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Social Media and Votes: A comparative study of South Africa’s political parties’ use of 
social media for the 2021 local government elections: understanding the ideas of ‘virtual 
membership’.  
 
Introduction  
 
In this paper, I review the social media support – Facebook likes and Twitter followers – for the 
main political parties and consider some of the implications of this new virtual membership. Various 
measures of offline political activism appear to be falling, but young people in particular remain 
interested in politics, and appear to be using social media to find new ways to get involved. Based on 
new research, we find that both Facebook and Twitter are extremely important new arenas for 
political activism. I measured the unique number of users that follow MPs belonging to a party – 
excluding any user that follows MPs from more than one party – and found there are now 
significantly more Twitter followers for both the the ruling party, ANC,  (2.5 million ) and main 
opposition party, Democratic Alliance (1.2 million) than formal party members (under 300 000 for 
each).  This virtual support is part of a wider transformation of what it means to belong to a party, 
from a formal hierarchical model to a more networked, ephemeral, conditional support. Quite how 
far this virtual membership is now a reliable replacement for the current political party membership 
system – for raising funds, volunteering, campaigning, attending events – remains an open question. 
That said, these virtual members are a younger demographic, and our research also finds that around 
two in three Twitter followers are ‘loyal’ – meaning they only follow someone from one party.  
 
The falling confidence in formal politics  
 
Confidence and trust in formal politics is declining. South Africa’s 2021 local government elections 
were set to go down in history as a watershed moment in the country’s politics. Electoral support for 
the African National Congress dropped below 50% for the first time since the party ascended to 
government 27 years ago. Although it won 161 of the 213 contested municipalities, the number of 
councils without a clear majority of any party nearly quadrupled from 18 to 70. The results raise the 
real possibility that the ANC could be looking at another defeat in the 2024 general elections. This 
is despite the fact that opposition parties usually do best in municipal elections and the ANC does 
best during general elections. The poll pointed to a steep decline in voter interest. It was the lowest 
percentage poll ever in South Africa’s democratic epoch. This indicates that some citizens feel 
alienated from the political elite regardless of party, and sceptical of the ability of any incoming 
municipal government to deliver.  
 
The causes of this decline have been widely discussed and debated - and falling trust in the way 
politics is conducted is certainly an important part of the story. Polls show that a growing number 
of people do not trust political institutions that govern our lives or the parties and politicians that 
we elect. A 2018 survey found that 68% of South African respondents were either ‘not very’ or ‘not 
at all’ satisfied with democracy overall. 81% had no confidence in the government, and 87% either 
had ‘not very much’ confidence in political parties or ‘none at all.’ Public confidence in government 
has continued to fall in South Africa since 2012. This however, is not a result of declining reach of 



election campaigning: political parties are reaching a greater proportion of the electorate than ever 
before. Data shows that there is a rapid decline in party membership of main parties in South Africa. 
See figure 1:  
 

 
Figure 1 
 
An overview of the opposition parties in South Africa, 2009-2018: Finding escape into opposition 
parties?  
 
An examination of party splits in South Africa provides us with some insight into the birth of South 
Africa’s major opposition parties. In particular, a breakaway party has to receive significant support 
and hold a meaningful number of seats in Parliament if it is to survive. An examination of the 
dynamics in the National Party (NP) demonstrates why it serves as a counter-example to the 
literature on party splits that suggests that resulting parties ‘… most commonly … often disappear’. 
After Union, and under an essentially white franchise, the South African Party (SAP) emerged as 
the majority party in the first Parliament. Shortly thereafter, the tensions of former enemies in the 
Anglo Boer War being in the same government came to the fore. In January 1914, the National 
Party, led by General J B M Hertzog, was formed in Bloemfontein. It articulated a position of South 
African autonomy and equal language rights for English and Afrikaans. It also stood against South 
Africa siding with England and participating in World War 1 (Davenport 1984, p 175). Over the 
next 20 years, the NP increasingly grew its support at successive elections and, by 1933, had tripled 
its initial support among the electorate. In 1933 Hertzog took the NP into the fusion government, 
an alliance of the SAP, the NP and other parties. This progress stumbled in 1935, when D F Malan 
led a breakaway from the NP and formed the Gesuiwerde (purified) NP. This was in response to 
Hertzog agreeing to join a fusion government with the SAP and other parties in 1933, partly in 
response to an economic crisis. In the 1938 election the NP under Malan held 27 seats, the same 
number the newly formed NP under Hertzog had received in the 1915 election. In the 1943 election, 
Malan’s NP had increased its seats to 43 and in the 1948 election it won the majority of seats with 
an overall minority national vote, thereby forming the government and ushering in the policy of 
apartheid. Between 1948 and 1969 the NP was coherent through strong leadership and clear policy 
objectives, namely, the implementation of apartheid. However, in the late 1960s factionalism 
emerged, with a small grouping, led by Albert Hertzog, the son of General Hertzog, breaking away 
to form the Herstigte (reconstituted) Nasionale Party in 1969. This was in response to Maori 



members of the New Zealand rugby team being allowed to tour South Africa and to the National 
Party government under B J Vorster establishing diplomatic ties with other African countries. The 
motive behind the breakaway was to stand firm on racial separation and apartheid policy, in contrast 
to small pragmatic shifts being allowed by the former parent party in power.  
 
In 1982, there was a more significant breakaway from the NP when the Conservative Party, led by 
Andries Treurnicht, was formed. This party was against any reform of racial policy and focused its 
opposition on the NP’s implementation of the Tri-Cameral Constitution in 1983 that brought 
whites, Indians and coloureds into some form of consociational arrangement. The Conservative 
Party grew its support in successive elections, but was never able to challenge seriously for power. 
White opposition to the NP in the post-1948 period also exhibited factional behaviour and splits, 
resulting in the formation of new political parties. In 1959, a grouping left the United Party (UP) 
and started the Progressive Party (PP). A small number of members of the Liberal Party, formed in 
1953, left their parent and joined the Progressive Party shortly after its formation. This new party 
proposed a more liberal approach to the rights of blacks in South Africa, who did not have franchise 
rights under apartheid. In pursuing a liberal agenda, the PP had a small number of members in 
Parliament and for some time only one member, namely Helen Suzman. This liberal party 
underwent numerous changes as it amalgamated with others leaving the UP and successively 
changed its name to Progressive Reform Party and then to the Progressive Federal Party (PFP). The 
PFP lost its status as the official opposition after the 1987 election and was replaced by the CP, 
discussed above. More recently, the PFP further changed its name and absorbed other parties, to 
become the Democratic Alliance (DA), currently the official opposition in South Africa.  
 
Breakaways were not just a feature of ‘white’ politics in the pre-1994 era of racial discrimination and 
a racially-based franchise. The South African Native National Congress was formed in 
Bloemfontein in 1912, a year before the NP, to mobilise against the 1913 Land Act. The name of 
the organisation was changed in 1923 to the African National Congress and, despite differences and 
tensions within, was remarkably unified for a long time. This was due to its campaigning against 
discriminatory policy and an increasingly repressive environment, with the authorities acting every 
more oppressively against opposition movements. This was demonstrated in the mass-based 
Defiance campaigns in the 1950s, culminating in the drafting of the Freedom Charter in 1955 (see 
Lodge 1983 for details). The Freedom Charter marked the culmination of efforts by a range of 
organisations representing all racial groups in South Africa. This success in unifying opposition to 
apartheid across racial lines, ironically, initiated a process of factionalism that would lead to a split 
and the formation of a breakaway party, the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), in 1959. The PAC was 
born and pursued an Africanist opposition agenda, objecting to the role of whites and communists 
in the earlier Defiance campaigns. It succeeded in mobilising large numbers of people around 
destroying passes, identity documents that had to be carried by all blacks, proving that they were 
allowed to be in white areas. Following the police shooting of pass protesters at Sharpeville and the 
mass marches on Parliament in Cape Town in 1960, the ANC and PAC were banned and forced to 
operate underground and from exile. In exile, these organisations were more-or-less coherent, with 
tensions being managed, and no major splits or breakaways occurred. With the democratisation of 
South Africa in 1994 all the resistance movements had to adapt to a democratic and electoral mode 
of politics. Some members were expelled from the ANC and thereafter established new political 



parties. The United Democratic Movement (UDM) and then the Economic Freedom Fighters 
(EFF) are examples of such parties. In the post-1994 period, the most significant breakaway and 
formation of a new political party was that of Cope in 2008.  
 
There has also been one example of party split and schism in post-apartheid South Africa, that of the 
DA. However, unlike the situation in Cope, as this article will show, despite a schism in the party 
there were no splits and splinters from the DA. Those who left the party followed one of two 
options: either joining an established political formation, the ANC or leaving organised politics 
altogether. Others remained within the DA to build its institutional and organisational 
establishment. Following Boucek’s (2009, pp 469-78) scheme of three different types of 
factionalism, it is clear that within the DA the factionalism was cooperative, as opposed the 
competitive and degenerative forms of factionalism that appeared to be the path followed in Cope. 
We dwell briefly on the DA for comparative purposes, before turning attention to Cope. Originally, 
the formation of DA as a political entity represented a marriage of convenience between the 
Democratic Party (DP), the New National Party (NNP) – successor to the apartheid-era National 
Party – and the lesser known Federal Alliance (FA). In 2000, the DP reached a merger agreement 
with the FA and the NNP, finding its precedent in the simple fact that the two main parties shared 
an overriding commitment to being an effective opposition party to the dominant ANC and, in the 
Western Cape, excluding the ANC from governing, despite it having gained the highest 
proportional votes in the 1999 General Election in the Western Cape. The ANC’s 43% was 
insufficient for the party to form a government on its own and it was unable to persuade the DP or 
the NNP to form a coalition government with it (Fakir 2001). The NNP then turned as a coalition 
partner to the DP – to whom it had lost significant electoral support in the 1999 elections. After the 
1999 general election, the NNP and the DP entered into an electoral pact to keep the ANC out of 
the government of the province. The pact served as the platform for the start of a formal alliance, 
amalgamating the membership of both parties at representative institutions into a single caucus, 
although the parties continued to exist as separate legal entities, and later contesting the 2000 local 
government elections under the aegis of a single Democratic Alliance banner (Fakir 2001). The pact 
between the NNP and the DP to form the DA was at once a pre-electoral alliance between the NNP 
and the DP, leading to a phased amalgamation into a single entity at national and provincial level, 
and an actual government coalition in the sense that it contested the local government elections of 
2000 as a political party itself and all representatives elected under its aegis were representatives of a 
single political party, the DA. The relationship within the DA between the former DP and the NNP 
was uneasy, ‘split down old party lines resulting in a fierce political fight between the former DP and 
the former NNP’ (Smith 2001). It broke down towards the end of 2001, when the NNP leader, 
Marthinus van Schalkwyk, took the NNP into an alliance with the ANC. To begin with the NNP 
was in a weak bargaining position, since it had performed poorly in the 1999 election apart from in 
the Western Cape. Van Schalkwyk, under pressure from NNP public representatives, and faced with 
the risk of the imminent collapse, calculated that an alliance with the DP seemed plausible. Given 
the ascendancy of the DP in opposition politics at the NNP’s expense after the 1999 elections, any 
collaboration or alliance with the DP into the DA would take place on the DP’s terms. This would, 
however, at least provide an organisational vehicle for the survival of the NNP and its values, and 
potentially provide an opportunity for rebuilding, even if at the time the NNP would be sublimated 
within the DA. As things transpired, this revealed itself to be a horrible miscalculation on the part 



of the NNP. The remaining virtue in the formation of the DA for the NNP lay in the realignment 
and strengthening of opposition politics. Initially, the merger seemed to pay off, since it appears to 
have enthused voters. In the December 2000 local government elections the DA won 22% of the 
vote compared to the ANC’s 59%. The DP had enjoyed far greater popular support at the time of 
the merger, and had ultimate control over the DA. The NNP component, however, had a larger 
signed-up membership and this introduced a fissure which was never resolved. This fissure centred 
on whether representation at the anticipated DA congress should be determined by electoral 
strength (as the DP contingent wanted) or paid-up membership, which would have been to the 
benefit of the NNP (Myburgh 2007). The lack of common values, disparate and divergent 
ideological persuasions, the absence of a coherent political strategy, the lack of an integrated policy 
platform and a broader clash of cultures resulted in the emergence of one crisis after another within 
the first year of the formation of the DA (Fakir 2001). Internal strife was sparked by adverse publicity 
caused by a street-naming scandal in which Peter Marais, DA mayor of Cape Town, who was an 
NNP strongman, drove a process by which Adderley and Wale Streets in the Cape Town city centre 
would be renamed after Nelson Mandela and FW de Klerk respectively. It was alleged that Marais 
had engaged in a fraudulent process of marshalling public support for the street-renaming process 
by submitting lists of public supporters of the move, which were alleged to have been forged, 
manufactured and fraudulent (Jolobe 2007, p 85). Subsequent to these allegations, the leadership of 
the DA at the time, together with the Western Cape premier and Marais, agreed to establish a 
commission of enquiry under Section 106 of the Municipal Structures Act, headed by Judge Willem 
Heath (Jolobe 2007). Heath found Marais had ‘misinformed the public’ and ‘stated an untruth’ to 
Democratic Alliance leader Tony Leon about the numbers supporting his proposal. The Heath 
Commission also found that he had not performed the functions of his office ‘in good faith, honestly 
and in a transparent manner’ and did not act at all times in the best interest of the municipality’, ‘had 
compromised the credibility and integrity of the council, and that two unicity councillors 
committed fraud in the process’ (Heath Special Consultants 2001, pp 71-82). These findings 
resulted in the suspension of the councillors, disciplinary processes for two council staff and the 
suspension of Marais as mayor. From here on, however, two parallel party processes, in addition to 
the governmental process to deal with this matter, were instituted in an attempt to get rid of Marais 
altogether. For its part, the DA established a three-person dispute resolution committee to determine 
whether Marais had broken the new DA party rules. Simultaneously, Tony Leon bypassed the 
dispute resolution committee and instructed his deputy to fire Marais, while also writing directly to 
Marais, asking him to resign and suggesting that his failure to do so would result in a motion of no 
confidence in him being put to the DA’s National Management Committee (NMC). At that 
management committee meeting Marais was dismissed. In addition to the street-naming scandal, 
Marais was accused of abusing his mayoral perks in a variety of ways. Marais was subsequently 
vindicated by the Cape High Court when he challenged the NMC decision to fire him as mayor and 
expel him from the DA. The judge ruled, among other things, that only the municipality could 
remove a mayor from office and that therefore the NMC’S decision to fire the mayor was beyond 
its power and was to be set aside (Jolobe 2007). Marais subsequently returned to his mayoral 
chambers, but he, Van Schalkwyk and others from the NNP walked out of the DA a few days later. 
The street-naming saga and the political controversy that followed revealed the lack of a clear 
political and policy strategy, the absence of a shared ideological vision and the consequent inability 
to develop a common commitment to a shared base of values (Fakir 2001). The culmination, an 



acrimonious public spat between DA leader (Tony Leon of the DP) and deputy leader (Marthinus 
van Schalkwyk of the NNP) revealed the organisational, leadership and institutional vulnerabilities 
of the DA at the time. This heralded within the DA a period of uncontained competitive and 
degenerative factionalism, which resulted in the inability to moderate the divergent approaches of 
party leaders and responses to issues. It also demonstrated that the policy approaches and preferences 
of the different leaders diverged significantly, in that, in contrast to the DP’s traditional liberal 
posture, the NNP contingent within the DA felt ever more uncomfortable with the emergent liberal 
individualist economic strategy, which, it felt, discriminated against those who did not have the 
means to take advantage of an open and ‘free economy’, preferring models of state intervention and 
welfarism that was closer to the ANC’s. Having left the DA, the NNP came to a working agreement 
with the ANC. Following the NNP’s defections, the DA lost control of both Cape Town and the 
Western Cape Province to the ANC. In considering whether in the early days of the formation of 
the DA potential cracks and schisms had an effect on the party, it would be instructive to account 
for the view of the party’s then leader, Tony Leon, as well as to consider its electoral performance in 
the aftermath of the schism. Asked whether the decision to form the DA had been worth it, Leon 
replied ambivalently: I think that although it caused a huge amount of grief, we have consolidated 
the opposition and the NP has disappeared completely. Maybe we should have tried to destroy them 
at the polls. That would also have had costs. There are no free choices in politics; generally one has 
to choose between the worse and the less worse. Myburgh 2007 The DA was unable to shake off the 
damage caused by the breakup of the alliance and its aftershocks, and won only 12.4% of the vote 
(50 seats in Parliament) in the 2004 elections, not that much more than it had won in the 1999 
elections when it had 9.6% of the vote (38 seats). It also appeared to have failed to make any inroads 
among black voters, which it had anticipated. It is immaterial now, whether the disciplinary 
processes would have resulted in later procedural and legal expulsions, or whether the walkout of 
some DA members to join the ANC was pre-emptive. Organisationally, what is distinct is that no 
actual expulsions occurred in the fallout within the DA, even though there was a putative expulsion, 
which was overturned by the courts. The DA, for various reasons that will be explored briefly below, 
displayed fragmentation, rather than a split, proper. It later arrested the fragmentation and, unlike 
Cope, displayed tendencies towards opposition consolidation rather than decline. This 
consolidation may continue into the future and may prospectively include an incorporation of Cope 
into its fold, as has already been the case with some Cope members. The DA has increased its 
electoral support in every successive election since 1999 and has, since 2006, institutionally 
incorporated the Independent Democrats (ID). It has also increased its support among the minority 
communities of South Africa and modestly increased its support amongst African voters (Fakir & 
Holland 2011). It has further consolidated its policy trajectory and,  
unlike Cope, whose political platform and policy positions are vague, unclear and indistinct from 
those of the ANC, the DA has policy positions that coalesce around clearly defined themes that 
focus on privatisation of public enterprises through market reforms, deregulation of the labour 
market and a reduced role for the state in economic affairs. Also unlike Cope, and building on the 
inheritance of the organisational strength of the DP, the DA has managed to build a well-defined 
decision-making process, an efficient party machinery, with periodic elections for leadership 
renewal, a constitution its members accept and whose provisions they respect, a raft of well-
developed, if inappropriate policies, a branch structure and operationally effective caucuses in 
representative institutions. Because of this it has not yet suffered the fate of organisational split and 



has, instead, displayed organisational cohesion and institutionalisation. The DA, therefore, found 
its genesis most properly as both a pre-election alliance and as a coalition government. What possibly 
saved it from complete breakdown was that it had not constituted itself legally and formally as a 
party at national and provincial level and was able therefore to consolidate the remnants of the NNP 
that remained within it into both a coherent political programme as well as a formidable 
organisation, leading to its institutionalisation as a party. Notwithstanding its early fragmentation 
and fracturing after botched internal disciplinary processes and legal proceedings, the early split in 
the DA can most aptly be characterised as party fragmentation rather than a party split. In contrast, 
Cope, after mirroring a similar set of internal contests, disciplinary processes and legal proceedings, 
was unable to achieve any consolidation, instead displaying tendencies towards decline after the split 
from the ANC.  
 
This brief overview of breakaway parties, party fragmentation, splits and schisms in South Africa 
attempts to sketch a pattern and trajectory of breakaway parties and contrast it with parties in which 
internal contestation and schism did not give rise to breakaway parties. This has been done to provide 
an understanding of the prospects of breakaway parties in the context of South Africa’s complex 
political history. In ‘white’ politics, breakaways to the left and right appear to have gained traction 
amongst their constituencies. At various times such breakaways succeeded in attracting sufficient 
support to emerge as significant opposition parties in the NP-dominated white parliament. In ‘black’ 
politics, breakaways to the left seem to have been more successful, as was the case of the PAC, 
although the party did not survive exile as well as the ANC did. This meant that Cope, as a more-or-
less centrist party, was unlikely to gain traction over time in the South African political landscape. 
Rather, new left parties, like the EFF, at least in rhetoric, gained the traction to increase support and 
seats in Parliament so as to emerge as meaningful, as opposed to marginal, political parties.  
 
 
The relationship between social media and political campaigns 
 
In his short-lived campaign for president, entrepreneur and former New York City Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg spent more than $1 billion of his own money before dropping out of the 2020 election 
race. More than 70% of that budget went toward advertising. The extraordinary spend highlights 
just how much cash it takes to run for public office. South African political parties are not exempt 
from these high costs of political campaigns. In the 2021 municipal elections, the ANC spent more 
R1 billion on campaigning, more than double of R429 million spent by the party for its 2018 general 
elections. The DA, EFF and IFP spent nearly R300 million collectively for the 2021 municipal 
campaign. What is very evident is that election contestation is a very expensive exercise.  
 
The 2021 local government elections were mired in controversy thanks in large part to the COVID-
19 pandemic as well as the Political Party Funding Act (PPFA). Political parties contented not only 
with registering themselves with the Independent Electoral Commission (IEC) but in the case of 
local government elections, also had to pay candidate registration fees. These fees range from R1000 
to R3500 per ward or council. Party spending was not limited to registrations but was also 
concentrated on convincing the electorate to vote for them through costly election campaigns. 
Concerns around voter access and party campaigning had been further exacerbated by new party 



funding legislation. The implementation of the PPFA on 1 April 2021 appeared to have deeply 
affected the ability of political parties to source adequate funding.  
 
 In the intervening weeks since the IEC made public the funding disclosures from political parties, 
much has been said about the effect that the PPFA has, or will have, on political party funding. Mary 
Oppenheimer-Slack, the biggest donor to the Democratic Alliance in the first quarter, noted that 
the public nature of disclosures could scare off potential donors. However, in a political climate 
where we recognise that corruption at all levels of government is a problem, can we be put off from 
pursuing open and transparent politics simply for the sake of big donor anonymity?  
 
In the first published report of funding disclosures, only three political parties made disclosures: the 
ANC, DA and ActionSA. This means that just three of the nearly 500 parties registered with the 
IEC claimed to have received a donation above R100,000 in the reporting period of 1 April to 30 
June. Since the PPFA was only implemented on 1 April it means that any money received before this 
period (but still this year) would not have to be declared. Given the cumulative nature of the 
R100,000 threshold amount it also seems likely that some political parties may have in fact received 
donations, but these were just below the threshold amount. This means that smaller donations from 
the same donor must be tallied (until it reaches the threshold amount) and therefore we may see 
more disclosures in the upcoming periods.  It however remains concerning that in an election year 
only three registered parties have made disclosures. In 2016 it was noted that the ANC spent close 
to R1-billion on its elections campaign. If a political party is spending even a fraction of this amount, 
it is still a staggering sum. Even with some political parties complaining of a funding crisis, in part 
due to the PPFA, they have still managed to campaign. If, despite these concerns, election campaigns 
continue then we must ask: how are our political parties covering the cost of their campaigns and are 
they being truthful in the reporting thereof?  
 
The PPFA makes it clear that it is not only cash donations that must be disclosed but also donations 
in kind. For example, this means that should a political party receive a donation of campaign 
sweaters, billboards, transport or anything else of this nature it must be reported in the same manner 
as cash donations. Many political parties who did not disclose during the first disclosure period are 
now campaigning. We must remain cognisant of the financial implications of their election 
campaigns and if they have or have not disclosed. This will become especially important if in the 
next disclosure period we are seeing no disclosures for both cash and in-kind donations. 

The 2019 general elections showed trends of political parties across the different provinces 
benefiting from open and anonymous in-kind donations. In-kind contributions were made for food 
for campaigners and venues for political meetings. However, political parties never disclosed the 
details of these donations. To achieve the goal of transparent politics it is crucial to monitor both 
cash and in-kind donations especially if in-kind donations are used surreptitiously to circumvent 
having to disclose cash donations.  

Political parties must ascribe the correct monetary value to their donations in kind when disclosing. 
Just as with cash donations, should this be over the threshold amount, it must be disclosed. If it is 
less than the threshold, all donations from that donor must be recorded and tallied. Crucially this 
means that even if a political party says it does not receive direct cash donations it could still very well 



be receiving financial support in the form of donations in kind. When trying to win over the 
electorate and get votes, these donations can prove vital to the execution of a well-run election 
campaign. 

 

Digital Media and the Political Party Funding Act 

 

Covid-19 restrictions have been a concern for political parties wanting to campaign, especially for 
those wanting to conduct door-to-door campaigns. The pandemic has not provided a level playing 
field. Only political parties that have access to technology and innovation have been able to reach 
out to voters using alternative methods, namely digital media. The availability of social media 
platforms has allowed political parties to directly convey their message to voters and influence the 
political debate. Through the running of ads on various types of media, candidates could reach 
audiences that otherwise may not have been paying attention to the election and build name 
recognition, highlight important issues and call attention to the shortcomings of their opponents.  

The ANC, DA, EFF and ActionSA made use of political advertising on social media platforms. Since 
2014 political advertising has exploded to a spending of nearly R2 billion. It is clear that social media 
can be a powerful and game changer when it comes to the political arena. However, we are aware 
that there can be exploitations involved in the use of political advertising. Investigations have shown 
that data analytics can be manipulated, as it was with the Cambridge Analytica case. It is possible for 
personal information to be taken without authorisation and a system can be built that could profile 
individual voters, in order to target them with personalised political advertisements. The existence 
of the PPFA attempts to counter such measures. However, very little sources reveal evidence on 
whether or not South African political parties have had the power to influence data analytics in this 
manner.  

Smaller parties have not been able to tap into this method of campaigning because of the lack of 
resources to do so. Thus, Covid-19 has affected how political parties communicate with voters and 
smaller parties are disadvantaged. Though a very important element of a democracy, electioneering 
can be very costly. Political parties need resources to inform the electorate about issues relevant to 
local government, encourage debate and motivate voters to cast their vote in the elections. Covid-19 
has had an impact on political activity and the electoral process. However, the PPFA should not 
hamper fundraising for something as important as an election. Yes, with the current pandemic, there 
are campaigning challenges but in terms of funding said campaigns, it should be at the top of a 
party’s fundraising list going into an election year. The degree to which the PPFA has truly affected 
political party financing is still too early to call, however, it has already begun to create a system where 
political parties must be honest in how they are being funded.  

 

New forms of political activism 



However, declining confidence in the political system and falling levels of formal political 
involvement should not be mistaken for political apathy. Research shows young people are 
interested in politics, but perhaps not the way it is done at present. A recent national survey of 18 
year olds found that many respondents did express an interest in political affairs when broadly 
defined, and many said they were keen to play a more active role in the political process.  Even though 
young people have a fairly strong aversion to formal politics and professional politicians, they are 
relatively active in alternative modes of political participation.  

The internet and social media are an important new way to express political preferences and get 
involved. Analysts have long argued that mass communication through the web would facilitate 
collective action by bringing groups together around single issues, lowering barriers to entry and 
thereby fundamentally changing the nature of political movements. Changes in communication also 
change the way in which politicians can get their message out to the electorate – and indeed listen to 
potential voters. Social media – sometimes called Web 2.0 – is now at the forefront of this change. 
Certainly, the size, diversity and dynamism of social media platforms allow people to connect and 
form social movements outside the existing political channels far more quickly and easily than ever 
before. New social movements are emerging using social media, and challenging existing parties in a 
way unthinkable a decade ago. The English Defence League in the UK, the Tea Party in the US, 
Beppe Grillo’s Movimento 5 Stelle in Italy, and the Occupy movement are all examples of 
movements that have employed social media to grow rapidly and create a significant political and 
social impact – all in the last three years. The Oxford Internet Survey shows a very definite shift 
toward online political activism. The percentage of people who signed an online petition doubled 
to 14 per cent between 2007 and 2011; while those doing this offline fell from 20 per cent to 18 per 
cent between 2009 and 2011. In 2011, for the first time, people were more likely to contact a 
politician or a political party online (8 per cent) than offline (7 per cent). In 2011, two new 
exclusively online political activities also appeared: 9 percent of people sent an electronic message 
supporting a political cause, and the same number commented on politics in social media.  

 

Party Membership on Social Media 

Facebook:  

Facebook is a social media networking site that, among other functions, allows groups and 
individuals to set up pages dedicated to certain subjects which other users can contribute to, 
including by expressing a ‘like’ for it. All the main political parties have had official Facebook pages 
for several years. The leaders of these parties also have official Facebook pages. Currently, the official 
page of the ANC  has 559 044  likes on Facebook, compared to 443,244 likes for DA, 192,078 for 
the EFF, 85,906 for IFP and 79,165 for the ActionSA.  

However, Facebook also allows anyone to set up their own pages; and there are several dozen other 
official or unofficial Facebook pages dedicated to each party, their leaders, and local and regional 
branches. To get a better sense of the unique likes for this broader group, we used the Facebook 
advertising tool to calculate the number of individuals that have liked either the official page or the 
leader’s page, based on South Africa. This provides approximate figures, and relies on Facebook’s 



proprietary advertising targeting algorithm, which is not public and therefore cannot be examined, 
although the administrators of pages would be able to provide more accurate figures.  

 

Twitter  

Twitter is an online social networking site and micro-blogging service that enables its users to send 
and read text-based messages of up to 140 characters in length known as ‘tweets’. MPs are 
increasingly utilising this platform for direct communication with each other, their constituents, 
and as a tool for instant response to breaking news.   

According to Tweetminster, a total of 116 MPs (from the three main Parties) have Twitter feeds. 
There are also official accounts for the parties. For example, the ANC party account is followed by 
1.123972 people. The total cumulative number of followers of all MPs is 3,628,982, and there are 
1,224,902 unique individuals following at least one MP from any party.  

However, some of these followers will follow multiple accounts across parties. Therefore, in order 
to determine a more accurate count, I ran a script to find the number of unique people that follow 
at least one MP from each party (and therefore are not double counted). This method found that 
there are 614,719 unique users on Twitter that follow at least one ANC MP on Twitter; 503,881 
that follow at least DA  MP; and 173,184 that follow at least one EFF MP.  However, I felt that it is 
likely that there may be a significant number of Twitter users who follow a large number of MPs 
from across the parties, and therefore might be less accurately described as ‘supporters’. Therefore, I 
ran a second script in order to calculate the number of users that followed at least one MP from each 
party and did not follow any other MP from any of the other parties. Interestingly, there is not as 
much overlap across the parties – the majority of Twitter users tend to be loyal, with the exception 
of those who follow EFF MPs. Research shows that, of the total of 614,719 unique followers of any 
of the DA MPs Twitter accounts, 70 per cent are not also following the accounts of MPs of other 
parties. For ANC MPs, this is about 63 per cent, and for EFF MPs it is 40 percent. In total, there 
were 430,893 unique Twitter users that follow at least one MP from the ANC and no other party; 
316,237 for the DA; and 68,335 for the EFF.  

 

Does social media matter?  

Social media politics vary greatly, from single-issue campaigns to established political party Facebook 
accounts with strict control over the content. But they have in common the idea of a direct, free and 
easy involvement (or disengagement); regular updates and information; and active participation 
from members. This can help generate a sense of ‘virtual belonging’ towards the specific online 
group enhanced also by the possibility of interacting directly with likeminded people from all over 
the world. In recent years there has been considerable debate about the extent to which the internet 
is transforming politics, with some commentators, such as Malcolm Gladwell, suggesting that 
‘clicktivism’ remains far less transformative than feet on the ground politics. However, evidence is 



beginning to suggest the internet might not be transformative on its own, but is better viewed as a 
way to allow movements to form, organise, fundraise, and mobilise.  

 

It is still not clear exactly what it means to ‘follow’ or to ‘like’ a party or an individual. The strength 
of these ties, and how it might evolve, is an open research question. Given the very low barriers to 
entry to join various social media groups, many followers could of course not be considered 
supporters in any meaningful sense. High profile individuals are followed for a wide variety of 
reasons. However, as noted above many Twitter followers are loyal – only following someone from 
their one party, with a relatively low degree of overlap. 

 

Bringing a new wave of activists without increasing democratic deficit 

Electoral turnout is known to rise with age, income and level of education, and these gaps have been 
increasing in recent years.  Research has consistently found that there is a class difference in voter 
turnout, with middle and upper middle class voters turning out in significantly higher numbers than 
lower middle and working class voters. The contrast in participation levels between different social 
groups is even greater when it comes to other forms of political activity, and social media may 
exacerbate the trend by widening rather than narrowing the breadth of political involvement. The 
demographic of social media users shows that the so-called ‘next-generation’ internet users, those 
who use multiple and portable devices to access the internet and are more active producers of 
internet content, tend to have both higher levels of education and income and be more involved in 
politics.  

The Oxford Internet Institute has found a strong correlation between online political participation 
and ‘political efficacy’, the confidence people have that they can influence politics. Those with low 
political efficacy are less likely to participate overall, and when they do participate in politics it is 
entirely offline (10 percent offline to 0 per cent online), while 60 percent of internet users with high 
political efficacy participate politically online.  Although social media has the potential to involve 
more, and especially younger, people in political activism, the shift to online activism may thus 
exacerbate the existing social and economic gap between those who participate in politics and those 
who do not. It appears to me that virtual support of this type may be transforming what it means to 
belong to a party, changing affiliation from a formal hierarchical model to a more networked, 
ephemeral, conditional support. Political parties may have to become comfortable with this more 
layered melange of different depths of affiliations – and find new ways of mobilising and involving 
these new activists.  

Conclusion 

Although there is no tangible evidence between social media networks and the votes from the 2021 
elections, it is clear that social media has fostered a conversation about our changing perceptions of 
democratic participation - especially for young people.  



Social Media has rapidly grown in importance as a forum for political activism in its different forms. 
Social media platforms, such as Twitter, Facebook and YouTube provide new ways to stimulate 
citizen engagement in political life, where elections and electoral campaigns have a central role. 
Personal communication via social media brings politicians and parties closer to their potential 
voters. It allows politicians to communicate faster and reach citizens in a more targeted manner and 
vice versa, without the intermediate role of mass media. Reactions, feedback, conversations and 
debates are generated online as well as support and participation for offline events. Messages posted 
to personal networks are multiplied when shared, which allow new audiences to be reached. 
Although the presence of social media is spreading and media use patterns are changing, online 
political engagement is largely restricted to people already active in politics and on the Internet. 
Other audiences are less responsive. For example, television news together with print and online 
newspapers are still the most important sources of political information. Social media has reshaped 
structures and methods of contemporary political communication by influencing the way 
politicians interact with citizens and each other. However, the role of this phenomenon in increasing 
political engagement and electoral participation is neither clear nor simple.  

The internet and social media continue to have a profound impact on politics. It will re-shape the 
way elections are won and are lost, how policy is made and how people get involved in formal and 
informal politics. It is my view that these virtual members will be increasingly important activists in 
political campaigns and elections. However, this shift to online political activity also brings potential 
problems, and may exacerbate the growing socio-economic divide between those who are politically 
active and those who are not.  
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