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since the inception of the EFF.> This may in part explain the level of vitriol directed
at him and the EFF, as well as the ways in which the party often became the prime
focus of political discussion in the content we examined.

Social media discussion of Malema and the EFF was particularly strident when it
comes to the issue of ‘farm murders'. Derogatory comments as well as racist tropes
and stereotypes were ubiquitous (see Figure 2.4.6 for an extreme example).

Clive Ellis

. We WHITE people demand that the EFF fire you Malema for assaulting
a DA leader, for your party Assaulting elderly white women and
murdering farmers... and to talk about racist you dumb fucking bush
bunnie singing kill the BOER.... white lives matter over and above you
and your pathetic garden boys that support you..... you nothing but a
mentally disturbed flat nose bush bunnie looking for shit wherever you
go..... yes | laughed when Brakenfell gave your garden boys a hiding
and shut your months once and for all.... next hiding we give out
PLEASE BE THERE TOO.... | WANT TO FUCK YOU UP MYSELF...... you
street DOG

o

Like - Reply

Figure 2.4.6

Aside from racist venting of this kind, a variety of activist groups, including
AfriForum, which describes itself as a civil rights organisation that mobilises
to protect Afrikaner and other minority groups rights but which has often been
described as a white nationalist organisation, have seen opportunity in presenting
themselves as defenders of white farmers both on social media and in the real
world. Retweets by and responses to Ernst Roets (the Deputy CEO of AfriForum
and its public face) appeared sporadically across our dataset, suggesting the way
in which such interests have sought to make hay from discussion around farm
murders.** AfriForum has become a significant voice on the local and international
stage, touring the US and UK in 2018 to call attention to ‘the plight’ of white farmers,
which led President Trump to tweet about the issue (see Figure 2.4.7 below).

93 In their manifesto for the 2021 local government elections, the first two points were: 1. The
expropriation of South Africa’s land without compensation for equal redistribution; and 2. The
nationalisation of mines, banks, and other strategic sectors of the economy, without compensation.
Lizeka Tandwa, ‘EFF produces ambitious manifesto, promising land redistribution’, Mail & Guardian,
26 September 2021, https://mg.co.za/politics/2021-09-26-eff-produces-ambitious-manifesto-
promising-land-redistribution/

94 This positioning of whites as a persecuted minority has been a key project of Afriforum, particularly
Ernst Roets, who argues in his 2018 book Kill the Boer: Government Complicity in South Africa’s Brutal
Farm Murders, as the title suggests, that the South African government is complicit in this ‘crisis’. In
the book, he writes “[i]n recent years there has been a gradual increase in international reporting
on farm murders, often with particular focus on the South African government's careless attitude
towards the problem. Talks of a looming white genocide have also increased dramatically”. Ernst
Roets, Kill the Boer: Government Complicity in South Africa’s Brutal Farm Murders (Pretoria: Kraal
Uitgewers [part of the Solidarity Movement], 2018).
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@ Ceonald J. Trump O

| have asked Secretary of State
@SecPompeo to closely study the South
Africa land and farm seizures and
axpropriations and the large scale killing of
farmars. "South African Government is now
seizing land from white farmers.”
@TuckerCarlson @FoxNews

Figure 2.4.7.%

Although AfriForum has stopped short of explicitly using the term “white genocide”,
Roets has freely associated with individuals such as Willem Petzer, who are
propagators of white genocide theory and has popularised the idea that whites are
a persecuted minority in South Africa.®® Other groups have taken more extreme
positions. Suidlanders - which describes itself as a civil defence organisation
- have, for example, formed close links to the international far right. The group
draws on the apocalyptic prophecies of Nicolaas ‘Siener’ van Rensburg.®” These
prophecies have been remobilised in the present and spread by social media.
For example, there are numerous videos relating to the prophecies of ‘Siener’ on
YouTube. In our own data relating to the Brackenfell High School protests, a Twitter
user, for example, finds comfort in van Rensburg's prediction that the death of
a black leader would be followed by violence and civil war (Figure 2.4.8, with its
English translation in Figure 2.4.9). As we have seen, the anticipation of civil war
was a recurrent theme in the discussions of Senekal and Brackenfell.

3 ! Alta Stahnke

Moenie wormry cor Malema nie Siener Van Rensburg het voorspel hy gaan n terrible
dood sterf

Figure 2.4.8

S ! Alta Stahnke

Don't worry about Malema Siener Van Rensburg predicted he will die a terrible
death

Like - Reply (Eee Original (Afrikaans

Figure 2.4.9

95 Tweet taken from Jennifer Williams, Trump's tweet echoing white nationalist propaganda about
South African farmers, explained’, Vox, 23 August 2018, https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/
2018/8/23/17772056/south-africa-trump-tweet-afriforum-white-farmers-violence

96 Ana Deumert, ‘Sensational signs, authority and the public sphere: Settler colonial rhetoric in times of
change’, Journal of Sociolinguistics, Vol. 23 (2019), pp. 467-484, at page 478.

97 Siener van Rensburg was a Boer fighter who played a role in the South African War against the
British and the failed 1914 Rebellion against the Union government after it joined World War
Il on the side of the Allies. His visions have been latched on to in the belief that the history of
Afrikanerdom in the twentieth century was revealed to him. See, Albert Grundlingh, ‘Probing the
Prophet: The Psychology and Politics of the Siener van Rensburg Phenomenon’ in South African
Historical Journal, Vol. 34 (1996), pp. 225-239 and Sandra Swart, “Desperate Men'’: The 1914 Rebellion
and the Politics of Poverty' in South African Historical Journal, Vol. 42, No. 1 (2000), pp. 161-175.
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The links between the issue of farm Kkillings, the EFF, and the international right
can be seen in Figure 2.4.10 below, where the user in question claims that the
EFF is responsible for ‘farm murders’ and tags a range of hashtags that peddle
the narrative that farm murders are part of an orchestrated plan targeting
whites in general and white Afrikaners in particular. Such claims have received a
receptive audience abroad. Genocide scholar A. Dirk Moses credits this fusion of
local and international interests to the capacity of the Internet to network and
create communities of conspiracy theorists in a semi-clandestine way, whether
within countries or across borders. Certainly, the rapid spread of imagery and
information means that the case of South African farmers can quickly assume
the status of fact (i.e. that they are victims of “white genocide” when the evidence
suggests otherwise). Thus established in the white nationalist imagination, South
Africa represents the future they fear in the former British settler colonies of
Australia, Canada, and the USA, even in Europe.®®

¢ Tweet

a Deefy sve you on gab.com

Dear World,

There is no doubt who is behind the 2FarmMurders

The ANC is also behind it because they wont stop the

EFF and their #DlackArmy

Figure 2.4.10

This process has also been aided by South African immigrants to Australia, New
Zealand, and the United States who continue to post about farm murders (see,
for example, Figure 2.4.11). Some have worked to popularise the notion of white
genocide in South Africa. Figure 2.4.12 is particularly revealing. The tweet links to
an article critiquing a protest held in New Zealand that aimed to publicise the idea
that white farmers in South Africa were victims of genocidal violence due to the
government'’s refusal to act against farm murders. The tweet was posted by the
Tamaki Anti-Fascist Action (TAFA), which describes itself as “a group mobilising
against fascism and the rest of the far-right in Tamaki Makaurau [Auckland] in

98 A. Dirk Moses, “White Genocide” and the Ethics of Public Analysis' in Journal of Genocide Research,
Vol. 21, No. 2 (2019), pp. 201-213, at page 209.



Aotearoa”. Here we see social media’s ability to both mobilise new connections
among the far right and to facilitate counter-mobilisation. We also see how the
framing of Horner's death as a farm murder - rather than as one of 58 murders in
South Africa on the same day - enables the issue to gain global resonance among

Section 2: Flashpoints, dynamics and social media strategies

the far right on social media.

“Farm murders”, in other words, mobilises the far right inside and outside South

Africa.”

a Karen Gaynham

Racism is wrong yes but EFf are hypocritical racist pigs
too and kill because of it

Like - Reply - 1y 0:

D Karen Gaynham

So spoilt in Oz to be discussing the differences between
translation of a box etc and what to eat for supper. So
afraid for those back home dealing with the greed and
utter disrespect for human life. Eff is a zoo.

Like R v =1

Figure 2.4.11

@ Timaki Anti-Tascist Action (TATA)
P

Action Zealandia Telegram has
International Conservatn
commemorating wh
Horner's death. which h.
globally to defend their
theory

99 James Pogue, The Myth of White Genocide: An unfinished civil war inspires a global delusion’,
Harper’s Magazine, March 2019. https://harpers.org/archive/2019/03/the-myth-of-white-genocide-

in-south-africa/

Figure 2.4.12
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2.5 Presences and Absences

One of the distinguishing features of social media - discussed in detail in Section
Three - is the opacity of content moderation. No case better demonstrates the
hidden hand of the moderator than the relative absence of antisemitism in the
content we collected relating to the 2021 Israel-Gaza conflict. Here, however,
the absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. Our annotators consistently
reported that important threads and conversations seemed to be ‘missing'.

While we still found, during the conflict, isolated examples of antisemitism that
drew on classical antisemitic tropes (see Figure 2.5.1. for the charge of deicide
and Figure 2.5.2 for the charge that Jews are a cruel and heartless people), more
common were debates regarding whether criticism of Zionism or Israel was
antisemitic. An example of this can be seen in Figure 2.5.3. In the South African
context, a comparison between Israel and the apartheid state was a recurrent
feature, as will be discussed below.

Paradoxically, the relative lack of antisemitic postings relating to the 2021 Israel-
Gaza conflict, as well as the presence of content pockmarked by deletions, in
all likelihood did not highlight absence, but abundance. Content-moderation
processes had identified and eliminated antisemitic content before we assembled
our dataset. We were thus left with a breadcrumb trail of vestigial clues. This does
raise the question of why content moderation was so much more successful when
it came to the 2021 Israel-Gaza conflict than to the flashpoints we have described
so far?

The global nature of antisemitism (and the global nature of social media responses
to the 2021 Israel-Gaza conflict) may have meant that antisemitic tropes and
stereotypes were more easily recognised by users and commercial content
moderators. This in turn likely meant that algorithmic processes (while not
infallible) had larger datasets to be trained with and in turn were better armed to
remove large amounts of problematic material.

In addition, social-media platforms focused energy and attention on content
moderation during the conflict. Facebook, for example, rapidly added new terms
flagged for algorithmic content moderation and set up a 24/7 “special operations
centre” to deal with content relating to the conflict. Other moderation efforts
included increased use of geoblocking, whereby social-media companies targeted
the geographical location of content to help their moderation efforts. There were
also reports of the blocking of hashtags, most controversially Instagram’s removal
and blocking of posts with the hashtag for the Al-Agsa Mosque after its moderation
system mistakenly deemed the building a terrorist organisation.'® Here we see
the opacity of the content-moderation process, as well as the tensions between

100 Adam Smith, ‘Palestinians’ Digital Rights ‘Violated’ by Censorship on Facebook, Twitter, and
Instagram, New Report Claims’, The Independent, 21 May 2021. https://www.independent.
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protecting free speech and removing hate speech. During the conflict, critics
claimed that these processes were censoring pro-Palestinian content.’™

Aswe will see, Twitter and Facebook are much less successful in moderating content
that is particular to the South African context. Though we found little content that
was overtly antisemitic connected with the other flashpoints, these episodes rarely
lent themselves to the mobilisation of antisemitic discourse. This, however, does
not indicate that antisemitic content is rare on South African social media. To give
just one extreme example, in May 2020 the Pretoria ‘fitness queen’ and influencer
Simone Kriel posted an antisemitic rant on Instagram claiming that “The f***n Jews
are greedy as f**k and they will wage war against countries and races, based on
lies and deception to get what they want”. She continued by claiming that “It was
the Jews that bombed, raped, sodomised and burned all people in Germany alive.
Hitler innocent. Our history has been twisted to favour the Jews without question”.

A clear example of the derogatory use of the term ‘Zionist' came in a thread relating
to the removal of Clover products from a Spar store in District Six, Cape Town
following the purchase of Clover by an Israeli company. In response to criticism
of this boycott on 29 May 2021 on Twitter, a poster wrote that those against the
protest were apartheid supporters and that the user in question was a “Zionest shit
stain”. While this account has since been suspended, the reason for the suspension
is unclear. Did the post remain on Twitter long enough for our extraction to take
place because they had misspelt ‘Zionist' (perhaps purposefully)? Was the post
not flagged by others? Or was the post indeed flagged but Twitter decided it did
not warrant removal? This example also signals the broader opacity regarding
the content-moderation policies across platforms. Twitter, Facebook and TikTok
pursue very different content-moderation policies.

co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/palestine-israel-censorship-facebook-twitter-instagram-
Z7amleh-b1851328.html?amp

101 See Ibid.; Kelly Lewis, ‘Social media platforms are complicit in censoring Palestinian voices’,

The Conversation, 24 May 2021. https://theconversation.com/social-media-platforms-are-complicit-
in-censoring-palestinian-voices-161094

85


https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/palestine-israel-censorship-facebook-twitter-instagram-7amleh-b1851328.html?amp
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/palestine-israel-censorship-facebook-twitter-instagram-7amleh-b1851328.html?amp
https://theconversation.com/social-media-platforms-are-complicit-in-censoring-palestinian-voices-161094
https://theconversation.com/social-media-platforms-are-complicit-in-censoring-palestinian-voices-161094

The Dynamics of Racism, Antisemitism and Xenophobia on Social Media in South Africa

86

t —
It is quite clear the Israelis in #I | are not the Israelis

of Mosaes! It's those ones that murdered
MPales g

She speaks in English a few seconds into the
video, . she's most likely going to get fired
after this but at least the message came out
and she hit the nail on the head! ...Couldn't
have said it better..

Figure 2.5.1

- Twaet

& I

Whats happening in Israel clearly shows us Jewish

people do not like any other race, religion etc those
people are completely heartless jezzz how can you
butcher people like that #FrecPalestine

Figure 2.5.2
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loy Robyn Dembo @loyRecniitRite - May 8
IDUALIEA T uged to like u but now that | Know what an Anti-lsrael

antisemitic person u are, | am Just disgusted @

Eliasgf = ©569694144 - May 2
Antl Isragl Is not antl semitic

Joy Robyn Dembo
®JoyRecruitRite

D0strov A You absolutely cannot separate the two.
Israel is the Jewish State. If you are anti-Zionistic, ur
an antisemite. Not to mention that Hammas wants to
see all Jews dead, so if u support the so-called
Palestians, ur an antisemite.

3:12 PM - May 9, 2021 from Johannesburg, South Africa « Twitter for Android

Figure 2.5.3

What direction did discussion of the 2021 Israel-Gaza conflict take on social media
in South Africa?

Soon after the outbreak of violence in Gaza in May 2021, various high-level
members of the ANC and South African government criticised the actions of Israel.
For example, Jessie Duarte, the ANC Deputy Secretary-General led a picket of the
Israeli embassy in Pretoria on 25 May 2021 during which she stated that genocide
was occurring in Palestine and that Israel was becoming a global imperialist that
would soon be a threat to African land. In the days following, Naledi Pandor
compared the experiences of Palestinians to being “trapped in an apartheid
manner” and President Cyril Ramaphosa highlighted the Palestinian people's right
to self-determination.

Online discussion about the conflict soon veered towards criticism of the ANC
and the government. This reflected a broader trend: the refraction of discussion
of international events through the lens of national politics. Responses to the
2021 Israel-Gaza conflict coalesced around local issues. Three themes appeared
consistently.

The first theme was a refusal by users to engage with the event (see Figure 2.5.4,
for example). The second promoted the view that the South African government
should not get involved in the conflict as South Africa has problems enough of its
own (see, for example, Figures 2.5.5 and 2.5.6). These views sometimes spilt into
crude racial stereotypes (see Figure 2.5.7).
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- Tweat

| will turn a blind eye in this fight between Israel and
Palestine as they also turn a blind eye in our suffering
as black people. | have no dog or cat in this fight

Figure 2.5.4

South Africa has many problems

Focus on solving current SA issues and let Arabs
resolve current crisis in Palestine

B FRAMNCE 24 ) DFRANCE
South African president: T
apartnaid’ 124, my) That

n Gazs o Aigh DdCe TerriDod Memorigs Of

CYRIL AAMAPHOSA ON FRANCE 24

il
SCAITH AFTC Al PRESC 1

Figure 2.5.5
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Arabs must fight Palestinians battles with Israel
We South Africans have many problems
We must march against high unemployment rate,

corruption,crime, poverty, health crisis, housing
crisis, high immigration crisis n free education

Figure 2.5.6

' wupings wa Lupings IS W

SA must not allow free visas to Palestinians. Most of
them are suicide bombers. Mr Abbas must act against
Islamic Jihad and Hamas. Israel Is an Innovation state
Nothing to gain from these Palestinians. They must
negotiate for peace and stop calling the annihilation of
lsraal

Figure 2.5.7

A more vitriolic version of this view involved the claim that the government itself
was incompetent and thus had no right to criticise others. An extreme example
of this was seen in a response to a tweet by Carl Niehaus dated 11 May 2021
that contained a video of the storming of the Al Agqsa Mosque by Israeli soldiers,
which Niehaus referred to as a “Scandalous act of repression by the apartheid
racist State of Israel.” A user with the handle @thievinganc responded with, “Go
Israel, flatten the Palestine hell hole of terrorists. Can we send you some political
opportunists, observers, before you do?”. Racial slurs were repeated throughout
this user's comments regarding Palestinians and black Africans. The user’s profile
(Figure 2.5.8) refers to WLM (White Lives Matter) and suggests that his views on
Israel reflect his broader white supremacist worldview. Others engaged in similar
rhetoric that also turned an international event into an opportunity to rant about
local grievances (see, for example, Figure 2.5.9).
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20

« Q;_rgl Eosch

B8

Carel Bosch

Fthievinganc

Prefer not to be liked, politically incorrect. Love facts,dont react to bs, Straight talk,
truth stays the same, black or white. Software Developer. WLM.

3 rm LTl L
o) Stellenbosch ] Joined February 2013

236 Following 161 Follo

Not fallowad by smpone you’re following

Figure 2.5.8

| J':} Lizelle De Villlers

L5 Ditis omdat disselfde verterende haat ook in die deursnee ANGC kommunis se hart brand. Belde die
ANC en Hamas het dit @ens dat hul haat vir fi sekere groepie mense veel groter is as hul liefde vir hul
ele mense.

It is because the same consuming hatred also bumns in the heart of ANC communist. Both the ANG and
Hamas agree that their hatred for a certain group of peopie is much greater than their love for their own
people.

Figure 2.5.9

This merging of local concerns with international events was particularly
pronounced on Facebook, where the charge that Israel is akin to apartheid South
Africa was ubiquitous (see, for example, Figures 2.5.10 and 2.5.11). This was the
third theme that emerged in the content we analysed. Those who invoked this
comparison sought to draw on the past as a form of validation - if the apartheid
state was unjust, immoral, and deserving of dismantling, then so is Israel - and
to make the events in Palestine relatable to a broader South African audience. In
line with the tendency of users to localise the global, the comparison often evoked
responses that focused on South Africa, not Israel. For example, in response to
Naledi Pandor’s statement that Palestinians are “trapped in an apartheid manner”,
some ostensibly white and black users carped that Pandor should instead focus on
issues at home (Figures 2.5.12 and 2.5.13).
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Nimash Naran

SrimashNaren

Grateful that the global community expressed Its
outrage at apartheid in South Africa and it's our turn to
do the same for the oppressive regime that exists
today In #Palestine

VP visualizing_palestine e

1101 AN - May 12, 2001 from Sandton, South Africs - Twitser for iPhang

B Retwents P Ouots Taeuin S Likes

Figure 2.5.10
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ISRAELI APARTHEID v= S. AFRICAN APARTHEID

Soummca

I-}-' ? ISRAELI Apartheld Is govermnment po
= & APARTHEID | raciai discrimination & segregation

Figure 2.5.11

@ Devora Harris Even-Tov

Does she not worry about the human tragedy happening in South Afnca. The ANC
committing human rights violation daily against its citizens. This should be reported
to the Hague what the ANC has done to the people of South Affrica. Is she not
ashamed of herself

Like Reply Q:
Figure 2.5.12
3‘ Ayanda Hlangwans
What about us, we also remam vicims of anc thuggery, we are suffenng under your
criminal ¢rganization. Charity begins at home madam.
Like Reply 031

Figure 2.5.13

Figure 2.5.14 reflects what was purportedly a discussion of Pandor's words.
Here we see the apotheosis of this tendency to find the local in the global, as
well as the appearance of stock tropes that recurred across all of the flashpoints
we examined: nostalgia for the past where things were supposedly “better for
everyone”; the notion that South African leaders (and by implication all non-whites)
are incompetent and incapable of rule; and the idea that “South Africa will end up
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like Zimbabwe". These comments appear on a thread engaged with a completely
unrelated topic: the Israel-Gaza conflict.

Attempts to shift the terms of the debate are a constant (and often successful)
feature of discussion on social media. In the above case, a user steps in to make a
vain attempt to bring the conversation back to the matter at hand by stating: “DON'T
SHIFT THE TOPIC TO THE POOR STATE OF AFFAIRS IN SA BECAUSE U AGAINST THE
TRUTH THE PRESIDENT SPOKE..IF YOU HAVE NOTHING GOOD TO SAY THEN SHUT
UP”. The user ends their comment by referring to those not speaking out against
Israel as “coward Zionist supporters”.

The use of capitalisation intended to shout at other users to ‘keep quiet’, ‘shut up’
or ‘go away’ was a common feature across all the flashpoints we examined, as was
the alternate ‘mxm’ (the sound made by kissing your teeth, which in South Africa
signifies dismissing what someone else has said). In this instance the nature of the
discussion, and its conclusion, suggests the ways in which these platforms act more
as a site for dismissing the comments of others than as forums for engagement
with them. In this case, the shouting at another user to shut up was met by a rather
forlorn “I think this is a negative comment”, which brought the ‘debate’ to an end.

As this and other cases demonstrate, social media discussions of the Israel-Gaza
conflict were liable to quickly degenerate into crudity. In some measure this may
have reflected a dynamic embedded within the Israel-apartheid analogy. When
this analogy was used, it repeatedly generated defensiveness among some
ostensibly white social media users who took this and other mentions of apartheid
as challenges to their status and belonging as South Africans. The analogy, in other
words, exacerbated an existing tendency that these users shared with many others
on social media in South Africa: a desire, first and foremost, to fight about local
political issues.
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e Piarre Groenewald

Jaa you poepol._in apartheid everyone had jobs housing, food ste_now.you're
emiched while your followers are still battling to benefit from you and your
predecessors...
They were better off with the apartheid regime..
Alibaba..

@D:

Like Reply 40w

Mbu Rayan Momani
Pierre Groenewald | know you miss it because you were privileged, it's the
other way around for all the athers..

O

Like Reply

$ Alactair Whittield
Abu Rayan Momani | don't think it is the other way around for others.
Crime is up. joblessness is up. urban rot is up. The average person (of all
races) is a lot worse off now. It is the other way around for relatively few.
This doesn't mean | miss apartheid it just means | miss the rule and order
of the Afrikaans government (and | am not Afrikaans). Oliver Tambo said
it is harder to govern than to stage a revolution and not all your enemy
does 15 bad. Maybe instead of blaming the past the rulers of now could
be a bit wiser and learn from the past. It is a common mistake to think if
you are white you were priveleged before. Life was tough for many
whites then but ar least you were safe in your hed.

o.

Like Reply 33w

Abu Rayan Momani no boetyou have it totally wrong..
Please go do your research ie housingjobs.funds etc..
Like my dad.| worked long hours,still at my age .7 days a week to
provide.l dont sit back and blame you or the guy next to me.
(50 | need to blame my dad and grandpa for not being totally stack with
money..cven they did their best to provide every day &3 or you maybe?)
I'm privileged under the grace and love of GOD yess. without him,SA is
going to end the same as Zimbabwe..
The Leaders nead to wake up and stop blaming the past.they
incompetent to manage..
Where's eskom currently since the 80's?? (Fxample_go research)
Piss Poor Management..
Like Reply 3% Edited

————TTF Ry

@ Javed Ebrahim
For the negative comments... DONT SHIFT THE TOPIC TO THE POOR STATE OF
AFFAIRS IN SA BECAUSE U AGAINST THE TRUTH THE PRESIDENT SPOKE. IF U HAVE
NOTHING GOOD TO SAY THEN SHUT UP
Thank you Mr president for speaking truth and not choosing to be blind like the
coward zionist supporters
ke Reply 33w O
% Alastair Whitfield

Javed Ebrahim | think this is a negative comment.z2

Like Reply 30w

Figure 2.5.14
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2.6 The Power of Analogy:
Hitler's Hold on the
South African Imagination

One of the most striking features of our analysis of social media in South Africa
was the ubiquity of invocations of the Holocaust, Hitler, and Nazism. The ready
resort to these analogies provides some indication of the tone and tenor of online
discussion - often vitriolic, intemperate, and drawn to extremes - and reveals
the symbolic place of the Holocaust, Hitler, and Nazism within the South African
imagination as the ultimate embodiment of evil.'®? Though invocations of this
triumvirate are typically intended by social media users to act as an unimpeachable
moral shorthand - to make definitive statements about what is right and wrong -
evidence from social-media content produced during the Senekal and Brackenfell
protests instead demonstrates how little agreement there is on social media about
what exactly is right and wrong in South Africa. This in part reflects the polarised
and fractured political landscape in South Africa, but also the hyper-stimulated,
funhouse-mirror character of social media discussion.

Unsurprisingly, the Hitler/Nazi/Holocaust analogy featured in the discussion of the
2021 Israel-Gaza conflict. Here it followed an international playbook; there was
little that was distinct or particular in the ways that it was used in the South African
social media environment. As elsewhere in the world, the analogy was typically
used to accuse Israel of genocidal violence in Palestine. One of the more extreme
examples of this can be seen in Figure 2.6.1. An interesting semantic slip can be
seen here in the shift from critiquing Israel to ‘you all'. Responsibility and blame
have expanded from the actions of Israel to an undefined ‘you all, which may refer
to Jews or perhaps to all supporters of Israel. More common was the use of images
that were reproduced on various occasions across our datasets (see, for example,
Figure 2.6.2 and Figure 2.6.3). As we will see below, these were often accompanied
by text to form ‘image macros' (images with superimposed text). Image macros
are designed to be shared across social-media platforms and are more difficult
to filter for hate speech. Because of the format of such images, it is almost always
impossible to tell the origins or source of the image. They act as a form of repetitive
messaging, making them particularly effective pieces of propaganda.’® These

102 Jonathan Jansen has also identified this fixation. See Jonathan Jansen, ‘This is why Hitler-hailing
attention seekers are so dangerous in SA', TimesLIVE, 14 April 2021.

103 See Jessica Ann Barraclough, Facebook’s ‘White Genocide’ Problem: A Sociotechnical Exploration
of Problematic Infor