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ABSTRACT This paper seeks to look at economic and socio-political issues discussed by online participants in
online news forums leading to the 2014 South African general elections. A qualitative content analysis was used to
analyse viewers' comments about economic and socio-political issues discussed by online participants during the
2014 South African general elections posted online. A corpus of all commentary appended to 2014 South African
general election news reports published online by Media24, Times Media Group, Mail and Guardian, Independent
Newspapers, Caxton CTP, and TNA Media were selected. The study employed a purposive sampling technique and
1000 comments were extracted. The sample began four weeks before the election and ended two weeks after the
event. NVIVO 11 was utilized to code these readers’ comments into their respective categories. The findings
revealed that participants have different perspectives on different economic and socio-political matters such as

slate politics, and cadre deployment, economic meltdown.

INTRODUCTION

Online discussion of political and social is-
sues has occurred over many interactive chan-
nels, including of note UseNet (Davis 1999),
bulletin boards (Holt 2004; Brundidge 2006), e—
mail, and chat rooms (Brundidge 2006). Within
online discussion research, some scholars ar-
gue that Internet communication serves as an
excellent portal for debate among persons of
varied opinionsand beliefs. Holt (2004) stated:

“ The ability of the internet to unite those of
disparate backgrounds has great potential for
fostering debate and discussion of issuesin the
civic arena. In many cases, differences of opin-
ion about, for example, political issues arise
fromlack of familiarity with the per spectives of
other people” (Holt 2004: 14).

Research has shown that, online political
discussion does serve to expose participants to
non-likeminded partners (Brundidge 2006). Yet,
despite the potential of the internet to bring op-
posing camps together in a common (cyber)
space and provide exposure to different ideas,
some evidence suggests that this may not nec-
essarily be occurring. The structure of theinter-
net has been found to offer conditions particu-
larly conducive to selective exposure to media

content (Bimber and Davis 2003). It hasalso been
established that, individuals favour news and
information that aligns with their own views
(Mutz and Martin 2001; Bimber and Davis 2003;
Best et al. 2005). Along thisvein, some evidence
indicates that selective exposure also occursin
onlinepolitical discussion arenaswhich may lead
to political polarization. For example, scholars
have noted that virtual communities are fairly
homogeneousin terms of values and viewpoints
(Dahlberg 2001).

Theauthorsare of theview that, participants
in online discussions often hold comparable
political perspectivesand tend to engagein civ-
il conversationswith those who agree with their
views. Thisview isin line with the findings of
Davis (1999) who found from his seminal study
of ‘UseNet’ that persons engaging in online
political newsgroup discussion tended to “ grav-
itate to groups agreeing with their own views.”
Davis concluded that “UseNet discussion must
beviewed for what it isameansfor reinforcing
pre-existing viewsrather than avirtual commu-
nity where people can freely expresstheir differ-
ing viewswith each other ....” Thus, onlinecom-
munitiesmay serveto insulate groupsfrom those
with whom they disagree (Davis 1999: 162).
Despite evidence suggesting otherwise, it is
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unlikely that online political discussion enhanc-
esexposureto different viewpoints, thereis po-
tential for online discussion to lead persons of
contrasting viewpointsto engagein online dis-
cussion. In his study of online political discus-
sion and heterogeneity among participants’ dis-
cussion networks, Brundidge (2006) concluded
that individuals use the control the internet af-
fords them to “seek out likeminded partnersfor
political discussion but to[sic] do hot compara-
bly avoid non-likeminded partners when they
areinadvertently exposed to them” (Brundidge
2006: 21). Tothat end, this paper seekstolook
at the economic and socio-political views of
online participantsin online political commen-
tary during the 2014 South African general elec-
tions. Thisis as motivated by the fact that on-
line discussions have of late been found to be
platformswhere people are freeto expresstheir
views and have saved as a contribution to the
development of the nation.

Objectivesof the Sudy

+ Toestablish if there are any economic and
socio- political issues discussed by the
onlinereadersduring the South African 2014
general elections

+ To establish the concerns discussed by the
onlinereadersduring the South African 2014
general elections

TheContext

Theauthorsare of theview that it is of para-
mount importance to note how individuals in-
teract once they have come together in an on-
line discussion forum. This is on the backdrop
of previous research into online political dis-
coursewhich illuminated atheme of uncivil be-
haviour by disagreeing participants. In hiswrit-
ings, Davis (1999) concluded that, political dis-
cussion on online forums favoured brazen be-
haviour resulting in “ vigorous attack and humil-
iation” on the less assertive. Davis found that
the polite and respectful become discouraged
from participation and the discussion becomes
controlled exclusively by the belligerent. Such
actsof attack have become known asflaming, a
term used to describe posts made in online dis-
cussion that personally attack another poster or
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the poster’sideas (Davis 1999: 163). The pres-
ence of flaming inonline political discussion has
been reported at varying levelsby scholars, with
some research pointing to pervasive and dis-
ruptivelevelsof flaming (Hill and Hughes 1998;
Davis 1999) and other research attributing less
prominence to flaming behaviour (Rafaeli and
Sudweeks 1997).

In this paper, the authors noted that, one
culprit of uncivil discussion isanonymity. This
isinlinewith other researcherswho have noted
that, anonymity affords usersalevel of freedom
and power to act in an uncivil manner aswell as
avoid being held accountable for their state-
ments (see Barber et al. 1997; Streck 1998; Davis
1999). Boyd and Ellison (2007) also noted that,
al online deliberators create discrete profiles
which consist of an ever-growing array of fea-
tures and which are personalized by displaying
photos, personal descriptions and much more.
Onceauser joinsagroup, the affiliation is noted
intheir profile (unlessthe group is secret or un-
less the user chooses not to disclose that affili-
ation). In addition, their profileimage appearsin
the “group members’ section of the group pro-
file. Depending onthelevel of privacy members
have selected for their individual profiles, group
members may then view other members’ profiles.
If an entry is made to the group discussion, a
member’sprofileimage, along with full nameand
network affiliation, isdisplayed (Boyd and Elli-
son 2007). Baron (2008) on the same note noted
that, network affiliation is most likely a high
school or university, but since being opened up
in 2006 to anyone with an e-mail address this
can also feature employer, country or city.

Baron (2008) further argued that, thisisun-
like other forms of asynchronous chat online
whereidentifying information is often restricted
to merely screen names or icons. It is on this
note that the researchers noted that, the names,
images and networks displayed in online chat
could befalseor only partially realistic. Howev-
er, the amount of information available about
individuals participating in discussions may not
affect discourse in this unique space. Knowing
that participants in a group discussion can ac-
cess at the very least the name, photograph and
network affiliation of amessenger may produce
a sense of accountability. Because exchangein
group discussion incorporates profile informa-
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tion, and not simply an anonymous screen name,
persons engaging in discussion may feel agreat-
er sense of interpersonal interaction. Onthe other
hand, identifying information may be used as a
source for ad hominem attacks, particularly in
instances where the discussion has devolved
to uncivil arguments. It is noteworthy that in
this study, the researchers could not discredit
theissue of anonymity enjoyed by online delib-
erators because there are no specific rules that
forces an online commenter to expose/reveal
their identity. It is the assumption of the re-
searchersthat anonymity makesonline political
commentary interesting for one is not afraid of
victimisation hence they have the liberty to ex-
press themselves freely.

The Promotion of Online Public Discussions
and Comments

Personal, interactive and informal discus-
sions are promoted on online commentary fo-
rumsby private or public citizenswho informal -
ly gather to discuss issues pertaining to their
day to day lives as published by different media
houses (Hauser 1999; Strandberg and Berg 2013:
133). The researchers are of the opinion that,
these platforms provoke public discussions and
acts as a premeditated platform for readers to
interact. Hence, Hyland and Paltridge (2001: 1)
noted that, dialogueisall about the traditions of
how “language worksin our engagements with
the world and our connections with others,
thereby creating and shaping the socio-palitical
and cultural formations of our societies’. Onthe
same note Calhoun (1992), Sellers (2004) and
Chan et al. (2014) argued that, public discussion
is acombined action of involvement in discus-
sions on public forums where citizens have a
right to participate with freedom of speech and
expression. Mummery and Rodan (2013) further
argued that, it isthese citizenswho form adis-
cursive community that emerges consciously to
discuss palitical, economic and social problems
that exist in different states.

The scenery of the discursive communities
affords each and every member achanceto con-
tribute their own subjective or objective opin-
ions that may deliberately criticize or eulogize
any government (Mummery and Rodan 2013).
Contemporary mass mediathrough the Informa-
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tion and Communication Technologies (ICTs)
has “provided a new epoch of new media, sig-
naling abundant possibilitiesfor citizen journal -
ism” (Banda2010: 9). Citizensinfluencejournal-
ists who study their discourse, thus generating
adiscursive community which influences jour-
nalists to learn about their perceptions and this
isknown ascitizen journaism (Chung 2008: 660).
Citizenjournalismisregarded as“anindividual
or a group without involvement from paid and
trained professionals’ (Nip 2006: 218). Thesecit-
izens are individual s without any collaboration
with the habitual journalism, they just develop
the avail able communication platformsto report
to one another (Domingo et al. 2008; Hermida
and Thurman 2008; Rosen 2008). The insinua-
tion of thisis that citizen journalists research,
gather, process, analyses, publish and report
newsand information, most often utilizing array
of technologies made possible by the internet.
Lewiset a. (2010) noted that, the availability of
new media has to some extent minimized and
even opposed the norm of gatekeeping in jour-
nalism that curtails news content (see also Ross
and Cormier 2010: 66).

The interactivity of readers on news sites
promotes a propinquity of news consumption
and this enables journalists to learn about their
audience’s perceptionsinstantaneously (Chung
2008: 660). However, thetrend of interactivity
“isnow changing to participatory journalismfor
it captures the idea of collaborative and collec-
tive action and not a mere exchange of ideas’
(Thilakaand Natarajan 2012: 117). Thismakes
participatory journalism and citizen journalism
tobeclosein form. It isnoteworthy that, partic-
ipatory journalisminvolves newsuserswho are
given a chance to share their perspectives thus
affording professional journalists a chance to
utilize news produced by the audience (Nip 2006:
218). Thiscan beviewed in other contextsasan
opportunity for audience to act as news agents,
for they set the agenda, and discuss issues as
agenda setters thus by determining the agenda
setting, they act as news producers (Domingo
et al. 2008: 335). These online discussions have
aroused scholarly debate and empirical research
studies (Strandberg and Berg 2013).

Scholars noted that, online discussions are
significant platforms for citizen deliberations
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(Banda 2010; Ross and Cormier 2010; Lewiset
al. 2010). Although empirical studiesdisputethe
online discussion as void of true deliberation,
thediscussion forums remain significant as pub-
lic spheres (Strandberg and Berg 2013). The pub-
lic deliberation refers to readers involvement
into public discussions necessarily for problem
solving (Manosevitch and Walker 2009: 2). These
public spheres influence gatekeepers or jour-
nalists who study the discussions, “track read-
er’'s behaviour”, and incline to select news sto-
ries that suit “readers’ content preferences”
(Shoemaker 1996: 80; Vu 2014 2). Santana(2011)
also noted that, online comments have been so
useful to newsreporters. Thuscommenters have
challenged reporters to re-examine the news
worthiness of a topic and have also provoked
them to think of new and different storiesto tell
while pressurizing them to adopt a creative way
of telling stories (Santana2011). In another study
Karlsson (2011) also noted that, readers play
different roles such as to criticise misleading
headlines. Karlsson (2011) analysed the read-
ers’ comments posted on four Swedish newspa-
persabout the swineflu newsreports. The study
discovered that readers’ comments are so effec-
tive in the dominant media and influence the
writing of news (Karlsson 2011).

Shoemaker (1991: 79) noted that, readers’ dis-
cussion forums have been influential on jour-
nalists or the mediaand have somehow reduced
the role of gatekeepers. Gatekeeping occurs
when journalists select “what to write and what
to include and what to leave out”. Traditional
mediaas gatekeepers, select or decide on wheth-
er or not “to allow a particular news report, to
pass through the ‘ gates’ of anews medium into
the news channels’ (McQuail 2010: 309). Gate-
keeping isfurther described as“ writing, editing,
positioning, scheduling, repeating and messag-
ing information to becomenews’ (Shoemaker et
al. 2008: 73).Thismeansthat journalists cannot
writeeverything and publish all thereceived sto-
ries, meaning “ some selection of newsitemsis
necessary” (Shoemaker 1991: 80). The newssto-
riesare selected tofit into the space availablein
the newspaper. The media gatekeepers have
been non-transparent and over-determined on
the selection of stories for publication, which
were not questioned by the public (Goode 2009).
Journalists were “aloof from their audiencesin
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the context of traditional media” (MacGregor
2007; Vu2014: 3).Inlearning fromtheir audienc-
es, the media organisations used to depend on
letters to the editor and radio phone-in pro-
grammes (Wahl-Jorgensen 2001: 303-304). This
had limited influence on news producers and
editors for them to “adjust their daily editorial
decision making” (Shoemaker and Reese 1996:
105).

Discur sive Spaces, User Engagement and
Per spectiveson Public Platforms

Studies have been focusing on analyzing
readers annotations featuring on online news
articles (Abdul-Mageed 2008; Singer 2009;
Manosevitch and Walker 2009; Diakopoul osand
Naaman 2011; Milioni et a. 2012; Ajiboye 2013;
Henrich and Holmes 2013). These studiesexplore
the role of discursive spaces and user engage-
ment on public platforms coupled with their per-
spectives. Singer (2009) employed a content
analysis of user’s comments on three Scottish
newspapers. Singer’'saim wasto understand the
political discourse and to identify online politi-
cal communities and their characteristics. The
findings showed that discursive spaces enable
usersfrom different areasto come together and
debate on issues of common interest, while at
the sametime serve as channelsfor social inter-
action and community building (Singer 2009).

In another study, Ajiboye (2013) examined
the discursive strategies in online news feed-
back platformsand how they influencereaders’
ideological perspectives. The datacomprised of
201 readers commentsderived from online news
media reports on two socio-political crises in
Nigeria. Ajiboye discovered that, readers as so-
cial beings form a discursive community that
playsarolein building socia attitudes and pub-
lic opinions (Ajiboye 2013). They share com-
mon knowledge derived from asocial context as
they inform one another (Ajiboye 2013). Their
discourse is determined by the socio-political
events and circumstances. Readers as social
actors make use of ideological strategies such
aspolarization, generalization and hyperbole as
they interact (Ajiboye2013). Milioni et d. (2012)
applied acontent analysisto readers' comments
in Greek online mass media and they found out
that, user engagement in raising new issues and
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arguments is very low. Readers rather discuss
issues of common interest that have been re-
leased inthe newsarticles (Milioni et al. 2012).

Manosevitch and Walker (2009) used con-
tent analysis to analyse the readers’ comments
posted within the opinion pages of two major
regional American newspapers. They estab-
lished that, the involvement of readersin public
discourse shows the aspiration for public inter-
actionin most cases and that readers spend hours
debating and responding to one another and they
engagein political discussion. Manosevitch and
Waelker (2009: 2) postul atethat, readers comments
are"analytic and supportive of socia order”. Their
commentsare essential for public deliberation and
can betaken into contemplation for solving polit-
ical or social problems. Manosevitch and Walker
(2009: 21) noted that, readers comments offer
information that is factual and rational.
Manosevitch and Walker (2009: 21) also discov-
ered that, some “commenters engage in discus-
sions for more than one point in its lifecycle”
while some commenters stay onlineand comment
inreal time. Manosevitch and Walker (2009: 21)
further noted that, “some commenters respond
to each other by direct reference to username or
by responding to questions raised, clarify posi-
tionsor follow up withinformation”.

Similar to the above argument, the research-
ers noted that, the online commenters' user-
names are identical and common among com-
menters and that, readers do not just criticize
one another but they also address each other,
raise questions and share additional sources of
informationin adignified way. Diakopoulosand
Naaman (2011) mainly studied thereaders' com-
ments on SacBee.com news articles and discov-
ered that newssitesareincreasingly changing to
become platformsfor communitiesto discussand
address common issues that affect the general
populace. In most situations, the discourse of
readers’ commentsreflectsthe nature of topical-
ity, tensions and different perspectives within
online communities. Hence Diakopoulos and
Naaman (2011) pointed out that, journalistsand
readers at timesview the quality of online com-
ments as sometimes offensive with the potential
to arouse counter responses or insults.

Abdul-Mageed (2008) on the other hand in-
vestigated readers’ comments on Al Jazeera
news site and found that readers comment on
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the site regularly on different stories and that
the news articles focus on themes mostly relat-
edto military and political, foreign relations, and
covered events related to the Arab world (Ab-
dul-Mageed 2008). Henrich and Holmes (2013:
1) pointed out that, readers respond to other
readers commentsonlinerecurrently. They fur-
ther noted that readers’ comments are “arich
source of qualitative datathat reflect public opin-
ion and provide insight into how decisions are
made and beliefsformed” (Henrich and Holmes
2013: 1). Readers may also correct what they
believe to be misinformation in other comments,
argue asthey support ideas, share websiteslinks
with relevant information and provide factual
information (Schuth et al. 2007). Their attitudeis
shown through clicking on either like or dislike
on the comment. However these comments* can-
not be taken as representative of the views of
the general population” but instead the high
number of comments availabl e reflect the opin-
ion of alarge segment of the population (Henrich
and Holmes 2013: 2).

Strandberg and Berg (2013) examined whether
readers’ commentsin aFinnish newspaper web-
site represent democratic discourse. They used
content analysis as method to analyse 300 read-
er commentsin atimeframe of threeweeks. The
findings of their research indicated that some
readers’ commentsreflect ademocratic and non-
democratic conversation. Mcmillen (2013: iii)
explored the “deliberative properties of social
interaction in online comment thread.” The sam-
ple of the study was collected from three differ-
ent online news sites the hill.com, nation.com,
and the nationalreview.com. The research find-
ings stated that online comments reflect “evi-
dence of informal conversational style” (Mc-
millen2013: iii). Thestudy discovered threecom-
mon themes of social interaction which are*tol-
erance for hostility, encouraging quality debate
and avalue of information exchanges’ (Mcmillen
2013:ii).

TheM odesof PublicParticipationin
South African Democracy

As South African democracy evolves and
potentially matures, South Africans have been
using a range of democratic institutions and
processes (both claimed by the citizens and gov-
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ernment-initiated) to constitute their continuous-
ly evolving interface with government. Thissec-
tion first provides general conceptualisations
of participation and participatory democracy,
and then devel ops the concept in its South Afri-
can application. Cvetkovich and Earle(1994: 163)
observed that public participation can take many
forms, including testifying at hearings, taking
part in public opinion surveys and serving on
advisory organs. In addition, direct action, in-
cluding peaceful and violent protests, consti-
tutes powerful forms of civil society participa-
tion in governance and engagement in the poli-
cy processes (across the analytically differenti-
ated phases of the policy process).

The DPLG (2007b: 15) argued that public
participation denotesan ‘ open, accountable pro-
cessthrough which individualsand groupswith-
in sel ected communities can exchange viewsand
influence decision making' . Cvetkovich and Earl
(1994: 164) found out that, one of the fallacies
regarding public participation is that the mere
act of participation satisfies people and makes
them believe that justice has been done. People
intheact of participation aregiven ‘voice . They
have the opportunity to express their opinions
on mattersthat affect them. Referring to thework
of Sampson, Cvetkovich and Earle (1994: 174)
argue that the problem with this ‘accommoda-
tive voice' is that power relationships are left
unchanged. Instead, the key to public satisfac-
tion is the giving of ‘transformational voice',
which enables people to also affect outcomes
and to be satisfied with the knowledge that they
had exerted that power.

These observations are notable for the re-
port, given that they emphasise that participa-
tion is not merely acts of engagement for the
sake of engagement, but isexercised for particu-
lar progressive and developmental objectives.
For the purposes of the study at hand, the fol-
lowing six modes of popular participation are
distinguished: The first one is that members of
civil society could desire active engagement in
the phases of agenda setting or in policy formu-
lation. The analysis conceptualisesthisas ' pro-
active (conventional) participation’. It may be
manifested upon request and initiative by gov-
ernment, or be of amore spontaneous nature. It
may emanate from community and/or NGO initi-
atives. Secondly, citizensmight be satisfied with
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having their interests represented by their elect-
ed members of government, across the respec-
tive spheres. ‘Representation’, or representa-
tional participation, is the term used in this
regard and it relates to the notion of indirect or
representative democracy.

Thirdly, the political and bureaucratic execu-
tives drive processes for the integration and
coordination of policy and governance. These
includeawiderange of centre-driveninitiatives,
alsointhe domain of giving effect to policy ini-
tiatives. Thisbecame the centre of thetop-down
range of participatory initiativesthat were solic-
ited from mainly elitecivil society stakeholders.
However, several of the initiatives in the next
bullet point were also linked to these ‘centre
initiatives'. Fourthly, ‘ community-engagement
participation’ is identified as participation that
relates to a range of important phases of the
policy process and governance, and has a bear-
ing on engagement with members of both the
political and the bureaucratic spheres of gov-
ernment. Itisalso ‘extended’ participation, be-
cause these initiatives often involve participa-
tion that helps bolster the conventional chan-
nels of representation. It brings executives, leg-
islatives, bureaucrats and citizens together to
help address developmental issues that might
have become neglected in the processes of more
conventional representation and participation.

Fifthly, civil society members could regard
theformal processes asineffectual, and feel that
pressure, protest and mobilization are the re-
quired forms of policy participation. Thisisre-
ferred to as ‘alternative (or unconventional)
participation’. It constitutes an extension of the
modes of public participation, and, at this stage
in South Africa’s unfolding democracy, is aso
aimed at the deepening of democracy. Lastly,
participation may also evolve in more passive,
‘information-related modes of engagement with
government’. Most citizens, in some form or
another, receive government and policy-related
information. Thiswould be either directly from
government media, or from the mass electronic
and print media on government. Citizens may
use this information to try to become more ac-
tive participantsin public affairs. The initiative
for thefirst and third options comes mainly from
government; the initiative for the fifth type of
participation is overwhelmingly bottom-up,
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whilethat of the second category isinitiativefrom
below but with dependence on facilitation from
governmentinorder for it to manifest itself. How-
ever, the majority will remain relatively passive
recipientsoninformation that will, in due course,
impact on the other modes of participation either
to change or to sustain prevailing modes.

TheOnlineReaders Discussion Community

The online readers’ discussion community
forms subjective opinions and these valuable
subjective judgments have an impact on shap-
ing public opinions and general social attitudes
(Ajiboye 2013). Readersform adiscursive com-
munity that plays arolein building social atti-
tudes and public opinions. They share common
knowledge derived from asocial context asthey
inform one another about different socio-politi-
cal issues (Ajiboye 2013). Itison thisbackdrop
that Ajiboye (2013) noted that, readers make use
of ideological strategies such as division, sim-
plification and exaggeration so as to shape oth-
er readers’ attitudes and judgments.

Diakopoulos and Naaman (2011) also re-
nowned that, the online discoursereflectsascen-
ery of topicality, meaning readers could discuss
issues from one topic to the other. However,
Readers caninsult one another, correct what they
believe to be propaganda in other comments,
generate their own arguments as they support
ideas, share websiteswith relevant information
and may go asfar as providing factual informa-
tion (Schuth et al. 2007). Their annotations are
in addition “arich source of qualitative datathat
reflect public opinions and provide insight into
how decisions are made and beliefs formed”
(Henrich and Holmes 2013: 1). It ishowever im-
portant to note at this stage that, some readers
commentsreflect ademocratic conversation on
one hand and non-demaocratic on the other hand.

METHODOLOGY

A corpusof al commentary appended to 2014
South African general election news reports
published online by Media24, Times Media
Group, Mail and Guardian, Independent News-
papers, Caxton CTP, and TNA Media were se-
lected. The study employed a purposive sam-
pling technique and 1000 commentswere extract-
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ed. The sample began four weeks beforethe elec-
tion and ended two weeks after the event. NVI-
VO 11 was utilized to code these readers’ com-
ments into their respective categories.

Procedure

Qualitative content analysis on texts was
used; thisinvolvesthe coding of data, theinter-
pretation and classification of readers’ comments
into their thematic categories. Inthis paper, qual-
itative content analysisistaken asan “approach
of pragmatic, methodological controlled scruti-
ny of textswithin their parameter of communica
tion, following content analytical rulesand step
by step models, without rash quantification”
(Mayring 2000: 5). The applicability of qualita-
tive content analysis al so encompasses the cod-
ing of raw datainto conceptually possible cate-
gories (Hsieh and Shannon 2005; Elo and Kyn-
gas2008). Explicitly for this paper, theraw data
arethereaders’ commentson newsforumslead-
ing up to the 2014 South African general elec-
tions extracted online.

Qualitative content analysis focuses on ob-
jects such as the discourses, video tapes, and
documents. However, in this paper the themes
arederived from the contextual meaningswhich
are taken as prime content while the contextual
information, the news headlines and the read-
ers’ comments are taken as underlying content.
Thispaper adoptsthewritings of Mayring (2000)
and Finfgeld-Connect (2014) on the procedures
of qualitative content analysis. The procedures
of qualitative content analysis are built upon
the foundation of quantitative content analysis.
“Theexplicit useof qualitativetext analysismade
possible by preserving the “advantages’ of
quantitative content analysis’ (Mayring 2000:
6-7). The first process is based on “fitting of
material into amodel of communication” (May-
ring 2000). Thismeansthat comments extracted
onlinewere purposively selected in order to ful-
fill the objectives of the study and infer their
contextual meaning through a study of a news
article.

This procedure involves the induction of
framing theory in evaluating the commenter’s
frame of thought and individual entitled opin-
ions. The second procedure involved the “rules
of analysis’, inwhich thecommentswere analy-
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sed step by step using the rules of quantitative
content analysis and reducing the material into
content analytical units. This processtook con-
siderable time of finding themes portrayed out
inthereaders comments. Thethird step isbased
on categorization. Categorization means assem-
blage of material in categories that seeksto an-
swer research questions (Mayring 2000). Spe-
cifically for thispaper, alocation of materia into
categories was accurate; every comment was
allocated correctly withtheaid of NVIVO 11.

Qualitative content analysiswas used in this
paper because it enabled the authors to extract
readers' comments online in order for them to
determine if online readers engage in serious
discourse that adds value to theeconomic and
socio-political views of online participants in
online political commentary during the 2014
South African general elections

RESULTS

Analysisof Participants Commentson
EconomicMdtdown, Anti-Corruption,
Dishonest, Desper ation and Transparency

Participants noted that, the South African
economy isat adecline and citizens have attrib-
uted thisto many things. Some of them were of
the notion that, the ANC has failed to govern
the country resulting in the rand loosing value
when compared to the dollar and other powerful
currencies. Others attributed the economic de-
clineto the policy proposalsto nationalise state
resources such as land, mines and banks. Par-
ticipants went as far as comparing South Africa
with Zimbabwe and Venezuela and suggest that
the reason for experiencing the economic melt-
down is because of corruption by top govern-
ment officials. Some of the participants cited the
Nkandladebacle asthe main cul prit while others
blamed it on poor economic policies. Participants
ended up anticipating asituation where, the price
of milk and petrol will beat par. The concept * eco-
nomic meltdown’ was discussed by 19 partici-
pants and this is what one of them had to say:

“ They do not fear thefat slug... just his pol-
icies which they know will destroy the econo-
my of the country as surely as they did Zimba-
bwe and Venezuela which is where the weak
minded EFF got their idea from... Look up Ven-
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ezuela and see what damage has been done
recently as a result of these populist policies...
and Zimbabwe we all know about.”

Corruption as noted by participants has been
making headlinesin the South African mediawith
amost all spheres of influence being accused of
corruption. They went on to point out that the
ANC leadership have been accused of corrup-
tion. Some of the participantswho participatedin
online discussions during the 2014 South Afri-
can genera election proved to be anti-corrup-
tion. Some participantswho stated that they were
against corrupt leaderswithin the ANC said they
arevoting the party mainly because of Mandela.
Some did not even want to be associated with the
leadership of Jacob Zuma stating that he does
not represent the principles of the ANC. The con-
cept ‘anti-corruption’ wasidentified in conversa-
tions of 29 participants. One of the participants
contributed to the debate by stating that:

“ Of course the government cannot satisfy
everyone, that should be a given. What it should
do is stop the thieving. A minister clocking up
R12million in air transport should be account-
able; a president not knowing R246million are
spent on his private residence should be im-
peached. R30billion maladministered in one
year.....not enough space and memory to list all.
| really think MP’s should have higher educa-
tion and perhapsthe grade of Bswill be better.”

Participants noted that, in the runto the 2014
general elections the ANC has been accused of
desperation. They were seen asusing trickssuch
as promising the poor of increasing grants if
they vote for the party. Participants noted the
desperate measures by the ANC to lure citizens
to votefor them. The concept ‘ desperation’ was
discussed by 3 online participants with one of
them noting that:

“The ANCreliesonthe social grantsthat are
given to the poor. Of the 62 percent of their voter
base how many actually pay tax? Probably less
than 10 percent and the other 52 percent are
sheep that will follow blindly baa baabaa.”

Inthisanalysis participants noted that, there
are some politicians who lure votersto vote for
their party promising them good service deliv-
ery while they have their own hidden agendas.
Participants pointed among other issues that:

“What istheir real agenda? Thereisalways
a bond between the dishonest.”
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The concept ‘dishonest’ was raised by 2
participants.

Participantsin thisanalysis noted that, there
have been rumours surrounding the 2014 South
African general election. Participantsraised their
concern on the issue of transparency concern-
ing the way ballot papers have been transport-
ed to different voting stations and how they
have been disposed of. The concept ‘transpar-
ency’ was raised by 3 participants. Thus they
mentioned that:

“You would think that once counted they
would be put neatly stacked in number order
bound into bundles and stored in sealed boxes,
marked with the same labels on the ballot box-
es and then transported to a single point where
they are signed for and the boxes stored in an
orderly fashion on shelves, until such time they
are no longer required and then properly de-
stroyed.”

In this analysis the researchers once again
noted that, participants took turn to reflect play
in their discussions. Thus, some of the partici-
pants took time off the serious debate and
passed social comments. One of the participants
whose comment reflected social comment said:

¢ R
Money
laundering

“Who gives a hoot?”

The other participant said:

“ Thanks for the clarity. Regarding the ia-
gra, oops, | meant QWERTY keyboard:

S0, | dropped my tablet mobile device, and
the QWERTY isnow the MERDE Keyboard; so
everytimel try totype Erectionsit comesout as
Elections.”

All the concepts discussed by online partic-
ipants as depicted in Figure 1 were extracted
onlineand coded using the NVIVO 11 software.
. The findings discussed in this section are in
linewith the arguments of Fiske, (1989) who pro-
posed the active audience theory which argues
that, in the mass media environment, audience
members can actively interpret all kinds of me-
dia content they consume rather than just pas-
sively receive what the mass mediafeed them.

Analysisof Participants Commentson
Corruption and Bribes

Parti cipants suggested that political corrup-
tionisdeeply rooted in South Africa. Compara-
tive experience does not indicate that the histor-
ical South African political environment wases-
pecially likely to nurture avenal bureaucracy as

——— _
e S S
T—— | Desperation

Transpar
ency
Lawbreaker —

Anti-
Corruption
Activist

Fig. 1. Economic meltdown, anti-corruption, dishonest, desperation and transparency

Source: Author

J Hum Ecol, 68(1-3): 42-58 (2019)



ECONOMIC AND SOCIO-POLITICAL VIEWS OF ONLINE PARTICIPANTS 51

a fairly industrialized and extremely coercive
state. To them the apartheid era may have been
less susceptibleto many of theformsof political
corruption analysts over other post-colonial
developing countries. Participants pointed out
that, democrati zation has made government less
secret, inhibiting corruption in certain domains
but through extending government’s activities
opening up possihilitiesfor abusein others. They
further noted that, today’s authorities argue that
the present extent of corruptionislargely inher-
ited and indeed certain government departments,
notably those concerned with security and the
homelands, as well as the autonomous home-
land administrations themselves, had a history
of routine official misbehaviour.

In this analysis, some participants blamed
the ANC and they went as far as labelling it a
thief. Corruption within the top government
prompted the office of the public protector to
investigate them. There are some of thewell dis-
cussed corruption cases online such asthe Gup-
tagate scandal, Nkandla, e-toll scandal, the cor-
rupt relationship between Zuma, Shaik and Ma-
harg). Some even go as far as discussing the
alleged corruption within the union leaders such
as the AMCU boss corruption allegations. The
concept ‘corruption’ was raised by 78 partici-
pants. One of the concerned participants men-
tioned that:

“ There was absolutely no reason for money
to have been transferred into Masualle's account
in the 1% place....red flag, corruption spotted no
doubt there will be further release of factual ev-
idenceof fraud, theft and corruption....watch that
space.”

Corruption according to participants has
many faces and may be motivated by offering of
bribe. Hence, political parties have been accused
of offering bribesto lure peopleto votefor them.
The ANC has been accused of offering food
parcelsand promising anincreasein socia grant
in return for votes. The DA has also been ac-
cused of bribing the votersin anumber of prov-
inces. The concept ‘ bribes’ was seenin conver-
sations of 5 participants with one participant
stating that:

“Handing out R1000 at atime ... (and pre-
tending he'll fight bribery and corruption).”
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Analysisof Participants Commentson Cadre
Deployment and Party Palitics

The authors noted that, any political party
hasits own infighting and during the run to the
2014 general elections online blogs carried dif-
ferent headlines on party politics with online
participantsfinding points of discussion. Intheir
response to these headlines participants point-
ed out that, each and every party has its own
political differencesthat they need to deal with.
They further argued that in the 2014 general elec-
tions, ANC had to deal with party politics that
affected them and thetripartite alliance. Partici-
pants were of the view that, the ANC party pol-
itics must remain politics of the ANC and no
other party must intervene. Those participants
who commented in this concept are regarded as
adding to argumentation. Thus their arguments
were advancing a particular view point to the
group. One of the participants went on to say:

“They are ANC premiersin case you haven't
noticed.”

The concept ‘party politics' was discussed
by 2 participants.

Parti cipants acknowledged that, the concept
of party politicsis linked to the issue of cadre
deployment. Thisto them isan issue that affect
amost all political partiesacrosstheworld. They
singled out South Africa where deployment of
ANC cadres in strategic positions played an
important roleintheANC'staking control of the
post-liberation state. They also pointed out that
after South Africa’s post 1994 constitutional
democracy, theANC dominated tripartitealliance
consistently utilised the practice of cadre de-
ployment in public administration. Some even
argued that presently the ANC, the South Afri-
can Communist Party (SACP) and the Congress
of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) co-
operate closely. Others were of the supposition
that many senior civil servantsare overtly mem-
bers of the ANC and help keep its structuresin
place by running branches and canvassing sup-
port for ANC policiesintheir sparetime. Intheir
view, cadre deployment can work, provided com-
petent cadres are chosen with dueregard for the
conflict of interest this might create. Those par-
ticipantswho seemed inclined to the ANC point-
ed out that popular trust and loyalty are key
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phenomena that give the ANC and government
the sustainahility of cadre deployment processes.

They went on to argue that, the ANC felt in
many casesjustifiably that intervention through
cadre deployment would be acting against any
possible sabotage by the opposition parties. To
them, the best way to neutralise this threat was
toinstall loyal party memberswho could at | east
betrusted politically. They however said it was
unfortunate that some members compromised
the legitimacy of the cadre deployment policy
as envisaged by the ANC. Interestingly some
noted that the ANC is unapologetic about the
implementation of this policy amidst criticisms
from the opposition parties and some of the or-
ganisation’s disgruntled members. During the
2014 national elections online participants had
to discuss the concept cadre deployment main-
ly looking at the ANC and the concept cadre
deployment was discussed by 26 participants.
Below isaone of the comments posted:

“ Srategist at ANC Luthuli house are dumb,
how can you deploy Ntombi instead of Bar-
bara Creecy whose performance has been con-
sistent throughout, especially in Gauteng where
the ANC won by 53 percent. Barbara Creecy
was the perfect candidate for premiership of
Gauteng to lift public confidence. ANC say bye
to City of Johannesburg.”

Analysisof Participants Commentson Slate
Politics

In this analysis, the researchers noted that,
some participants proved to be knowledgeable
than others. They provided definitionsfor those
who happened to be confused. One participant
went on to provide adefinition of slate politics.
The participant stated that, the general defini-
tion of a“slate” issimply alist of candidatesto
be considered for nomination by apolitical par-
ty for elections, appointments, or thelike. From
an ANC perspective according to a participant,
a dlate can be defined as alist of candidates to
be nominated by particular factionsfor appoint-
ment into the top leadership positions of the
party. In the views of the participants the issue
of slate politicsin theruling party isbecoming a
major problem. Their suggestion was that per-
haps the time has comefor the party to consider
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apolicy that limits the reach of this mechanism
somehow. Thisto themisamatter for ANC mem-
bers to contend with. They further argued that
dlate politics within the “top six” of the ruling
party for the ordinary citizen, should not be as
much of a problem. To them the problem isits
effects once agovernment administration is put
in place after the general elections.

Participantswent onto say, slatesintheANC
aredriven by strong underlying political dynam-
icsof theday and they are hotly contested. They
can stretch fromtheinitial top six positionsdown
to the top 86 positions that span the entire na-
tional executive committee (NEC) of the party.
Participants noted that the NEC top positions
comprise the men and women in whose hands
(and whatsoever whims) the future of thiscoun-
try lies for the next five years and further. But
from the perspective of ordinary as noted by
online participants, people should worry more
about how internal ANC slate politics manifest
intheformation and running of the government.
In other participants' views, slatesare wild and
pervasive in the government structures and the
proper term for it iscronyism. These slates exist
in ubiquitous form, and the mess with them, in
contrast to within the party, is that they are not
positively declared.

Participants concluded by noting that if any
ANC leader should pass through the “eye of a
needle” it should certainly be so in government
too. To them South Africans must find ways to
limit political slatesin government asamatter of
unwavering policy. As stated by bloggers, due
to practical nuances, each citizen may have a
different take on thelevel at which slate politics
should beimposed. Intheir conversation partic-
ipants argued that slate politics tend to margin-
aliseindividual swho are otherwise the best and
have people’'s needs at heart. Hence, others ar-
gued, policy debate must be preferred over po-
litical slates if people are serious about good
governance. One of the participants had thisto

“ Make a note of these names. |f, according
to Zuma, they perform*“ well” , they are destined
for great(er) thingsin the ANC.”

The concept ‘slate politics' was discussed
by 15 participants.
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Analysisof Participants Commentson Poor
Jour nalism and M edia Censor ship

Online participants were not happy with the
way some of the websites were censoring their
comments. They were complaining of either be-
ing blocked or that their comments are being
deleted. To them, the most irritating factor was
that those comments that were deleted were
based on facts and rich in information. Some
even went asfar asmentioning that thereisneed
to launch complaintswith ICASA for theseille-
gal activities. Intheresearchers understanding
it isagainst the constitution to censor mediain
case where the content is not abusive, sexist,
incites violence or spreads propaganda. The
concept of ‘mediacensorship’ wasraised by 17
participants. One participant had this comment
to share:

“News24 working overtime again tonight
deleting comments, why do we even bother com-
menting?”

Though censored some participants point-
ed out that, South African citizens were once
more concerned with the quality of news that
they consume. Some of the articles they came
across do not meet the standards and therefore
do not deserve to be broadcasted. It appeared
to them as if news editors were not proof read-
ing their work before publishing. Some online
participants had to dig deeper to previous re-
ports of poor journalism which goesalong way
in showing that, the quality of journalism in
South Africa is shocking. Participants argued
that newspapers and even national television
station like the SABC seem to be getting their
factsall wrong. They even pointed out that, the
president of the ANC was at one point wrong-
fully branded as adruggie. Some went asfar as
showing how the SABC was taken to task once
more for portraying Mr KgalemaM otlanthe (the
alleged president of South Africa) asbeing more
presidential than Jacob Zuma.

Other participants revealed that, the SABC
was also firmly rapped on the knucklesfor con-
stantly showing Mr Zuma's supporters toyi-
toyi‘ing outside the Pietermaritzburg court
house. In one of the spate of bad journalism,
President Motlanthe was accused of trashing a
house and effectively trying to pay off NPA head
Vusi Pikoli to leave before firing him. Mr Mot-
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lanthe went on to dismiss the case and had to
brand it asall lies and that the journalists obvi-
ously got their information from some dodgy
sources. During the 2014 national election cam-
paigns some media houses were once more ac-
cused of poor journalism and werein an ANC
destruction path. They were accused of report-
ing wrong facts about the NUM SA boss Mathun-
jwa and wanted to destroy his career based on
lies. The concept of ‘ poor journalism’ wasraised
by 36 participants. Onefrustrated participant had
this to say about poor journalism:

“Thisjournalist was either drunk or one of
those who do not have journalist qualifications
for sure, seemingly didn’'t see what other sober
journos saw Zuma mesmerized uswith hischarm
and speech, only hard-core ANC will under-
stand But won't blame the poor journalist, is
just a zombie.”

Analysisof Participants Commentson
African Political Affairs

Africaaccording to participantsjust like any
other continent has her own problems though
not unique but requires the attention of her in-
habitants. The researchersis of the opinion that
Africacan solve her own problemsif let aloneto
deal withthem without interference fromthefirst
world countries. This view was also shared by
the online participants as they were discussing
2014 national elections, the concept African so-
lution to African problems was discussed by 8
participants. One participant had thisto say on
thismetter:

“ That's European culture; let us deal with
this the African way.”

Participants further stated that, the African
continent is marked with political controversy.
They pointed out that, thereisno statein Africa
that stands out to blame another from political
affairsto socio- economic issues we seem to be
sailing inthe sameboat. Thismeansthat if there
are any problemsin Africa, we must seat down
as African countries and find a solution to our
problemsrather that |ooking to other continents
for help. All the discussions affecting Africa
must be found in Africa and must be held in
Africa. One cannot dispute that part of the Afri-
can problems are man made by the same coun-
tries that will offer to help although some are
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genuine well-wishersjust likewhen African was
fighting colonialism.

Online participants took time to reflect on
theAfrican political affairsto seeif South Africa
and her different political parties stand out when
it comesto political practises. However some of
theonline participantswere of the view that other
African countrieslike Somalia, Zimbabwe, Nige-
ria, Kenya, Ethiopiato namejust afew aretaking
advantage of South Africa because of her good
national, international and economic policies.
Thisto them, is costing the citizenswho pay tax
and in return benefiting mainly one political par-
ty the ANC of which to some is unacceptable.
The concept of * African palitical affairs wasdis-
cussed by 22 online participants. One partici-
pant went on to say:

“You have to admit that we are also paying
the price for the mismanagement of Zimbabwe,
Mozambique, Somalia, Nigeria, Ethiopia...to
name a few. There is no doubt that the general
consensus s that taxpayers are willing to build,
we all benefit, but really, to then be scr@wed in
the way the ruling party does, is too much. The
villainsherearenot thetaxpayers, itisthe ANC.”

DISCUSSION
EconomicCrisis

The economic meltdown in South Africahas
caused many peopletolosefaithintheANC led
government with other white citizens contem-
plating leaving the country. This study also
found out that, many readersindicated that cor-
ruption and poor policiesarethe main contribu-
tors to the economic meltdown. The economic
situation is worsened by the crisis such as un-
employment ratewhichisreported to beat 25.5
percent and the highest levels of inflation which
led to the weakening of the rand when compared
to other currencies such as the dollar, euro and
pula. The economic crisis also worsens to the
extent that the government is struggling to sup-
port famers with 7 out of 9 provinces suffering
from drought and declared disaster areas, elec-
tricity load shedding, unclean water and deteri-
orating medical facilities. This paper also re-
vealed that, readers blame the political domina-
tion by the ANC as the main factor behind cor-
ruption that has led to the South African eco-
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nomic meltdown. However theANC blamesthe
economic meltdown to the apartheid regime pol-
icies which catered only for the few, the adop-
tion of nuclear program by the ANC, poor in-
vestment policies and the threat for indigeniza-
tion of foreign companiesby the EFF. TheANC
supportersand their leadership put al the blame
to the former National Party and its apartheid
regime policies which were anti-blacks and are
still affecting many black citizensto date.

Corruption

It was evident in this paper that, the govern-
ment and political leadersare criticized for abus-
ing power and engaging in corrupt activities.
Readers are suspicious of a government that
kills, runselectionsthat are not freeand fair and
violently intimidatesitscitizensin order to keep
itself in power. Public opinion suggests that
political corruption is deeply rooted in South
Africa. Readers online argue that, comparative
experience between the democratic and apart-
heid government does not indicate that the his-
torical South African political environment was
especially likely to nurture avenal bureaucracy
asafairly industrialized and extremely coercive
state which suggest that, the apartheid order
may have been less susceptible to many of the
forms of political corruption analysts have as-
sociated with other post-colonial developing
countries. Democratization of South Africahas
made government |ess secret, inhibiting corrup-
tion in certain domains though extending gov-
ernment’s activities and opening up possibili-
ties for abuse in others.

It was also evident that, today’s authorities
argue that the present extent of corruption is
largely inherited resulting in government depart-
ments and administratorsrevealing their corrupt
deeds. Some online participants put the blame
on the ANC going as far as labelling it a thief.
Corruption within the top government officials
prompted the office of the public protector to
investigate them. There are some of thewell dis-
cussed corruption cases online such asthe Gup-
tagate scandal, Nkandla, e-toll scandal, the cor-
rupt relationship between Zuma, Shaik and Ma-
harag]. Some even go as far as discussing the
alleged corruption within the union leaders such
astheAM CU boss corruption allegations. Read-
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ersonlinearguethat ANC political elitesare cor-
rupt as they loot national assetsto enrich them-
selves. The majority of South African citizens
are portrayed as languishing in poverty while
political elites earn abetter living from exploit-
ing natural resources more especially with an
unemployment rate as high as 25.5 percent
though contested.

CadreDeployment

It was evident in this paper that, the issue of
cadre deployment is a concern that affects al-
most al political partiesacrosstheworld. In South
Africa, deployment of ANC cadresin strategic
positions played animportant roleintheANC'’s
taking control of the post-liberation state. It can
be noted that South Africa’s post 1994 constitu-
tional democracy, the ANC dominated tripartite
alliance has consistently utilized the practice of
cadre deployment in public administration. At
present the ANC, the South African Communist
Party (SACP) and the Congress of South Afri-
can Trade Unions (COSATU) co-operate close-
ly, albeit somewhat fractiously, at al levels of
government. Many senior civil servants are
overtly members of the ANC and help keep its
structures in place by running branches and
canvassing support for ANC policies in their
spare time. In the researchers’ view, cadre de-
ployment can work, provided competent cadres
are chosen with due regard for the conflict of
interest this might create.

It was also revealed in this paper that, pop-
ular trust and loyalty are key phenomena that
give the ANC and government the sustainabili-
ty of cadre deployment processes. Interesting-
ly, the ANC is unapologetic about the imple-
mentation of this policy amidst criticisms from
the opposition parties and some of the organi-
sation’sdisgruntled members. In fairness, there
was atimewhen transforming institutions at | o-
cal and national level was a monumental task,
which had to be accelerated to give visible ef-
fect to the democratization of South African so-
ciety. The ANC felt, in many cases justifiably,
that intervention through cadre deployment
would be acting against any possible sabotage
by the opposition parties. The best way to neu-
tralizethisthreat wastoinstall loyal party mem-
bers who could, at least, be trusted politicaly.
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However, it was unfortunate that some members
compromised thelegitimacy of the cadre deploy-
ment policy as envisaged by the ANC. During
the 2014 national elections online participants
had to discuss the concept cadre deployment
mainly looking at theANC.

Poor Journalism

The findings of this paper revealed that,
South African citizenswere once more concerned
with the quality of news that they consume.
Some of the articles they came across do not
meet the standards and therefore do not deserve
to be broadcasted. It appeared to them asif news
editorswere not proof reading their work before
publishing. Some online commentershad to dig
deeper to previous reports of poor journalism
which goesalong way in showing that, the qual -
ity of journalism in South Africa is shocking.
Newspapers and even national television sta-
tion, the SABC, seem to be getting their factsall
wrong. At one point the president of the ANC
waswrongfully branded asadruggie. The SABC
was taken to task once more for portraying Mr
Kgalema Motlanthe (the alleged president of
South Africa) as being more presidential than
Jacob Zuma.

It was also evident that, the SABC was also
firmly rapped on the knuckles for constantly
showing Mr Zumatoyi-toyi‘ing outside the Pi-
etermaritzburg court house. In one of the spate
of bad journalism, President M otlanthe was ac-
cused of trashing a house and effectively trying
to pay off NPA head Vusi Pikoli to leave before
firing him. Mr Motlanthe went on to dismissthe
case and had to brand it as all lies and that the
journalists obviously got their information from
some dodgy sources. During the 2014 national
election campaigns some media houses were
once more accused of poor journalism and were
in an ANC destruction path. They were accused
of reporting wrong facts about the NUM SA boss
Mathunjwa and wanted to destroy his career
based on lies.

African Political Affairs
Thefindings of this paper validated that, the

African continent ismarked with political contro-
versy and there is no state in Africa that stands
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out to blame another from political affairsto so-
cio- economic issueswe seemto besailinginthe
same boat. Thismeansthat if there are any prob-
lemsinAfrica, wemust seat down asAfrican coun-
tries and find a solution to our problems rather
that looking to other continents for help. All the
discussions affecting Africa must be found in
Africa and must be held in Africa. One cannot
disputethat part of the African problemsare man
made by the same countriesthat will offer tohelp
although some are genuinewell-wishersjust like
when African wasfighting colonialism.
Thefindings of this paper arefoundto bein
line with those of and support the studies of
Schuth et al. (2007), Domingo (2010), Caldwell
(2013) and Henrich and Holmes (2013), who
found out that, the audience act as news agents,
and that they generate news for themselves.

CONCLUSON

The authors found out that, readers are en-
thusiastic to comment on political, socio-eco-
nomic mattersthat affect their daily lives. The
themes solicited from the online discussions
rangesfrom, economic crisis, cadre deployment,
corruption, poor journalism, and slate politics
African political affairsand among other issues.
It is the understanding of the authors that, out
of the 13 political partiesthat participated in elec-
tions and are represented in parliament online
readersarepolitically affiliated with either ANC,
DA, EFF, COPE, UDM, PAC, NFR, IFP, FF+,
Agang, APC,AIC or ACDP Itisnoteworthy that,
sometimes online discourse is determined by
what the media reports about certain eventsin
the South African political environment. The
authors also realised that, online readers’ per-
ceptions on economic and socio-political issues
are both constant and uneven although they
differ from one story to another. One can note
that South African citizens are not totally de-
tached from politicslet alonetheir political par-
ties, hence biased comments towards their own
parties or against other participants’ parties.

The paper a so established that, online com-
menters portray ANC as a corrupt organisation
led by the most corrupt leaders hence the need
to replace it with the EFF for the DA is not an
option because of its bias towards the white
elite. However they praiseit for bringing democ-
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racy which has seen black liberation, black em-
powerment policiesand end to racial exclusion,
its focus and tolerance of poverty and unem-
ployment remains resented. Readersreflect that
theruling party is so corrupt that they go to any
extent to win an election ranging from vote buy-
ing, vote rigging to deploying their own com-
radesin strategic positionswithinthe |EC. Thus,
online participants their sentience of a despotic
ANC led government that kills, runs disputed
electionsin order to keep themselvesin control.
During the conduct of this thesis, the research-
ers came to the understanding that, the online
discursive community can discuss more politi-
cal and socio-economic issues depending on
news story published for they proved to beflex-
ible and knowledgeable about the factors that
affect their daily lives. Some of the themes that
the researchers came up with and discussed
above provide political and socio-economic is-
sues that the online readers talk about.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The authors used network analysis to look
at how readers constitute online discursive com-
munity as shaped by news articles on South
African political issues specifically the 2014 gen-
era election. Itisnoteworthy that, network anal-
ysis can be used to study the corpus of readers
interaction on how they discuss, support, mim-
ic, disparage each other’s thoughts but at the
sametimeiron out their political or personal dif-
ferences. In these online forums there are those
who act asopinion leadersfor they always have
new information on amost all issues. Thesewere
taken as the most influential and people who
highly generated controversial and informative
arguments. The discursive community isonly a
partial community that can be used asamirror of
the physical South African general populace. As
noted by Habermas, it acts as a public sphere
where community membersvoice out their con-
cernsand be heard freely without curtailment or
censorship. Those who participated in the 2014
South African general elections online forums
discussed many issuesranging from political to
socio-economic issues without hesitation, fear
or favor. However, the concern with the online
public sphereisthat it may or may not reflect a
true physical South African public sphere on
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the ground but forms an alternative public
sphere. Hence the authors recommends that re-
searchers must conduct public debatesin all the
9 provinces rather than relying on online data.
This will enable researchers to come up with
precise public views of the general populace.
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