
0



Findings  Summary

● Tweets that received the most traction over the reporting period were focused on the activities of

alleged foreign national drug dealers and the associated community unrest/raids that ensued.

● The behavioural drivers (categories) identified in this report don't exist in silos and are often used

together to embed feelings of anger toward foreigners. This is evidenced by the peak in conversation

on 20 January converging across several categories. On this day, an alleged Nigerian drug dealer was

forced to eat drugs that he was supposedly selling by community members. The use of disinformation

to rile up communities cannot be ignored and past examples of this have resulted in violence and

deaths.

● The crowd verified data confirmed that more than 80% of the mentions exhibited negative sentiment

towards foreigners in South Africa, whilst only 5% exhibited positive sentiment. It is also worth noting

that those mentions with positive sentiment do not have high engagement when compared to their

negative counterparts.

● The illegal immigrants category was by far the most popular, accounting for almost 37% of all verified

mentions. Foreign nationals are typically called illegal immigrants and/or linked to crime. Alleged

violation of South African laws frequently justified anti-foreigner viewpoints.

● Emphasis was placed on Nigerians and Zimbabweans as key problematic foreigners within the

conversation, with very few mentions of other African nationalities. None of the posts found by our team

mentioned American or European foreigners in the country. In the online conversation about foreigners

in South Africa, there appears to be little to no distinction made between African foreigners that are

here legally vs. those that are here illegally.

● The lack of supporting evidence for claims made via tweets is concerning. Whatever is being said is

being presented as fact and shared widely. The spread of misinformation (which may be unintentional)

and disinformation (which is likely intentional) is being exploited by xenophobic proponents within the

conversation.

● Posts linking xenophobic views to patriotism gained the most traction during the reporting period. There

appears to be a concerted effort to link patriotism with xenophobia.

● Many users shared their view that foreign nationals need to go to their home countries to fix the

problems their countries are facing, instead of adding to South Africa’s problematic institutions.

● Blame was often placed on foreigners for South African social ills and the national government’s lack of

service delivery. This is a common thread throughout the categories and could be reflective of invalid

inductive inferences underpinned by cognitive limitations and biased background information. The

masses and even some political parties are blaming foreign nationals for the current state of affairs.
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● The crowd data has given insight into how the recognized behavioural drivers of xenophobia express

themselves on social media - Stereotyped categorisation processes, scapegoating and feelings of

relative deprivation were all flagged by the CABC Team.

Introduction

Xenophobic and anti-immigrant sentiment is currently being mobilised in South Africa for political gain. New

political formations such as Action SA, the Patriotic Alliance (PA) and Put South Africans First (PSAF), have

mobilised rhetoric that scapegoats immigrants and refugees - through mis/disinformation and distortion of

narratives - to garner political support. Given South Africa’s recurring incidences of xenophobic and

anti-immigrant public violence, the rhetoric that has been deployed is of grave concern, as it exploits

pre-existing social fractures in South African society. These efforts mirror the rise of xenophobic and

anti-immigrant rhetoric in other parts of the world, particularly that which unfolded during the Brexit campaign in

the UK and in the US elections that led to Donald Trump’s presidency. Social media played a key role in

seeding and amplifying xenophobic and anti-immigrant sentiment in these cases and the same is true of South

Africa today. The effectiveness of these efforts was evidenced by the gains that smaller parties made during

the 2021 elections in South Africa, which serves as an indicator of the extent to which South Africans are

currently vulnerable to populist political posturing that leverages public dissatisfaction with the current political

establishment. Understanding how social media is being used to artificially amplify and spread xenophobic and

anti-immigrant sentiment is hence critical for understanding and anticipating how this rhetoric is being

mobilised for real-world political gain.

Accordingly, this report focuses on xenophobia and looks at conversations on social media in South Africa

(SA). It covers the period from 01 January 2023 - 31 January 2023. It is the first of a series funded by the

European Union (EU) to support the The Centre for Analytics and Behavioural Change CABC’s Xenophobia

programme. The report is designed to provide bimonthly analysis and reporting on problematic and socially

divisive narratives on South African social media. The CABC has been monitoring this conversation since 2020

and in June 2022 released a Lay of the Land report describing the key narratives driving the xenophobia

conversation in South Africa up until that point. This is the first of a series of reports that falls under the title of

action of Promoting Human Rights, Democracy and an Equitable Society whereby the main objectives are to

reduce discrimination and hate speech against migrants and minorities by countering disinformation and social

division. This report seeks to establish a foundational understanding and knowledge of the targeted

xenophobic narratives by looking at the data through a behavioural drivers lens that might help to better inform

intervention strategies.
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Research Methodology

To obtain the information presented in this report (and subsequent reports), social media listening tools were

used. Keywords were gathered in a qualitative phase of the research during which the researchers and

dialogue facilitators drew on their existing knowledge, conducted desktop research, a literature review and a

review of social media. This informed the keywords used to isolate the conversation about xenophobia in

South Africa. The keywords were then enriched by manually checking each keyword identified during the

research phase. We entered this list of words into a social media analytics tool to create a query into the

conversation about xenophobia on public social media in South Africa. The social media listening tool that is

used for this research collects data and supports analytics from one source, Twitter. Twitter has outsized

influence when compared to other social media platforms as most South African politicians have accounts and

all media houses make extensive use of the platform, hence conversations on Twitter can move rapidly from

Twitter to traditional media and other social media platforms. It is estimated that SA has between 3.65 and 9

million active twitter users according to Data Reportal’s Digital 2023: South Africa report1 and World Wide

Worx’s Social Media Landscape 20222 report. According to the former report, there are 43 million internet

users in SA, resulting in an internet penetration of 72% of the entire population and almost 26 million social

media users in SA, equating to 43% of the entire population. The lower estimate of 3.65 million twitter users

represents approximately 6% of the entire population. Twitter activity often serves as an early warning of what

conversations and narratives may penetrate the broader societal ecosystem and become normative. This,

however, does not exclude the relevance or importance of other social media platforms (like Facebook) within

the xenophobic conversation.

For this particular report, crowdsourced data was used to analyse the conversation. This form of data collection

is a participatory method of building a dataset with the help of a large group of people3. Crowdsourced data

typically gives researchers more local insight into narratives driving topical conversations. Crowd-sourcing was

introduced into the project by defining a set of questions that the crowd would answer for each verified4 post.

After defining the crowd questions (found in appendix A), a random sample of the general xenophobia

conversation was sent for verification. This research design sought to primarily identify how the known

4 Each post is verified by at least three crowd members that are able to process content in local languages.
3 https://dimewiki.worldbank.org/Crowd-sourced_Data
2 https://website.ornico.co.za/2022/06/29/social-media-landscape-2022/
1 https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2023-south-africa
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behavioural drivers of xenophobia expressed themselves on social media. The associated questions are used

to tag posts connected to one or more of the behavioural drivers (categories) which are individually described

in greater detail below. Through the interpretation of the resultant data (answers in the form of tags applied to

posts) to these questions, sub-narratives or segments within the greater xenophobia conversation are

identified, as well as the sentiment expressed (positive, negative or neutral) towards foreign nationals.

Conversation Volume

More than 152k mentions (see Figure 1) were collected in this dataset, and they were created by more than

35k unique authors over the reporting period. Every unique author accounts for roughly five mentions. Of the

total mentions, more than 84k mentions were unique conversations i.e. not retweets, resulting in a retweet

percentage for the conversation of 44%. This is a relatively low retweet percentage when compared to

previous reports on the same topic, where retweet percentages have been as high as 80%. This discrepancy

could have been caused by lower engagement with the posts that were published over that time. Retweet

percentage is a metric that should be researched further to determine whether a larger scale shift in user

engagement is taking place in the conversation about foreigners in South Africa.

Retweet percentage gives an indication as to how many original authors are contributing to the conversation

and sharing their own ideas. Typically, conversations with high retweet percentages represent a small number

of unique authors who present only a handful of views on a particular topic. A high retweet percentage can cast

doubt on the authenticity of a conversation, as it could point to coordination by a group of tweeters to amplify

specific content. For this report, the number of unique authors and retweet percentage lie within the normal

range, suggesting the presence of an organic online conversation.

The analysis in this report used 7 546 crowd-verified mentions (see Figure 2). A sample of 10 000 mentions

were sent through to the crowd to give a confidence level with a 2% margin of error. The 7 546 verified

mentions returned by the crowd exclude those deleted as irrelevant by the crowd. A noticeable peak in the

mention volume across the various categories occurred on 20 January 2023 (see Figures 1 and 2). The

mentions from this day were sorted based on engagement. The post with the highest engagement for the day

within our dataset contained a video showing a man being forced to eat a powdery substance whilst people

around him are shouting. Based on the post, it is alleged that the man in the video is a Nigerian drug dealer,

claiming to be a pastor, forced to eat drugs that he was suspected of selling . Based on the thousands of

shares and one of the posts in particular that shows an estimated viewing of more than 1 million (see Figure 3)

posts with information of this incident appear dominant among the mentions for the day. Tweets that received
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the most traction over the reporting period were focussed on the activities of alleged foreign national drug

dealers and the associated community unrest/raids that ensued (see Figure 4 and 5).

Figure 1: Mention volume of entire conversation over reporting period.

Figure 2: Mention volume of crowd verified data over reporting period.
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Figure 3: Tweets showing a video of an alleged Nigerian drug dealer being forced to eat drugs that he was

suspected of selling.
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Figure 4: Alleged community raid of suspected foreign national drug dealers.
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Figure 5: Alleged community raid of suspected foreign national drug dealers.
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Conversation Trends

The world cloud below (see Figure 6) highlights the most popular words, hashtags and accounts within the

conversation over the reporting period. The cloud provides insight into the key drivers of the conversation and

acts as a precursor to identifying themes and focus areas, which are further explored in this report. Words such

as drugs, stolen, prostituitions[sic] and raid all have negative connotations which contribute to the dominance

of negative sentiment within the conversation over the reporting period (see Figure 7). Hashtags such as

#operationdudula have been synonymous with the South African xenophobia conversation for the last 18

months, given the organisation’s strong anti-foreigner rhetoric and physical mobilisations/raids that have led to

violence. More recently, Operation Dudula has been said to be targeting immigrant children, going as far as to

pull them out of schools according to the activist organisation Kopanang Africa Against Xenophobia5. Accounts

such as @thetruthpanther and @psaflive, which have garnered significant traction throughout the reporting

period, are both responsible for the tweets with the highest engagement and can also be found within the word

cloud. The crowd verified data confirmed that more than 80% of the mentions were flagged as having a

negative sentiment (see Figure 7). Positive sentiment about foreign nationals makes up 5% of the crowd

verified data. Posts that have been flagged with positive sentiment do not have high engagement numbers or

enjoy as much traction as their negative counterparts (see Figure 8), indicating that positive sentiment is

dwarfed by negative sentiment online.

Figure 6: Word cloud of top words, hashtags and accounts within the conversation.

5 https://www.groundup.org.za/article/operation-dudula-accused-of-targeting-children/
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Figure 7: Sentiment pie graph of the crowd verified conversation.

Figure 8: Verified post flagged to contain positive sentiment.
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Crowd Data Segmentation

The crowd verified data used for this report has been segmented into 9 distinct categories based on the nature

of the tweets verified6. These categories were developed using the existing body of peer-reviewed research on

the behavioural drivers of xenophobia. Where possible, research specific to South Africa was used.

Categories as follows:

1. Generalisations - This category made reference to people of a specific nationality without mentioning

individuals ie. ‘Mozambicans are frustrated.’ Rydren (2004)7 argues that these types of generalisations

are underpinned by “invalid inductive inferences” and “stereotyped categorization processes,”

stemming from “cognitive limitations” and “biased background information.”

2. Specific Cases - In contrast to the ‘generalisations’ tag, this category made mention of specific

individuals ie. ‘Three Nigerian men were arrested for committing a crime in Gauteng’

3. Blaming Foreigners - Stemming from the perception that “foreigners in South Africa are represented

as a threat to the nation” (Peberdy, 2001)8, this category was applied to posts whether the author

assigned blame to a foreigner or group of foreigners ie. ‘Somalis are responsible for South African

social ills and the lack of service delivery in the country.’

4. Relative Deprivation - This category was applied to posts whose content met the definition of relative

deprivation. Relative deprivation can be defined as “the subjective feeling of discontent based on the

belief that one is getting less than one feels entitled to” (Finchilescu, Gillian and Cheryl De la Rey 1991:

40)9. Importantly, and as Pillay (2008)10 argues, it is not deprivation per se that evokes feelings of

hostility towards foreigners, but perceptions of being deprived in relation to others ie. ‘Malawians are

taking jobs that should belong to South Africans.‘

10 Eliseev, Alex, et al. Go home or die here: Violence, xenophobia and the reinvention of difference in South Africa. NYU
Press, 2008.

9 Finchilescu, Gillian, and Cheryl de la Rey. "Understanding intra-group variations in prejudice—the role of perceived
legitimacy and stability." South African Journal of Psychology 21.4 (1991): 225-232.

8 Peberdy, Sally. "Imagining immigration: Inclusive identities and exclusive policies in post-1994 South Africa." Africa
Today (2001): 15-32.

7 Rydgren, J. (2004). The Logic of Xenophobia. Rationality and Society, 16(2), 123–148.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1043463104043712

6 All corresponding tags were applied to posts that met the criteria for more than one category,
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5. Patriotism - In this category, the author showed a sense of patriotism or pride towards South Africa or

being a local of South Africa. This can also include pride towards their ethnic identity such as Zulu or

Xhosa. Both patriotism and nationalism have been closely linked to xenophobia (Ariely, 2012)11.

6. Bio-cultural Markers - In this category, authors mentioned the physical and cultural differences

between South Africans and foreign nationals as defined by Harris (2002)12 ie. ‘you can recognize a

Namibian because of the food they eat.’

7. Life outside SA - This category referenced anything about life outside of SA. This could have been

South Africans talking about life in other countries (or the rest of Africa) or foreigners in SA talking

about their home countries. The ‘life outside SA’ category is based on Harris’ (2002) isolation

hypothesis that suggests the rest of “Africa is portrayed as a negative collective force without specific

form or identity.”

8. Illegal Immigrants - This category mentioned foreigners breaking or being in violation of South African

law. Often, illegal status is used as a justification for expressing xenophobic views.

9. Dehumanisation - In this category, authors assigned animal or non-human qualities or attributes to

foreign nationals, essentially othering of foreign nationals to make them appear as less than human

beings. Beetar (2019)13 writes that in South Africa, “dehumanisation conceptually ‘justifies’ xenophobic

attitudes.”

From Figure 9, we see that most of the mentions were flagged as containing information about illegal

immigrants, the category accounting for almost 37% of all verified mentions. Specific cases (21%), blaming

foreigners (16%), generalizations (8%), relative deprivation (8%) and patriotism (6%) are the other most

prominent categories within the conversation.

13 Beetar, Matthew. "A contextualisation of the 2008 and 2015 xenophobic attacks: Tracing South African necropolitics."
Current Sociology 67.1 (2019): 122-140.

12 Harris, Bronwyn. "Xenophobia: A new pathology for." Psychopathology and social prejudice 169 (2002).

11 Ariely, Gal. "Globalization, immigration and national identity: How the level of globalization affects the relations between
nationalism, constructive patriotism and attitudes toward immigrants?." Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 15.4
(2012): 539-557.
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Figure 9: Mention volume graph showing crowd tags (categories) over time by week.

13



Generalizations - 8.2% of total mentions (estimated 12 846 total posts)

The verified mentions in this category have been identified to contain sweeping generalizations about particular

demographics of people within the xenophobia conversation. Blanket statements such as Nigerians are drug

dealers or Zimbabweans are thieves are some of the narratives identified. The example tweet shown in figure

11 is a prime example of these blanket statements. From the generalizations mention graph (see Figure 10), a

clear peak in the mention volume occurs on 20 January 2023, which has already been established as the date

when a suspected Nigerian drug dealer was forced to eat drugs that he had allegedly been selling by

community members. There is a clear focus on Nigerians and Zimbabweans within this category with very few

mentions of other African nationalities.

Figure 10: Total mentions graph of generalizations category over reporting period.
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Figure 11: Example tweet within the generalizations category.

Specific Cases - 20.9% of total mentions (estimated 31 822 total posts)

The second largest category in terms of the verified crowd mentions was “specific cases”. This category was

included to better understand content about specific people versus content that refers to entire nationality or

tribal groups. A common feature of posts that were tagged as specific cases is to name the nationality of a

specific person or group of people alongside the illegality of their citizenship as well as the crime. These posts

could contain statements such as “a Nigerian illegal foreigner in charge of prostituting South African women” or

a “Cameroonian illegal foreigner found in possession of stolen copper cables”. Such tweets are rarely

substantiated with media articles to validate their authenticity. It is also common for these tweets to contain

pictures of either contraband or the items alleged to have been stolen. Platforms such as Real41114 can be

used to determine whether what is depicted in these pictures are related to the alleged crimes. In some

instances, pictures of the alleged implicated individuals are also shown but there is no quick way to confirm if

14 real411.org.za
15

http://real411.org.za


the people in the pictures really are those mentioned in the post. This type of uncertainty is not new to the

conversation about foreigners in South Africa on Twitter. During riots in Chile in 2019, there was widespread

use of images that were hard to verify and this led to traditional news media houses themselves being accused

of creating false news15. From the specific cases mention graph (see Figure 12), a clear peak in the mention

volume also occurs on 20 January 2023. Figure 13 is a prime example of a specific case tweet.

Figure 12: Total mentions graph of special cases category over reporting period.

15 Aliens, Spies, and Staged Vandalism Disinformation in the 2019 Protests in Chile: Ingrid Bachmann, Daniela Grassau,
and Claudia Labarca - Disinformation in the Global South. Available from: VitalSource Bookshelf, Wiley Global Research
(STMS), 2022.
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Figure 13: Example tweet within the specific cases category.

Blaming Foreigners - 16.3% of total mentions (estimated 24 819 total posts)

This category is the third largest in terms of mention volume, and it blames foreigners for a host of South

African social ills and lack of service delivery. Within this category of posts, foreigners are blamed for the

country’s drug problem, human trafficking, prostitution, failing healthcare system, the lack of available places at

government schools and corruption amongst many other societal issues. They are also blamed for the lack of

service delivery, where the narratives are that foreigners are making use of resources that are meant for South

Africans. Foreign nationals are often scapegoated for the failures of government and painted as the main

reason for failing education, health and crime prevention institutions. In January specifically, with the start of

the new school year, the children of foreign nationals were blamed for taking all available spots in schools,

leaving no place for South African learners. This false narrative gained traction despite this being a perennial

issue at the start of the year when provincial education departments were unable to accommodate all learners

especially in metropolitan areas where yearly rural-urban migration is commonplace. Without proper learner

registration processes being followed, each year these departments have to accommodate the influx of new

students.
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In the example tweet seen in Figure 15 Somali run shops are blamed for selling expired goods and viewers of

the post are urged to not support these businesses. The most concerning feature of this category are claims of

committed crimes or the abuse of state resources without supporting evidence. From the graph in Figure 14

that shows the total mentions that were flagged for blaming foreigners, a clear peak is again seen on 20

January 2023.

Figure 14: Total mentions graph of blaming foreigners category over reporting period.

Figure 15: Example tweet within the blaming foreigners category.
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Relative Deprivation - 8% (estimated 12 181 total posts)

The verified mentions of this category consist of tweets posted by South Africans in which they compare their

or their communities' lived reality or quality of life with the perceived quality of life of foreign nationals and come

to the conclusion that as South Africans they are relatively deprived of resources or opportunities when

compared to foreign nationals. According to Tshitereke (1999)16, a key psychological factor in generating social

unrest is a sense of relative deprivation. This unrest arises from a subjective feeling of discontent based on the

belief that one is getting less than one feels entitled to. Within this category, there is a narrative that foreign

nationals are better off in South Africa than actual citizens. Foreign nationals are also accused of taking the

jobs of South Africans, which allows them to enjoy a better quality of life. In the example tweet, a national bank

is accused of hiring an unvetted Nigerian when South Africa has qualified graduates in the required sector.

From the relative deprivation mention graph (see Figure 16), a few peaks in the mention volume occur on 9, 10

and 24 January 2023. These peaks are associated with the reopening of schools and the narrative that the

children of foreign nationals were being placed in schools ahead of South African children (9 and 10 January

2023) and a claim that the South African Comprehensive Assessment Institute (SACAI), a non-profit private

assessment body that assess South African education certificates, is in violation of the immigration act for

hiring illegal Zimbabwean nationals (24 January). Figure 17 is an example tweet that garnered high traction

within the category.

Figure 16: Total mentions graph of relative deprivation category over reporting period.

16 Tshitereke, C. (1999). Xenophobia and relative deprivation. Crossings, 3 (2), 4--5
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Figure 17: Example tweet within the relative deprivation category.

Patriotism - 6.4% of total mentions (estimated 9 745 total posts)

The verified mentions of this category attempt to create a link between patriotism and xenophobia. The

narrative is dominated by proponents whose view is that if you are a patriotic South African, you have to be

xenophobic. There is no middle ground in this category as all associated mentions are inherently xenophobic.

It appears that xenophobic views on patriotism are the ones that are gaining the most traction within the

conversation. It should also be noted that these are narratives being pushed by movements such as Operation

Dudula, Put South Africans First and even by South African political parties such as the Patriotic Alliance (PA)

and Action SA. The leader of the PA, Gayton Mackenzie, has openly shared his xenophobic views during

interviews, even going as far as saying that he would switch off the oxygen supply if a foreign national was on

life support in a South African hospital17. Xenophobia is being leveraged as a divide and rule strategy,

ostensibly for political gain, as xenophobic messaging clearly dovetails with new and emerging political

formations. In the example tweet, shown in Figure 19, patriotic South Africans are encouraged to close down

the businesses of “aliens” and take their business stands. From the mentions that were flagged for patriotic

sentiment (see Figure 18), two peaks in the mention volume occur on 06 and 20 January 2023. The former is

17
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related to the number of foreign nationals studying and employed at South African universities and the latter to

Operation Dudula and its raids on drug dens.

Figure 18: Total mentions graph of patriotism category over reporting period.

Figure 19: Example tweet within the patriotism category.
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Bio-cultural Markers - 1.3% of total mentions (estimated 1 980 total posts)

The verified mentions of this category are relatively low when compared to the other categories but it is

nonetheless a distinct category. These mentions emphasised the physical and cultural differences between

South Africans and foreign nationals as a means of discriminating against the latter. Cultural differences in

terms of eating habits, dress sense and culturally misinformed views about personal hygiene are some of the

aspects highlighted in an attempt to other foreign nationals. Ethnicity, tribalism, religion and skin pigmentation

are talking points in terms of physical othering. In another cultural marker, South African women who date

Nigerian men are colloquially referred to as “Jollofina”18, a portmanteau of Sarafina (referring to the popular

South African musical) and jollof rice (referring to the traditional Nigerian rice dish). The example tweet shown

in Figure 21 speaks to ethnicity as a means to discriminate against others and highlighting toxic endogamy in

other African countries. Figure 20 shows the total mention volume of the bio-cultural markers category over

time.

Figure 20: Total mentions graph of the bio-cultural markers category over reporting period.

18 https://www.thesouthafrican.com/news/offbeat/breaking-what-is-a-jollofina-meaning-tuesday-27-september/
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Figure 21: Example tweet within the bio-cultural markers category.

Life Outside SA - 2.2% of total mentions (estimated 3 350 total posts)

The verified mentions of this category are focused on reminding foreign nationals about the state of their home

countries and how lucky they are to be in South Africa. Based on the examples that were verified by the crowd,

these mentions are typically focused on Zimbabweans and Nigerians and involve proponents of the

conversation saying that these foreign nationals need to go to their home countries and assist to fix the

problems their countries are facing instead of adding to South Africa’s burden of problems. There is also a

subtheme within this category that blames foreign nationals for the current state of South Africa (loadshedding,

lack of service delivery, crime etc) due to the influx of foreign nationals. Figure 22 shows the peak of the

mention volume for the life outside SA category as 20 January 2023. Figure 23 shows an example tweet within

the category.
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Figure 22: Total mentions graph of the life outside SA category over reporting period.

Figure 23: Example tweet within the bio-cultural markers category.
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Illegal Immigrants - 36.5% of total mentions (estimated 55 577 total posts)

The largest category in terms of crowd mention volume, illegal immigrants typically highlights the illegality or

criminality of undocumented foreign nationals residing in South Africa. Alternative facts are commonplace

within this category as photos of individuals or the alleged crimes they have committed are presented without

references. Mentions in this category gain the most traction even when the truth is later revealed (see Figure

24). The distortion of facts that occurs within this category is a clear tactic to misinform the general public. The

majority of mentions verified contain the words illegal or undocumented, constantly stressing the point. The

nationality of the foreign national is often shared alongside details of their suspected crime or abuse of state

resources. This category is the broadest, with mentions herein containing at least one other category and in

some instances a number of the other categories. The example tweet (see Figure 26) focuses explicitly on the

criminality aspect of an illegal foreigner without consideration for personal circumstances of the individual.

Figure 25 shows the peak of the mention volume for the illegal immigrants category as 20 January 202, the

same peak observed for several of the other categories.

Figure 24: Real 411 post identifying a video as fake and disinformation that can cause real harm.
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Figure 25: Total mentions graph of the illegal immigrants category over reporting period.

Figure 26: Example tweet within the illegal immigrants category.
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Dehumanization - 0.3% of total mentions (estimated 457 total posts)

The smallest category in terms of mention volume, the dehumanization category is focused on presenting

foreign nationals as animals or non-human objects. Mentions are concerned with othering foreign nationals

and strives to make certain foreigners appear as less than human beings. Foreign nationals are referred to as

cockroaches, parasites, “amakwerekwere” and “things”. Pejorative rhetoric can also extend to characterising

an ethnic group as inherently violent, less intelligent or prone to acting upon instinct in an attempt to portray a

group as sub-human. Images are often used to compare foreign nationals to insects or animals along with

derogatory ethnic slurs. The example tweets shown in Figures 28, 29 and 30 refers to Nigerians as animals

and “things” and Zimbabweans as rats respectively. Figure 27 shows mention volume for the dehumanization

category.

Figure 27: Total mentions graph of dehumanization category over reporting period.
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Figure 28: Example tweet within the dehumanization category.
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Figure 29: Example tweet within the dehumanization category.
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Figure 30: Example tweet within the dehumanization category.
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Conclusion

The crowd-verified data used has provided insights into how the recognised behavioural drivers of xenophobia

are expressed online in South Africa. The categories discussed in this report showcase the variance of

xenophobic rhetoric and help us understand how certain behavioural drivers are employed in strategies to sow

disinformation and fearmonger in the Twitter space. These categories tend to be used alongside each other,

rarely on their own, to further entrench xenophobic narratives. As it stands, more than 80% of the crowd

verified data contains posts that have been flagged as having a negative sentiment towards foreign nationals,

with particular nationalities highlighted more so than others. A concerted effort is being placed on linking

patriotism to xenophobia, to the point where people are being encouraged to be proudly xenophobic if they

consider themselves patriotic South Africans. This report has laid the foundation for understanding what is

currently driving the xenophobia conversation in South Africa in addition to what tactics are at play within the

various categories. The intersectionality of the various categories and their common occurrence alongside

each other in high traction content has provided insights into the “blueprint” of a top trending xenophobic tweet.

This will be researched further in subsequent reports with the aim of educating the public on how to be more

critical of the tweets they come across in a conversation marred with mis- and disinformation. The follow-up

report will take a broader view of the general conversation as we try to better understand the top authors,

themes and networks at play within the conversation.
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Appendix A

Crowd Data Questions

The below list of 9 questions were used to tag posts connected to one or more of the behavioural drivers

(categories) which are individually described in the report above. Through the interpretation of the resultant

data (answers) to these questions, sub-narratives or segments within the greater xenophobia conversation are

identified, as well as the sentiment expressed (positive, negative or neutral) towards foreign nationals.

Original Question Tag Name Crowd Description

Question
1

Does the author refer to nationality group
as a whole? (ie blanket statements about
nigerians or mozambicans)

generalisations Is the author making a general statement
about a nationality group? (Eg, Stating all
people of a specific nationality are lazy etc)

Question
2

Does the author refer to individual
foreigners?

specific_cases Is the author referring to a specific/individual
situation regarding a foreigner? (Eg, a
robbery where they specifically mention the
nationality of an individual or group involved)

Question
3

Does the author place blame on foreign
nationals? /Scapegoating/

foreign_blame Does the author place blame on foreign
nationals? (Eg, our crime is so high because
of this group of people.)

Question
4

Does the author suggest that they are
being/have been deprived in relation to
others? That they are losing out to
foreigners? That foreigners are getting
something that they deserve? Does
author reference something they should
be receiving but are not (entitlement)

relative_deprivation Does the author indicate that they have lost
out to foreigners or that foreigners have
taken something South Africans feel they
deserve? (This could include things like
homes, jobs, land etc)

Question
5

Does author express nationalistic
sentiment (pride, hope in SA) ->> link to
nationalism -> does author express pride
in SA? Is tweet pro-SA? Patriotism? Is
this post patriotic?

patriotism Does the author show a sense of patriotism/
pride towards South Africa or being a local of
South Africa? (This can also include pride
towards their ethnic identity such as Zulu,
Xhosa etc)

Question
6

Does author reference bio-cultural
markers (i.e. foreigners sharing physical
attributes, speaking or not speaking
certain languages or sharing cultural
practices/tendencies, names associated
with certain nationality)

bio-cultural_markers Does the post reference
stereotypes/ideas/perceptions that people
have about foreigners that they use to
label/differentiate them as being "other" or
"not from here"? (This could include physical
features, languages, cultural practices or
names)

Question
7

Does author reference the unknown or
express uncertainty about life outside of
SA

life_outside_sa Does the author say anything about life
outside of SA? This could be South Africans
talking about life in other countries (or the
rest of Africa) or foreigners in SA talking
about their home countries.

Question
8

Does the author reference the law being
broken (references to crimes, legal/illegal
immigration, etc.)

illegal_immigrants Is the author discussing or making reference
to illegal immigrants within South Africa?
This is not in reference to illegal activity. (
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This can also include mention of revoked
permits that were previously issued but no
longer viable)

Question
9

Does the author attribute non-human
qualities or characteristics to foreigners?

dehumanisation Does the author attribute qualities to
foreigners that would not usually be
associated to humans. (Eg, mentioning
animal features or behaviours in connection
to a foreigner)
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