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ABSTRACT The COVID-19 pandemic significantly disrupted global systems, leading to a surge in xenophobic
attacks against Africans in China. This study investigates global tweets from January 2020 to June 2020 to understand
the pertinent issues and recurring tones of discourse during the incidents. Utilising media dependency theory, the role
of x.com as a platform for protest and crisis communication was analysed. Digital ethnography was employed to
gather qualitative and quantitative data from purposively sampled tweets. Most tweets addressed the origins and
spread of COVID-19, the socio-economic impacts of the attacks, and the responses from various stakeholders. The
predominant tones were pessimistic, characterised by distrust, fear, and anger. Furthermore, socia media was confirmed
as useful for raising awareness and shaping public opinion, particularly during crises. The study recommends the
development of media literacy skills, and the implementation of strong local and international policies to address the

public health and social crisis.

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the global
community’s economic, political, socio-cultural,
and health systems. Scholars agree that the sever-
ity of the COVID-19 pandemic threatened human
existence in low and high-resource countries
(Adom 2020; Gyanwali 2020; Renzaho 2020; Chen
etal. 2024). In addition, statisticsreved that coun-
triessuch asthe United States, India, Russia, Mex-
ico, China, Spain, Italy, and Brazil had significant
numbers of deaths with over 7 million deathsre-
corded globally (WHO 2024). Hence, the COVID-
19 pandemic can beregarded asoneof thedeadliest
plaguesin the history of mankind.

Inrecent times, there have been increasing cas-
es of xenophobic attacks against Africansin Chi-
na, which has raised concerns among policymak-
ers, healthcare experts, educators, and social sci-
entistsintheglobal community. Importantly, schol-
arsobserved that these attacksweretargeted most-
ly at Black Africans compared to other racial de-
scentsin Africa(Ouassini et a. 2022; Obianagwa
et a. 2023). It therefore becomesimportant to un-
derstand the rationales, characteristics, and how
future occurrences can be ameliorated.

Importantly, socia media platforms such as
Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter have become
essentia platformsfor information dissemination
and public debate (Segerberg and Bennett 2011).
For example, X (formerly Twitter) hasemerged as
the most popular platform for sharing breaking

news, individual experiences, emotions, and per-
sona opinionsabout current events (Chandraseka-
ranet al. 2020; Mustagim et a. 2020). Interestingly,
the attention of scholars around the world has
turned to X (formerly Twitter) data to assess the
mediaframing of topica issueslikegloba warming
(Loureiroand All6 2020), nuclear weapons (Allen
and McAleer 2018), assessment of disaster dam-
age (Kryvasheyeu et a. 2016), and vaccination
during the pandemic (Okorie 2022), among others.

Particularly, the increasing cases of xenopho-
bic victimisationin someregionsof theworld have
led to an outcry on popular socid mediaplatforms.
For example, scholars observed that there have
been several social media posts particularly,
“Tweets on X (formerly Twitter) about xenophobic
attacksagaingt Africansin China(Hariharan 2021;
Ngcamu and Mantzaris2021; Dhunganaet d. 2022).
In essence, the globa media systems, especially
through the instrumentality of social media have
promoted health communication to sensitise glo-
bal audiencesabout virusoutbreakswhile sharing
bresking news, individua experiences, and persona
opinions about current events.

There have been several comprehensive stud-
ies about the COVID-19 outbreak in health com-
munication. Several of these focused on vaccina
tion and health education during the pandemic
(Okorie2022), whileothersexplored fakenewsand
the COVID-19 pandemic (Apukeand Omar 2021;
Uwaakaet a. 2021). Nevertheless, therearelimit-
ed studies on the outbresks and connected social



TWEETS, COVID-19, AND XENOPHOBIA AGAINST AFRICANS IN CHINA 191

issues recorded during the COVID-19 and post-
COVID-19 period such as xenophobic attacks on
Black Africansin China. Thisstudy, therefore, in-
vestigated the global tweets about xenophobic
attacks against Africans in China during the first
few monthsof the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover,
thisstudy explored thissocio-cultural issuethrough
the prism of media dependency theory to under-
stand the potential use of Twitter for protest com-
munication against xenophobic attacks against
Africans.

Objectivesof theSudy

The objectives of this study were to:

1 Determine the pertinent issues of global
tweets about xenophobic attacksonAfricans
in Chinaduring the COVID-19 outbreak

2 Examinetherecurring tonesof global tweets
about the xenophobic attack on Africansin
Chinaduring the COV1D-19 outbreak

Resear ch Questions

The research questions this study aimsto an-
swer areasfollows:

1 What arethepertinentissuesof global tweets
about xenophobic attacks on Africans in
Chinaduring the COVID-19 outbresk?

2 What aretherecurring tonesof global tweets
about the xenophobic attack on Africansin
Chinaduring the COVID-19 outbresk?

Hypothess

There is an association between the pertinent
issuesand therecurring tone of global tweetsabout
xenophobic attacks on Africans in China during
the COVID-19 outbresk.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical anchorage for this study was
the media dependency theory developed by San-
draBall-Rokeach and Mevin Defleurin 1976 (Ball-
Rokeach and DeFleur 1976). Thethrust of thisthe-
ory stipulatesthat individualsin most modern so-
cietieswill rely on or depend on the mediafor in-
formation and education during crisessuch aswar,
pandemics, and natural disasters (Lowrey 2004,
Kim2020; Salman 2021). According to thistheory,
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the power of media is greater when individuas
depend on the media for news and information
(Ball-Rokeach and DeFleur 1976). In addition, indi-
vidualswill seek moreinformation fromthemedia
to be more enlightened about the crisis.

Inthisdigital age, socia mediahasemerged as
oneof the broad categories of the media. It comes
in several categories such as socia network sites
(SNSs), media-sharing platforms, microblogging
sites, discussion forums, messaging, and chat ap-
plications(Coetzeeet d. 2016). Therearemorethan
100 socia media platformsin the Internet space.
However, thefivemost popular social mediaplat-
formsare Facebook, Instagram, X (formerly Twit-
ter), YouTube, and TikTok (Statista2024). In recent
years, X (formerly Twitter) hasbecomeamediafor
politicd activism, res stance, mobilisation, and massve
information dissemination during crises.

As it relates to this study, the pandemic has
influenced most individualsin the global commu-
nity to seek out health information for safety and
prevention. In addition, the COVID-19 lockdown
led to theincreasing use of social mediaplatforms
such as Twitter for newsand information (Obi-Ani
eta. 2020; Sharmaet. a. 2020; Mittal et al. 2021).
For example, this situation exposed the tweets
about xenophaobic attacks against Africans from
April 2020 to June 2020 (Dhungana et al. 2022).
Particularly, these tweets not only revealed but
also raised concerns about the harsh heal th condi-
tionsfaced by Africansin China, which couldtrigger
contracted casesof COVID-19.

In the same vein, the tenet of thistheory isin
line with the objectives of this study, which ex-
pounds on the use of X (formerly Twitter) as a
health communication platform for the news and
information about the predominant issuesand sen-
timents about xenophobic attacks against Africans
inChina

COVID-19and XenophobicAttacks

The severity of COVID-19 affected the eco-
nomic, socia, and hedlth systemsin Chinaasin
other parts of the world. Scholars have observed
that the Communist government in Chinaadopted
severa stringent measuresto mitigatethethreat of
the deadly virus (Chen et a. 2021; Cheng et .
2021; Liueta. 2021). In addition, severd interna-
tional organisationshave proffered effectivehealth
communication to curb the pandemic in China



192

(Mheidly and Fares2020; Ratzan et a. 2020). Hence,
China has adopted severa health protocols and
interventionsto curb the COVID-19 pandemic.

Particularly, Chinawas negatively affected by
different variantsof COVID-19 (El-Shabasy et al.
2022). InMarch 2023, severa global mediaoutlets
reported the emergence of another deadly variant
of COVID-19 (Lambrou 2023; Zheng et a. 2023).
The prevaence of this variant has led to another
public concern to strengthen health protocols for
mobility and international migrationin China(Li et
al. 2021; Martin and Bergmann 2021). Moreover,
Chinaexperienced new deadly viruses, like COV-
ID-19, which can spread to other countriesinAsia
and the rest of the world.

Additiondly, theadvent of the COVID-19 pan-
demic brought about the issue of xenophobic dis-
crimination especially against Africansresidingin
Chinato the fore. Several scholars observed that
many Chinesewerevictimsof xenophobic attacks
in many parts of the world because the pandemic
isbelieved to have originated in China (Hennebry
and Hari 2020; Reny and Barreto 2022). For exam-
ple, severa media reports revealed how the Chi-
nesewerediscriminated againg in several European
countries(Li etal. 2021).

Likewise, therewereincreasing mediareports
about how the Chinese were engaging in xeno-
phobic attacks against African residentsin China.
For example, scholars like Ouassini et d. (2022)
and Obianagwa et a. (2023) revealed how Black
and African migrants were discriminated against
based on certain health protocols not only blam-
ing them asresponsiblefor the disease but with an
intent to prevent the spread of COVID-19in China
Although themenace of xenophobiaover theyears
isbeyond China, it can however be argued that the
Chinese engaged in acts of discrimination against
Africans, which by implication is an act against
the fundamental principle of human rights (Obi-
anagwaet al. 2023). In essence, thereisaconnec-
tion between the advent of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in China and the surge of xenophobic
attacks recorded in the same period.

Global Tweets Issuesand Toneon COVID-19and
XenophobiaAgaing Africansin China

Socia media, especialy X (formerly Twitter),
providesavaluablelensthrough whichto analyse
public sentiment and discourse on these issues.
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Thesocid platform (X) wasparticularly identified
as a predominant means for protest communica
tion to condemn discrimination against Africansat
the break of the COVID-19 pandemic (Liu et .
2021). It is perhaps the most popular platform for
sharing breaking news, individual experiences, and
personal opinions about current events through
tweets, retweets, comments, tags and hashtags,
and other forms of engagement (Mustagim et al.
2020). For example, hashtag campaignswere creat-
ed and sponsored on Twitter by groups and indi-
viduas in reaction to the Chinese discrimination
againgt Africans during the outbreak of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic. Importantly, severa postswere
madeon theissuesof COVID-19and discrimination
against African communitiesin China, particularly
inGuangzhou (Xuet d. 2021).

Media discussion during this period centres
around the actual source of the pandemic, itsim-
pact on social, economic, and political life, and the
actsof racid discrimination acrossthe world par-
ticularly by the Chinese against African migrants
(Liuet a. 2021; Workneh 2022; Obianagwaet al.
2023). Likewise, it was observed that the tones of
engagement during thistimewere mostly negative
in terms of anger outbursts, blame-shifting, frus-
tration, condemnation, complaints, and fearsamong
others. Nevertheless, there remains a dearth of a
comprehensive investigation on the global tweets
particularly, on the xenophobic attacks on black
Africansin China at the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

This study adopted digital ethnography to
generate qualitative and quantitative data about
global tweetsof xenophobic attacksonAfricansin
Chinaduring the COVID-19 pandemic. Thetypeof
digital ethnography used for this study was the
conceptual perspective (Forberg and Schilt 2023).
Thistype of analysisisused toinvestigatethe key
concepts affecting the phenomenon.

Notably, the digital ethnography approach for
this study was the analytical approach. The ana-
Iytical approach is used to conduct an intrinsic
analysisof the qualitative and quantitative datain
linewith the study’s objectives (Caiandro 2018).
The analytica approach is used to evaluate the
data to proffer valuable contributions to policy
intervention and sustainable development.
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Equally important, the sampling design adopt-
ed the purposive sampling technique to select the
top 30 global tweets about the xenophobia attack
on Africans in China during the COVID-19 pan-
demic (Okorie 2022). Thetimelineof thisresearch
investigation wasfrom January 2020 to June 2020.
Thechoiceof thetimetablewasinlinewith therise
andfall of the xenophobic attack.

For contextua validity, theinclusion criteriaof
this study were global tweets with the phrases
“xenophobic attack of Africansin China” wereac-
cepted. In contrast, tweets with words such as
“discrimination of Africansin Chind’ or “discrimi-
nation of Blacksin China” wererejected. Further-
more, adl retweetsand reply postswerenot included
to avoid redundancies and repetitions.

Interestingly, thethreemetricsfor the measure-
ment of global tweetsin this study. These metrics
weretheglobal tweets' prominence, engagement,
and sentiments (Zhang et a. 2021). Firgt, the prom-
inence depicts the top tweets according to the
Twitter agorithm. Second, engagement depictsthe
reactionsand commentsof theglobal tweets. Third,
sentimentsrefer to Twitter users emotional dispo-
sition and opinions about the issue. Chi-square
analysis was used to ascertain the association
between the nominal variables that is, the perti-
nent issuesand the recurring tone of global tweets
about xenophobic attacks on Africans in China
during the COVID-19 outbreak). Furthermore, a
contingency coefficient measure was used to deter-
minethesgnificanceand direction of theassociation
between the variables.

RESULTS

Thisempirical investigation generated quanti-
tative and qualitative data about global tweets of
xenophobic attacksonAfricansin Chinaduring the
pandemic. The results were presented and analy-
sed in linewith the research questions, which were

dsinlinewiththemetricsof sodd mediamessurement:
prominence, engagement, and sentiments.

Table1 depictsthegloba tweet on COVID-19
outbreaks and xenophobic discrimination against
Africansin China. It consstsof the selected tweets,
the sources, the date of the tweets, and the en-
gagement pattern particularly likes, comments,
likes, and retweets. The Table shows that most of
thegloba tweetsweremostly fromAfricans, inter-
national and local government agencies, and me-
dia agencies. Likewise, most of the tweets focus
more on the cause and origin of the outbresk, the
spread of the xenophaobic attacks against Africans
in China, theimpactssocially, politicaly, and eco-
nomically, and responses from individuals, gov-
ernment, and international organisations. For ex-
ample, a post by Suzanne claimed the pandemic
has exposed the racia indolence against Black
Africansin China. Similarly, theVanguard News-
papersconfirmed that the COV I D-19 fearssparked
xenophobia in China against Africans during the
early days of the pandemic.

Table 2 shows pertinent issues of the global
tweets about the xenophobic attacks on Africans
in Chinaduring the COV I D-19 pandemic outbreak.
Five key issueswereidentified, which are, issues
about the source and origin of the outbreak, the
spread and growth of the outbreak and the adjoin-
ing attacks on Africansresiding in China, the eco-
nomic, socid, and politica impactsof theoutbreaks,
the responses of government, local and interna-
tional ingtitutions and individuals, this includes
condemnations that was also indicated as a re-
sponse. Particularly, about 10 percent of the sam-
pled tweets centred on where the pandemic start-
ed, and about 20 percent focused on the spread
and growth of the disease and the adjoining vio-
lent attacks on Africans residing in China. About
30 percent were on the social, political, and eco-
nomicimplicationsof the attacks, whilethemgjor-
ity of about 40 percent tweeted on theindividuals,

Table 2: Pertinent issues of global tweets about xenophobic attacks

S No. Pertinent issues of global tweets Frequency Percentage

1 Source/origin of the outbreak 3 10.0

2 Spread and growth 6 20.0

3 Impact (economic, social and political) 9 30.0

4 Responses (government and institutional) 12 40.0
Total 30 100.0

Source: Authors 2024
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institutional, and government responses to the
attack, thesearemogtly intheform of condemnation
of the attack.

Table 3 revealed the recurring tones of global
tweets about the xenophobic attack on Africansin
China during the COVID-19 outbresk. The data
showsthetoneswere mostly pessmisticwith 36.7
percent depicting fear, likewise, another 36.7 per-
cent depicting fear whileabout 26.6 percent of the
tweets depict anger.

Table 3: The recurring tones of global tweets about
the xenophobic attack

S.No. Tones of global tweets Frequency Percentage

1 Anger 8 26.6

2 Fear 11 36.7

3 Distrust 11 36.7
Total 30 100

Source: Authors 2024

Table 4 displays that there is an association
between the paired variables. The Table shows
the linear association was significant (P<0.005).
Therefore, thetest confirmsthat thereisasignifi-
cant association between the pertinent issues and
the recurring tone of global tweets about xeno-
phobic attacks on Africans in China during the
COVID-19outbresk.

DISCUSS ON

Thisdigital ethnographicinquiry exploresthe
xenophobic attacks on Africans in China at the
outbreak of COVID-19 especialy as expressed
through on x.com (then Twitter) during the first
few monthsof the COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover,
the study through the prism of media dependency
theory and relevant literature answered two
research questions.

The study identified the pertinent issues of
globa tweets about xenophobic attacks on Afri-
cans in China during the COVID-19 outbreak as

Table 4: Chi-Square Test

discourseontheorigin of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic, the spread of the pandemic, itsimpact and impli-
cations, and responses. Thisdiscovery alignswith
gudiesof scholarslikeUmgei (2021), Okorie(2022),
Ouassini et al. (2022), Brujige(2024) and Li (2024)
who identified themesand mediaframing of COV-
ID-19-related issues as the origin and source of
the pandemic, misconceptions, expression of griev-
ances, racial attacksand reappraisal, global aware-
ness, campaigns and mobilisation, consequences,
impacts, and implications. Nonethel ess, the xeno-
phobic attacks experienced by blacksin China at
the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic are not
peculiar as there were similar attacks in severa
partsof theworld, particularly against the Chinese
whom many blame as the cause and origin of the
disease. The studies of Govender (2017), Mutua
and Ong' ong' a(2020), and Hayek (2024), confirmed
how the mediaframeissuesintimesof crisislarge-
ly determine the type of perception and reactions
that will be experienced.

Similarly, the recurring tones of global tweets
on the attacks on Africans in China during the
COVID-19 outbresk wereidentified to begenerally
pessimistic and sentimental such as expressions
of threat, distrust, fear, and anger as noted in this
study. The observation is similar to those earlier
madeby other scholars(likeMcCauley et al. 2013,
Mutuaand Ong' ong’' a2020; Xuet d. 2021; Ittefaq
etd. 2022; Chenetd. 2024). For example, observa
tions made by McCauley et a. (2013) during the
HINI Flu outbresk in 2009-2010 and Chen et &l.
(2024) for the COVID-19 pandemic revesl ed that
news media coverage during crisesnaturally acti-
vates pess mistic tones, which unfortunately com-
plicatesthe spread of thedisease (Wang et a. 2024).
In essence, the dissemination of sentimental and
pessimistic messages by individuals, groups, and
mediaentities, especialy intimesof crisislikethe
COVID-19 pandemic, can be considered normal.
However, this is complicated by the vira nature
and ease of proliferation of untrue information on
socia mediaplatforms.

Categories Values Df Asymptotic significance (2-sided)
Pearson chi-square 49.602a 6 .000
Likelihood Ratio 53.003 6 .000
Linear-by-Linear Association 25.020 1 .000

Number of valid cases 30

Source: Authors 2024
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Finaly, the study revedled thereisasignificant
association between pertinent issues and the re-
curring tones of global tweets about xenophobic
attacksonAfricansin Chinaduringthe COVID-19
outbreak. The hypothesis test showing that the
strength and direction of the association weresig-
nificant, implies that the type of issues that are
being talked about greatly influenced thetonethat
was used in expressing it. In the case of the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, the issue is a health and socid
criss, whichwasmostly expressed inasentimental
and pessimistic tone.

CONCLUSON

This study provides a comprehensive analy-
sisof global tweets about xenophabic attacks on
Africansin Chinaduring the COVID-19 pandemic,
focusing on the pertinent issues and recurring
tones. The analysis, based on the media depen-
dency theory, underscorestheroleof socia media
as avita platform for information dissemination
and public discourse during crises. The findings
highlight severd criticd insights such as pertinent
issues identified, recurring tones of tweets, and
the association between issues and tone. By im-
plementing the recommendations as identified,
policymakers, social mediaplatforms, public hedlth
officias, and researchers can contributeto creating
amoreinclusive and equitable global society.

Importantly, future research could adopt alter-
native methodol ogiessuch aslongitudinal or cross-
cultural approaches, and technological tools that
will expand the scope of theinvestigation to other
social mediaplatforms and comparetheir rolesin
crisiscommunication. In sum, this study provides
valuable insights into the complex interplay be-
tween global crisesand social issues, highlighting
thesignificant roleof socia mediain shaping pub-
lic perceptions and responses. The findings call
for comprehensive strategies to address both the
immediate health threatsand the underlying socia
tensions exacerbated by the pandemic.

RECOMMENDATIONS

There is a need for robust local and interna-
tiona policy interventions to address the public
health crisis and connected social issueslike dis-
crimination and xenophobic attacks. Particularly,
relevant policymakerscanimplement stringent anti-
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discrimination policiesthat specifically target xe-
nophobic behaviours and provide protections for
vulnerableand minority communities. Similarly, the
pivotd roleof socid media, particularly X (former-
ly Twitter), in shaping public discourse and mobil-
ising collective actionin an age of overall connec-
tivity cannot be overemphasised. It isimportant to
establish clear and ble reporting mecha
nismson social mediafor victims of social crises
like xenophobic attacks to seek timely help and
justice or more importantly execute laudable pre-
ventive measures. Nonetheless, it remains critical
to address the limitations of social media usage
such asthe proliferation of fake news. Thismight
involve developing media literacy skills that can
identify and mitigate the spread of bigotry, racism,
hate speech, fake news, and misinformation.
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