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3.9.	Ethical Use of Social Media
Social networks or social media has become an integral part 

of our society. Although a relatively new media platform, 

its influence and impact has become so profound over 

the years that many people and institutions are using it to 

express their views, run their businesses, set agendas and 

engage. Unfortunately, the easy access to and influence 

of social media is also being used negatively by sinister 

forces to perpetuate social ills such as crime, gender-

based violence, racial discrimination, stereotyping and 

xenophobia. There are many attempts and initiatives by 

social networks, governments, companies and civil society 

organizations aimed at regulating social media networks 

and curbing their exploitation for nefarious purposes. 

As a response to this worldwide abuse of social 

networks, which also has a negative effect on migrants and 

refugees, the UNHCR (2014) issued a set of principles as 

guidelines for the use of social media. Journalists reporting 

on migrants and migration will find some of these principles 

very beneficial.

3.9.1.	 UNHCR Social Media Principles

(a)	 Posts to social media, whether from institutional or 
personal accounts, must uphold the highest standards 
of ethical and professional conduct.

(b)	 Think before you post and use common sense. Be aware 
that sharing content can be seen as an endorsement of 
the facts and opinions it presents.

(c)	 Be accurate. Outdated figures and erroneous 
information can spread rapidly on social media

(d)	  Be clear. If your post is open to misinterpretation, find a 
better way to phrase your message to avoid confusion.

(e)	 Ensure safety and protection. Bear in mind that 
information you post, especially locations or personal 
details, could put you or others at risk.

(f )	 Show respect and seek consent. When you talk about, 
photograph or videotape the people society protects 
and assists, strive to respect their dignity.

(g)	 Be authentic. When you speak from a personal 
perspective and mean what you say, your posts will 
gain more traction and visibility.

(h)	 Don't feed the trolls. It's often best to ignore hateful, 
discriminatory or otherwise inappropriate comments. 
Answering may only encourage more of the same.

Source: Social Media Principles adapted from the UNHCR – 
United Nations Refugee (2014)

3.10.	 Challenging Negative Stereotypes 
and Biases when Reporting

Reporting bias, also known as selective reporting, is when 
a journalist covers only a fraction of relevant evidence or 
information. In her article titled ‘Challenging Stereotypes 
and Reviving the Benefit of the Doubt in Refugee Eligibility’ 
(14 July 2020), Sabrien Andalan (Sabrineh Ardalan, 2020) 
said: “It is time to rethink the evidence so often submitted 
and relied upon in asylum claims to dial back the 
corroboration demands, and to return to core principles 
of refugee law – the need to afford asylum seekers the 
benefit of the doubt.” She argues, “We need a better way to 
establish asylum eligibility and challenge stereotypes.”
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3.11. Activity 3: Let us Reflect

1.	 Personally, which negative stereotypes and biases are you struggling with?
______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2.	 What are the dominant stereotypes and biases about migrants in South Africa?
______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

3.	 How can journalists reporting on migration and migrants contribute towards changing biases and negative 
stereotypes about migrants? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________



22 A RESOURCE GUIDE FOR JOURNALISTS REPORTING ON MIGRATION

CHAPTER 4

Reporting on Xenophobia

4.1. Background
South Africa is home to more than 3.6 million foreign 
nationals who make up seven percent of the population. 
The upsurge in xenophobic attacks in South African since 
2008 can be attributed to various factors. According to 
Muchiri (2016:3), cross border migration in South Africa 
is typically triggered by conflicts, economic deprivation, 
unemployment, droughts, or climate and persecution. Nell 
on the other hand (2009: 234), identifies three cardinal 
reasons for xenophobic intolerance, namely:  

•	 Interactive factors related to the amount of exposure 
inhabitants have to strangers

•	 Cultural factors, which include identity and nationalism
•	 Material or economic factors related to employment 

opportunities, available resources, etc.

Journalists reporting on migrants and xenophobic attacks 
have a duty and responsibility to report objectively and 
accurately. The ethical dilemma of remaining objective 
amid attacks on migrants calls for journalists to go that 
proverbial extra mile to tell the stories of the victims, 
survivors and even perpetrators from a certain perspective, 
be it to raise awareness, to educate or call for immediate 
action. The message of the report should be crafted in such 
a way that the readers can easily understand it, and it is 
accurate and ethical.    
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4.2. Tales of Afro-fobia 
Read and analyse the article below: 

Compelling Tales of Afrophobia and Media Selective Blindness
By Anton Harber

A South African woman living in a building called Fatties Mansions in Hillbrow, Johannesburg, with her Burundian 
boyfriend and three-month-old daughter was woken one night in May by the police and soldiers of Operation Fiela 
kicking down their front door.

Fiela means ‘to sweep away, to clean up, to remove dirt’ in the Sotho language. This was a joint3 operation 
launched by the police, municipal police and the military in response to a wave of xenophobic violence that had taken 
seven lives. It should be seen, said Gwede Mantashe, Secretary-General of the ruling African National Congress, as “an 
attempt to rid the country of illegal and undocumented immigrants”. In other words, it was aimed at the victims rather 
than the perpetrators of the violence that had gripped the city a week earlier.

Documents filed in court over the next few weeks said, “They asked for the boyfriend’s papers and he was slapped 
when he showed his passport. She tried to show them her South African identification but they refused to look at 
it, she said. They were sent downstairs with the baby, but with no blankets, nappies or food, and taken to the police 
station where she said people had to sit on the floor without food or access to toilets. Eventually, she managed to 
show an officer her ID book and was released around 12.30am.”

Little of this was reported in the mainstream media, and only cursorily covered was the fact that lawyers had to 
return to court twice to get access to those detained in Operation Fiela. In its first few days, the security forces took 
journalists with them to make a public show of their clenched-fist response to the violence. Pictures that emerged 
showed the humiliation and degradation of scores of people – the documented and the undocumented, local and 
foreign. Front-page images of many being made to lie down half-naked in the corridors of their buildings as police 
searched their belongings were reminiscent of security force action at the height of apartheid. Media response, 
though, was muted, in line with public sentiment, which is strongly anti-crime and anti-immigrant.

Operation Fiela began as a short-term response to the violence, but quickly morphed into a prolonged crime 
clean-up, which targeted both locals and migrants. Policemen on the ground were less circumspect in their 
description of what they were doing than the politicians. Before a raid in Bellville, Cape Town, a police spokesperson 
said: “The focus for today will be on illicit goods, whether it is firearms, illicit cigarettes, counterfeit products, drugs 
…” There was little mention of immigrants. The reporter said they then “tore” through the area. An officer was quoted 
as saying: “We are here to protect the businesses, to ensure that business is conducted in a way that is free, so that 
… the economy can grow.”
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Annexures
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Annexure 1: Ground-breaking Cases: President v M&G Media  

President of the Republic of South Africa and others v M&G Media LTD 2012 (2)SA 50 (CC)

Common stereotypes placed on immigrants in South Africa can be associated with the sense of job, wage, and 
resource competition South Africans relate to immigration. There has been some evidence that the presence of 
undocumented immigrants does lessen the work opportunities of South African-born residents, due to this group 
being willing or forced to work for much lower wages. High unemployment has also been assumed to be driven from 
exhaustion of jobs by immigrants, although there is limited evidence to support this. ‘Otherness’ is an indicator of 
xenophobia in South Africa, and some researchers believe that the racial otherness perpetrated by the apartheid was 
replaced by otherness of foreigners. Cultural stereotyping has increased with higher levels of immigration since the 
early 2000s and greater exposure to immigrants deriving from a wider scope of countries of origin. Confusion over 
political and civic rights has also been associated with the presence of xenophobia in South Africa.
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Annexure 2: The Drum Decade: Nat Nakasa Epic  

Ndazana Nathaniel (Nat) Nakasa was born on 12 May 1937 in Lusikisiki, Eastern 
Cape. Nakasa was the second of three children of Joseph Nakasa and his wife, 
Alvina Nakasa. As a child from a working-class family in an impoverished 
rural area, Nakasa was forced by poverty to leave school in 1954 without 
matriculating. He moved to Durban where he worked as a reporter for Ilanga 
newspaper, published in Zulu and English. He later moved to Johannesburg 
where he joined Post and later Drum magazine. He also freelanced for 
publications in Germany, Sweden, the USA and Britain.

Nakasa became Assistant Editor of Drum, and founded the Classic literary 
magazine and wrote a column for the Rand Daily Mail. A colleague of Nakasa 

at the time, well-known journalist Joe Thloloe, said that while many journalists of the time were men of the bottle, 
Nakasa would come to the Classic shebeen where they drank, have his half nip of brandy, and leave. 'Nat was a 
natty dresser, he would always be neat while we smelled of booze and were unwashed,' Thloloe said. It was after this 
shebeen that Nakasa named the literary magazine he helped found. Nakasa had a way with words and all who read 
his work were impressed by his command of the language and his biting criticism of the system of apartheid. In 
1964, Nakasa applied for the prestigious Nieman Fellowship at Harvard University in the USA and was turned down. 
When the nominated recipient, Eastern Cape Herald parliamentary correspondent D.K. Prosser, could not go, this 
became Nakasa's break and the beginning of his problems. Government refused him a passport. Nakasa had not 
expected this. In a letter to the Nieman Foundation curator Dwight Sargent in early 1964, Nakasa wrote: 'As I have 
never been active in politics except as a journalist, I expect no difficulty in obtaining a passport from the South African 
government'. When told he would not get a passport, without even the courtesy of a reason, Nakasa said he was 
completely bewildered. 'I can only assume that the government has refused me a passport because some of my writings 
have opposed apartheid.'

Nakasa took an exit permit, which meant he would never be able to get back to his home country. When he 
eventually arrived in Cambridge, Massachussetts two months after the programme had started, after getting 
travel documents from the Tanzanian government, he settled into his studies. Nakasa's studies at Harvard included 
Intellectual History, Social Structure of Modern Africa, History of the American South and Negro History, which he 
said he had found 'to have direct relevance to my own preoccupations. I found it possible to draw parallels between 
the Negro's exclusion from the mainstream of society and the more vicious degradation of my own people in South 
Africa'. Nakasa confessed to a tendency to holler whenever people, mainly white academics who were invited to 
address Nieman seminars, spoke of the problems of race in a detached and intellectual fashion. A story is recorded 
in the Nieman history of how one day Nakasa had challenged a social psychologist for about two hours, in between 
shouting and screaming about judging civilizations and 'how the white man can never really understand what goes 
on inside a black man'. When the programme ended, Nakasa went to New York where he wrote articles for a number 
of newspapers and magazines, including the New York Times. But his mind was in Africa and he was known to brood 
about home. As it became clear he would never be able to return home, he committed suicide on 14 July 1965 by 
jumping from a window of a high-rise building. Attempts to bring his body home bore no fruit, and he was buried 
at the Ferncliff cemetery in upstate New York.
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Activity 4

1.	 Do some research and write a short article on the ‘Drum Decade’ of journalism. In your article cover the following 
aspects of the Drum generation:

(a)	How the draconian apartheid laws affected journalists and reporting.

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

(b)	Who were the leading Drum journalists??

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

(c)	 How did certain Drum journalists deal with the pain, frustration and loss of freedom caused by the apartheid 
laws?

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

(d)	What do you think ultimately drove the gifted and dynamic journalist to ultimately decide to take his own life? 
(In your response also touch on his life as a refugee in America.)

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

A headstone placed by the Nieman Foundation 30 years later simply reads: Nathaniel Nakasa May 12 1937 – July 
14 1965. Journalist, Nieman Fellow, South African. 1038 (the tombstone number). Nakasa's writings were compiled 
into a book The World of Nat Nakasa. He was an influential writer and had an impact on many black people and 
writers. The Print Media Association, the South African Nieman Alumni, and the South African National Editors' 
Forum have established an annual award for courageous journalism, which is named after him. Its first recipient 
was Jon Qwelane. 

Source: (Sonderling, 2019)
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Annexure 3: Africa's Xenophobic Attacks – Why Migrants won't be Deterred

Fear is growing that ‘gangster politics’ is taking root in parts of South Africa, writes the BBC's Andrew 
Harding after visiting an area hit by an outbreak of attacks on foreigners, mostly from elsewhere in Africa.

On the vast, rapidly urbanising plains east of South Africa's commercial capital Johannesburg, the sporadic but 
grotesque violence of recent weeks has now subsided, leaving behind a sense of confusion and guilt.

At the same time, there is a gloomy confidence that this will not be the last time that such scenes – of firebombed 
shops, burned cars, terrified foreigners, looted supermarkets and armed mobs - play out on the streets of poor, 
dysfunctional townships like Katlehong.

"It is a time bomb. A time bomb," said local community organiser Papi Papi, pointing across the road to a new 
informal settlement of perhaps 100 metal shacks crowded onto a small patch of wasteland.

"They caught him in his car and burned him alive," he said, referring to the death of a Zimbabwean man during 
the unrest.

"These places are packed with migrants, more than locals. The government is not planning, just reacting, even 
[when it comes to] basic infrastructure, so that is where the problem is," he explained.

A group of local men, playing a game of Ludo on a scrap of cardboard, at first insisted that opportunistic 
criminals were entirely to blame for the violence, but they soon began to complain about the presence of foreign 
nationals.

"I'm not xenophobic," insisted a man who gave his first name as Alfred. "But these foreigners are prepared to 
work for less."

"They work for small money," his friend Frederick agreed. "And they hire their own, so it's hard for us to compete. 
There is frustration. I’m scared.”

South Africa's government has been quick to apologise for the latest spasm of xenophobic violence.
Although some politicians in the governing alliance have sought to blame the troubles on criminals and foreign 

governments, President Cyril Ramaphosa has led efforts to patch up the country's image on the continent and to 
protect its foreign investments.

But despite furious criticism from some African governments and nations, the larger truth is that South Africa 
– with its huge and highly developed economy – remains Africa's biggest magnet for migrants, and, while a few 
foreign nationals have decided to return home, the majority seem to have weighed up the risks and the rewards 
and chosen to stay.

"If I leave this job because I'm scared, there's no other job, no other option for me. There's nowhere for me to 
go," said a 23-year-old Ethiopian, from behind an elaborate security fence that covered the front of his small grocery 
shop in Katlehong.
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