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In determining whether symbols, flags, or other forms of media that harken back to a

nation’s darker past can be considered “merely” problematic recollections, or troubling

revanchist calls to action with possible offline ramifications, Meta must consider historical

and social context when making decisions concerning hate or inciteful speech, and as well

as the message that their decisions send, intentionally or inadvertently.

As Meta’s call for public comments on this case notes, South Africa’s institutionalised

system of racial segregation, or apartheid, was between 1948-1994. That this is recent

history, still fresh in the minds of many, is made clear by the two posts that appear to wax

nostalgically about life in South Africa, as well as by people who suffered under an officially

enforced system of social and legislative racism.

Contrary to being “a safer country during apartheid” (Post #1), there have been several

instances of political violence undertaken by the apartheid-era South African state against

its non-white population (as it saw fit to categorise). One of the most infamous of these was

the 1960 Sharpeville massacre, when Afrikaner (White South African) police fired upon

unarmed Black South African protestors, killing 69 and wounding under 200, as the latter

were protesting against “were protesting against the South African government’s

restriction of nonwhite travel.”
1
This restriction of “nonwhite travel” meant that places

such as the “seaside theme park” referred to in Post #2 would be off-limits to those South

Africans not considered “White” as per its laws, proactively enforced by police and other

law enforcement agencies. Nostalgic discussions concerning law and order downplay or

ignore the impact on Black and other nonwhite South Africans, and the brutal treatment

they received (sometimes ending in death) at the hands of law enforcement, as was the

case with the anti-apartheid activist Steve Biko, who died in police custody in 1977
2
.

Post #2 brings up the usage of a symbol “adopted by some as an expression of white

supremacy” (the “OK hand emoji”), and how this, coupled with other details within Post

#2, was not viewed to have been in violation of Meta Community Standards. We contend

that the decision to not consider posting the apartheid-era South African flag to be against

Community Standards does not factor in that it has been utilised fairly recently by White

Supremacists outside South Africa, which provides much needed social context as well.

On June 17, 2015, an American neo-Nazi and white supremacist, Dylann Storm Roof,

opened fire on African-American churchgoers in Charleston, South Carolina, injuring one

person and killing nine, one of the latter being a pastor and Democratic senator, Clementa

C. Pinckney. Upon Mr. Roof’s arrest, online images of him were shared, at least one of
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which included him wearing a jacket emblazoned with the flags of Rhodesia (an African

nation run on white nationalist/supremacist lines from 1970-1979, until becoming the

nation of Zimbabwe in 1980), and apartheid-era South Africa. As one journalist
3
wrote in

the wake of Dylann Roof’s terrorist attack,

‘But American white supremacists take similar lessons from apartheid South Africa as

they do from Rhodesia.

“The White people made a great nation of South Africa and Black people thrived and

prospered there,” David Duke, the infamous former Louisiana state representative and

head of the Ku Klux Klan, wrote in a 2010 post on his website. “Meanwhile, in the rest of

Africa, there were constant genocides, ethnic repressions, dictatorships, abject poverty,

disease epidemics, wholesale crime and murder.”

South Africa’s flags are inextricably bound up in these narratives. The old South African

flag, pictured above, was “an important [symbol] of white identity,” George Mason

University’s John Nauright explains, containing smaller flags marking both Dutch and

British identity but nothing marking black heritage.
4
’

Given the publicity that this terrorist action and the perpetrator received, including their

apparel and other racist paraphernalia, and the recent time period in which it happened

(occurring in 2017), it is difficult to provide a harmless motive to the posting of the

apartheid-era South African flag and additional imagery and text. As per Meta’s

Community Standards concerning hate speech, and requiring additional context to enforce

(Bold emphasis our own):

‘Content attacking concepts, institutions, ideas, practices or beliefs associated with

protected characteristics, which are likely to contribute to imminent physical harm,

intimidation or discrimination against the people associated with that protected

characteristic. Facebook looks at a range of signs to determine whether there

is a threat of harm in the content. These include, but are not limited to:

content that could incite imminent violence or intimidation; whether there is

a period of heightened tension such as an election or ongoing conflict; and

whether there is a recent history of violence against the targeted protected

group.’
5

Though well-meaning, it is already clear just how nebulous this aspect of Meta’s

Community Standards criteria for “additional context” is - glaringly so in the context of

South Africa’s election, South Africa post-apartheid, concerning the posts currently under

review. The Council on Foreign Relations observed in 2020 that, in addition to inspiring

far-right terrorists such as Dylann Roof outside South Africa, there have been a number of

white supremacist attacks within the country, the most recent being in 2019
6
. An in-depth

review of the posts in question, with this recent social context in mind, should have flagged

why keeping them up ran the risk of being inflammatory during and post South Africa’s

2024 election, much like if the swastika was being shared online during Germany’s own

elections.

6 Campbell, G. B. F. J. (2020, September 17). Transnational white supremacist militancy
thriving in South Africa. Council on Foreign Relations.
https://www.cfr.org/blog/transnational-white-supremacist-militancy-thriving-south-africa

5
https://transparency.meta.com/en-gb/policies/community-standards/hate-speech/

4
Ibid.

3
Beauchamp, Z. (2015, June 18). The racist flags on Dylann Roof’s jacket, explained. Vox.

https://www.vox.com/2015/6/18/8806633/charleston-shooter-flags-dylann-roof

https://www.vox.com/2015/6/18/8806633/charleston-shooter-flags-dylann-roof


The approach by Meta and its reviewers to problematic posts in the run up to the South

African election has not gone unnoticed by South African observers, either. In late May of

this year, for example, Guy Berger, Professor Emeritus at Rhodes University, South Africa,

pointed out
7
that South African researchers were unable to gain access to data channels

that Meta had outsourced, pertaining to electoral data. This has been echoed by Anton

Harber, Executive Director of of the South African non-profit Campaign for Free

Expression, who remarked that Meta - as well as other tech companies - were vague when

asked about election data and their preparedness for the South African election and

others
8
.

2024 has already seen recent posts on social media instigate or be blamed for riots in the

United Kingdom
9
, and for racist actions, including death threats, against members of the

Haitian-American community
10
- posts which have been shared by political officials and

influential state and non-state actors, such as the former President of the United States.

Allowing apartheid-era material to be posted on Meta platforms could have a negative

impact on Meta’s integrity, and importantly the perception of such, as seen during the

course of the 2024 South African general election, as well as other elections that have seen

inflammatory rhetoric being shared online and offline by bad actors.

It is in this context that not removing posts pertaining to the apartheid-era South African

flag run the risk of inciting anti-Black and white supremacist actors, both within South

African and in an international context. Human reviewers of the apartheid-era South

African flag-related posts, and indeed any post with the potential of violating Meta

Community Standards pertaining to hate speech, must factor in the historical, social,

political and regional context of the material that is under review, as well as the

ramifications of their decisions.
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