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Abstract 

The global increase in the use of social media has enabled the real-time connection of people 

across localities, the fast sharing of information and the mobilisation of communities for a 

common cause. Social movements are increasingly leveraging this phenomenon to expand their 

activism to the digital space to reach a wider audience. This is true in the South African context 

as well where Reclaim the City (RTC) and Ndifuna Ukwazi (NU) – the two cases for this 

research – utilise a social media platform, namely, Facebook, to engage with the State and the 

public on affordable housing delivery in Cape Town. 

To understand how Facebook is utilised by these organisations, a qualitative research approach 

was adopted. First, a systematic review of posts published between 2017 and 2020 on the 

Facebook pages of RTC and NU was undertaken, excluding the contents of comments to the 

posts.  Second, five semi-structured interviews – three with participants from RTC and two 

from NU – were also conducted. Lastly, non-participant observation was also undertaken at 

three events organised by the organisations to understand the link between their online and 

offline engagements. 

The findings indicate that RTC and NU have played significant roles in highlighting the need 

and urgency for affordable housing delivery in Cape Town’s well-located areas. This has been 

achieved through in-person and online campaigns and activities. Focusing specifically on the 

digital realm, the findings indicate that Facebook serves as a complementary space of 

engagement for both RTC and NU. 

In this space, RTC shares personal stories on housing struggles and promotes its offline 

campaign events to raise public awareness and support. They also share information that 

provides insight into the State’s obligations, promises and failures regarding affordable housing 

issues. NU, on the other hand, leverages its social media platforms to mostly educate the public 

on affordable housing delivery through the dissemination of housing research findings, 

providing information about tenancy rights and available support against eviction, as well as 

providing updates on state policies, projects and ongoing housing-related court cases. 

The findings illustrate that Facebook is an essential space for public sensitisation and 

mobilisation. However, as the findings further indicate, online campaigns are designed to 

support offline campaigns and in-person activities by mobilising the public. Yet, as the findings 

further indicate, the stated audience of RTC’s Facebook page – the poor and working class – 
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faces significant challenges in the form of high data costs which limit their engagement with 

the Facebook posts of RTC and NU. Thus, the findings intimate that social media serves as a 

complementary space of participation and primarily facilitates engagement with the upper 

working class and middle class. 

Keywords: Affordable housing, social housing, social media, social movements, advocacy 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

Section 26(1) of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 1996 (South African 

Government, 1996) enshrines the right of every South African citizen and permanent resident 

to access adequate housing. However, this right is yet to be realised for many. According to 

the Department of Government Communications and Information Systems (2020), an 

estimated 2.3 million South African households live in informal settlements. The term 

‘informal settlements’ refers to settlements that exist outside of formal city planning processes, 

lack legitimacy in terms of land use rights and often also lack access to basic services1 (Dovey 

and King, 2011; Richards, O’Leary and Mutsonziwa, 2007). 

Informal settlements often develop because of the inability to access and afford housing and 

not an intent to “transgress the formal codes of the State” (Beardsley and Werthmann, 2008, p. 

83). Most residents of informal settlements live in poor living conditions and with the threat of 

eviction. This threat, together with the continued lack of access to (formal) housing, has had 

several ramifications; one is housing activism (Marutlulle, 2021). The poor and the working 

class seek to effect changes in their housing conditions beyond state-sanctioned spaces of 

participation. 

For this research, the terms ‘public participation’ and ‘public engagement’ are used 

interchangeably to refer to public involvement, both passive and active, and within  formal and 

informal settings. Beyond state-sanctioned spaces of participation, the poor and working-class 

demand and mobilise for the urgent delivery of adequate and affordable housing.  

With the rise in the use of digital devices and social media platforms in recent years, housing 

activism in South Africa has transitioned into the digital sphere (Gwaze et al., 2018). Digital 

spaces enable housing activists to expand their networks, build support and raise awareness 

both locally and globally (Bosch, Wasserman and Chuma, 2018). Digital networks and 

platforms on the internet, particularly social media platforms, have over the years facilitated 

activism that transcends local geographical locations. Here, the term 'activism’ is used to refer 

to deliberate action that aims to realise social or political change (Cammaerts, 2007). George 

and Leidner (2019, p. 4) define digital activism as “[s]ocial activism mediated through digital 

 
1 These include basic services such as access to clean water, toilet, and electricity (Richards, O’Leary and 

Mutsonziwa, 2007). 
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technologies to promote social movements … [in a context that involves] connective social 

actions” (see chapter 2). 

 

Digital activism on social media platforms has spurred several political and social causes in 

many countries; the 2011 Egyptian revolution and the #BlackLivesMatter movement in the 

United States of America, the United Kingdom and Canada are examples. The increasing 

advancement of and access to information and communications technology (ICT) services 

increases access to social media platforms, enabling social movements and non-government 

organisations (NGOs) to advance their causes, consolidate their offline activities, mobilise 

support and reach out to a wider audience (Melki and Mallat, 2014). This is the issue under 

study. 

This research examines how Reclaim the City (RTC), a Cape Town-based social movement 

which works in collaboration with Ndifuna Ukwazi (NU), an NGO, engages with the State and 

the public via social media on the topic of affordable housing delivery in Cape Town. This 

chapter now turns to a discussion of the background of the study. This is followed by a 

discussion of the issue under study. In Section 1.4, the main research question is presented. 

The chapter concludes with an outline of the structure of the dissertation. 

1.2 Background to the Study 

Spatial and socio-economic segregation, population growth and land unavailability are major 

contributors to the housing crisis in Cape Town (Matheson, 2011). The problem of spatial, as 

well as socio-economic segregation and uneven development, is deeply rooted in the legacy of 

apartheid (Turok, Visagie and Scheba, 2021).  

‘Black’ areas as defined in terms of the Group Areas Act of 1950 2, which was used to displace 

Black communities to the peripheries of cities (Christopher, 2001), were further discriminated 

against through the “redistribution of resources from less favoured spaces and classes to the 

suburbs, which deepened patterns of segregation” (Mabin, 2005, p. 41). With the limited inflow 

of income and limited employment opportunities, coupled with slow government provision of 

 
2 The Group Areas Act passed in 1950 enabled the racial segregation of people in South Africa in the apartheid 

regime (Christopher, 2001). 
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subsidised housing, informal and backyard housing developed rapidly in areas such as 

Khayelitsha and Mitchells Plain (Turok, Visagie and Scheba, 2021). 

The pace of housing delivery remains slow in present-day South Africa. Not only is the pace 

of housing delivery slow but it is also outpaced by demand (Marutlulle, 2021). Furthermore, 

the low quality, generic matchbox design and mass-produced nature of government-subsidised 

houses have given rise to urban sprawl. Often located on urban peripheries, these government-

subsidised houses are far away from job opportunities and other economic and social services. 

Consequently, such housing is unable to address the critical issue of poverty in disadvantaged 

communities (Cross, 2008). Thus, the need to locate these houses in economically 

advantageous areas has become apparent (Cross, 2008; Landman, 2010). 

Housing – well-located, affordable housing, in particular – is critical to addressing the spatial 

segregation and inequality still plaguing South Africa’s urban spaces (Van Rooyen and 

Lemanski, 2020). As has been noted in the literature, South African affordable housing 

programmes have an integrative function and are central to unlocking well-located areas for 

the benefit of poorer citizens (Housing Development Agency, 2014; Tissington, 2011). 

Overall, an estimated 3,3 million low-cost housing and 4,6 million housing opportunities3 have 

been provided by the democratic government of South Africa (Department of Human 

Settlement, 2017; Marutlulle, 2021). Yet, according to Tissington (2011), in 2010, the housing 

backlog in South Africa stood at 2,1 million due to social and economic factors such as rapid 

urbanisation, unemployment and natural population growth. 

The backlog increased to about 2,6 million in 2020 (Thukwana, 2020). The backlog is evidence 

that a considerable number of South Africans are continuously waiting on the State for housing. 

Furthermore, citizens have, to a large extent, not been effectively included in housing delivery 

processes (Bond and Tait, 1997; Charlton and Kihato, 2006; Tissington, 2011). Beneficiaries 

have little to no say in the design, quality, or location of the houses they receive. 

Attempts by the State to engage citizens have been referred to as hypocritical – a show without 

the intention to truly “meaningfully engage with the people” (Zikode, 2009, p. 3). The lack of 

meaningful engagement and the housing backlog has resulted in a contentious reality for many 
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South Africans who are forced to live “in the meanwhile” (Oldfield and Greyling, 2015, p. 

1102), waiting for houses that might never materialise in their lifetimes. 

 

1.3 Issue Under Study 

The realities of constantly waiting on the State, however, do not mean that citizens are 

surrendering to the process. Rather, citizens push back and challenge the State through both 

formal channels and insurgent practices, resorting to many forms of activism both in person 

and online, particularly on social media. By linking people across the globe in real time through 

the internet, social movements leverage social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter 

to amplify their campaigns. RTC and NU, the cases for this research, that are very visible 

proponents of affordable housing activism in Cape Town, do the same (Eidelman, 2021; 

Eyong, 2020; Wingfield, 2019). Both organisations have active accounts on some of the 

popular social media platforms, namely, Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter (Table 1.1). 

Table 1.1: Social media profiles of Ndifuna Ukwazi and Reclaim the City 

Social Movements 

Facebook Twitter Instagram 

23-04-

2022 

07-08-

2023 
23-04-2022 07-08-2023 23-04-2022 07-08-2023 

Ndifuna Ukwazi 

Page 

likes: 11 

629 

Page 

likes: 12 

697 

Followers: 

13.9k 

Following: 2 

090 

Followers: 

15 024 

Following: 2 

528 

Followers: 

2,090 

Following: 

73 

Posts: 244 

Followers: 3 

983 

Following: 

435 

Posts: 440 

Reclaim the City 

Page 

likes: 14 

667 

Page 

likes: 14 

688  

Followers: 4 

310 

Following: 

310 

Followers: 4 

392 

Following: 

306 

Followers: 2 

935 

Following: 

23 

Posts: 232 

Followers: 3 

093 

Following: 

33 

Posts: 289 
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This research examines how RTC and NU are leveraging social media platforms, namely 

Facebook, to engage the State and the public on affordable housing delivery in Cape Town. 

1.3.1 The Cases  

RTC is a social movement that emerged in 2016 in Sea Point, Cape Town. The movement 

seeks to “resist unjust evictions, disrupt property power, stop the sale of public land, build 

affordable housing and desegregate the city” (Reclaim the City, no date). RTC has led 

affordable housing campaigns, fought against evictions, and strategically negotiated with the 

State on behalf of illegal occupants. RTC often works closely with NU, which is a Cape Town-

based advocacy NGO that was established in 2011. NU is described as: 

“[A]n activist organisation and law centre that promotes the realisation of 

Constitutional Rights and Social Justice – through legal, research and organising 

support to working class people, communities and social movements.” (Devex, 

n.d.) 

According to NU’s Facebook page, the organisation is made up of “a group of activists that 

use research and strategic litigation to campaign for justice and equality in poor and working-

class communities” (Ndifuna Ukwazi, no date). NU engages in housing advocacy and provides 

legal, administrative and policy research support to communities and social movements 

(Wingfield, 2019). Since 2016, RTC and NU have worked together to push for affordable 

housing, namely, social housing4 and gap housing5, within Cape Town’s inner city. 

RTC with the support of NU has continued to advance its campaigns for affordable housing in 

Cape Town’s inner city over the years, mobilising citizens to occupy the Woodstock Hospital 

in 2017 (Figures 1.1 and 1.2) and the Helen Bowden Nurses Home in Green Point (Figures 1.3 

and 1.4). Both buildings are located within the inner city. These properties have been renamed 

the Cissie Gool House and the Ahmed Kathrada House, respectively. 

 
4 Social housing is a subsidised rental housing programme that offers housing opportunities in well-located places 

for households earning an income between R1 850 and R22 000 (Western Cape Government, n.d.). 
5 Gap housing is a housing delivery tool that targets those who “earn too much to qualify for a government-

subsidised house but also earn too little to qualify for a bond from a bank to buy a house” (Viljoen 2021). 
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Figure 1.1: Aerial image of Woodstock Hospital site (GoogleMaps, 2021) 

 

Figure 1.2: Location of Woodstock in Cape Town (GoogleMaps, 2021) 
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Figure 1.3: Aerial image of Helen Bowden Nurses Home (GoogleEarth, 2021) 

Figure 1.4: Location of Helen Bowden Nurses Home in Cape Town (GoogleMaps, 2021) 
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RTC and NU continue to engage the State and mobilise the broader public to support the 

occupiers as well as their campaigns through various mechanisms, including social media. The 

use of social media for these purposes constitutes the issue under study. 

1.4 Main Research Question 

Given that the issue under study is broadly concerned with digital platforms and the 

opportunities they provide in facilitating engagement, the two-fold main research question 

asks: 

How are RTC and NU leveraging Facebook platform  to engage6 the State and the public 

on affordable housing delivery in Cape Town? 

The answers to this question will facilitate the attainment of the following research objectives: 

• To determine the ways that RTC and NU use social media platforms as spaces of

participation.

• To determine the limitations and advantages associated with the use of social media

platforms as spaces of participation on affordable housing delivery issues in Cape

Town.

1.5 Structure of the Dissertation 

This research is outlined across five chapters as follows: 

Chapter One introduces the issue under study. It also outlines the background of the issue – the 

housing crisis. It concludes by stating the research question and the research objectives. 

Chapter Two presents the relevant literature that grounds the research. It discusses key concepts 

that are central to the research topic including public participation, social movements in South 

Africa and digital activism. The chapter highlights that social movements across the globe are 

more interconnected and able to inspire one another (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). Thus, while 

many of the activities of social movements often play out within physical spaces of 

participation, they can also unfold within digital spaces – including, but not limited to, social 

media (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). The proliferation of social media, aided by the emergence 

6 ‘Engage’ in this context implies “attracting and keeping [someone’s] attention and interest” (Hornby 2010, p. 

35641) on something. For instance, attracting and keeping the State and public’s attention on affordable housing 

activism.  
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of the internet, has unlocked advantageous possibilities for social movements to connect, 

aspire, create social value, sympathise, and broadcast campaigns in real-time across the globe 

(Chamakiotis, Petrakaki and Panteli, 2021; Mutsvairo, 2016; Ngidi et al., 2016). 

Chapter Three outlines the research methods and techniques used to collect and analyse the 

data for this research. It also discusses the research paradigm that grounds the research and 

ethical considerations. 

Chapter Four presents the findings obtained from the qualitative data and a discussion on the 

meaning and implications of the findings. The findings highlight the complementary role of 

social media in the housing activism of RTC and NU, as well as its limitations, such as digital 

inequality, especially of the poor and working class. 

Chapter Five provides a summary of the research. It answers the main research question and 

offers some reflections on the benefits and limitations of social media as a space of 

participation. It also submits recommendations for further research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter engages with the literature to fulfil two objectives: first, to theoretically ground 

the research within existing bodies of literature and, second, to develop assessment criteria 

against which the case can be evaluated. This chapter is divided into three sections. The 

literature on social movements in the context of South Africa is discussed first. This discussion 

is followed by a review of the literature on digital activism. The chapter concludes with a 

discussion on public participation. 

2.2 Social Movements in South Africa 

Social movements are characterised by collective action, a common cause or ideology and 

mobilising efforts to bring about change (Ballard, Habib and Valodia, 2006; Crossley, 2002; 

George and Leidner, 2019). 

Blumer (1969, quoted in Crossley, 2002, p. 3) defines social movements as “collective 

enterprises seeking to establish a new order of life [and] they have their inception in a condition 

of unrest”. Blumer further argues that social movements derive their “motive7 power, on one 

hand, from the dissatisfaction with the current form of life. And on the other hand, from wishes 

and hopes for a new system of living”. 

Alternative definitions of social movements similarly emphasise the intentions behind the 

group’s formation. For example, George and Leidner (2019, p. 6) define social movements as 

“collective actions that revolve around a shared cause”. Ballard, Habib and Valodia (2006, p. 

3) define social movements as follows:

“[P]olitically and/or socially directed collectives, often involving multiple 

organisations and networks, focused on changing one or more elements of the social 

dynamics, social, political and economic system within which they are located.” 

Zald and Ash (1966, p. 329) define a social movement as a “purposive and collective attempt 

of a number of people to change individuals or societal institutions and structures”. From the 

7 Motive implies motivation. 
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several definitions provided, two constant attributes of social movements that abound are the 

collective nature of the movements and the motivation to push for change. 

While apartheid-era social movements in South Africa mostly focused on addressing the 

injustices of apartheid, a growing number of social movements post-1994 have responded 

primarily to service delivery failures (Bond and Mottiar, 2013; Lanegran, 1995). Social 

movements in South Africa convey their dissatisfaction through protest, a fundamental right 

enshrined in Section 17 of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (Legal Resources 

Centre, 2021). While the first post-apartheid administration experienced a “honeymoon phase” 

(Mottiar and Bond, 2012, p. 310) without significant protest events, “protest action became a 

significant feature of political life in South Africa during Mbeki’s term of office8” (Duncan 

2009, quoted in Alexander, 2010, p. 27). 

Bond and Mottiar (2013, p. 285) refer to the root cause of the rise of these protests as resistance 

to the State’s development strategies that enable the “commodification of life”. These 

development strategies include mechanisms for privatising public assets and goods as well as 

the favouring of expenditure that has minimal direct benefit for the broader citizenry. All these, 

alongside unequal access to employment opportunities, have contributed to the widening of 

poverty and inequality margins (Leibbrandt, Woolard and Woolard, 2007). As a result, several 

housing movements have emerged in post-apartheid South Africa. These movements have 

shaped and continue to shape housing discourse and its governance. 

2.3 Housing Movements in South Africa 

In response to the injustices9 associated with the lack of access to adequate housing, several 

housing movements have emerged across South Africa. These housing movements can be 

grouped into two broad categories:   

 
8 President Mbeki served as president of South Africa from June 1999 to September 2008 (South African 

Government, no date: online). 
9 Chronic waiting captures the reality of the politics of waiting for housing delivery in South Africa. The term 

‘politics of waiting’ refers to “the growing number of situations in which people wait for years or whole lifetimes” 

for housing (Jeffery, 2008, p. 954). Citizens respond to this politics of waiting through very visible counter-

hegemonic movements (Marutlulle, 2021) or quiet encroachment (Miraftab, 2009; Oldfield and Greyling, 2015). 

 



12 

 

“[Movements that through advocacy] have carved out limited space to access funds 

for community-led, self-build projects in formal housing programs and informal 

settlement upgrading programs for community-led approaches that minimise 

displacement from new development, [and the] overtly militant movements, 

focusing on fights against evictions.” (Bradlow, 2018, p. 1) 

Both types of movements, the ones more aligned to advocacy and the ones more to activism, 

utilise varying strategies to mobilise aggrieved or dissatisfied parties and their supporters 

towards collective action for change. These strategies include occupying public buildings and 

land and demonstrative protests. Mitlin and Mogaladi (2013) provide two examples of housing 

movements that demonstrate such a contrasting strategy approach – the Federation of the Urban 

Poor (FedUP) and Abahlali baseMjondolo. 

FedUP members use concepts such as daily savings and loans as tool to build a strong financial 

position that enables them to negotiate with the State for their housing needs to be met 

(Swilling, 2013). Despite facing challenges such as the demolition of constructed houses by 

the State, this strategy has enabled FedUP to secure an estimated 2 735 houses through State 

housing subsidy programmes, mostly between 1996 and 2000 (Mitlin and Mogaladi, 2013, p. 

24). 

Abahlali baseMjondolo, which mobilises shack dwellers in their fight for adequate housing 

(Patel, 2008), employs strategies such as demonstrations, boycotting elections and illegal 

connections (Mitlin and Mogaladi, 2013). Their strategies are more confrontational as initial 

attempts to engage with the State using invited spaces of participation such as peaceful protests 

have failed and resulted in members being designated criminals (Selmeczi, 2012). Tattersall 

and Iveson (2021) refer to these strategies, which inform the formation of housing movements 

and the tactics employed in their campaigns, as people power strategies and group them into 

five types (Table 2.1). 

 
Counter-hegemonic efforts are practices that confront, contest, expose and challenge powers of oppression and 

exclusion within invented or claimed spaces of participation (Hunjan and Pettit, 2011; Miraftab, 2009). Social 

movements, in certain contexts, align with the logic and practices of these counter-hegemonic activities in 

challenging injustices around issues such as housing, crime or inequality. 
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Table 2.1: Forms of people power strategies in housing movements (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021, p.7) 

 

The first form of people power – playing by the rules – refers to the strategies deployed within 

formally recognised participatory spaces such as filing a legal complaint with the court. Playing 

by the rules has a legitimacy that is widely recognised, making it “difficult to completely 

ignore” (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021, p. 5). However, decisions made from this approach are 

mainly made by assigned figures who hold the deciding power. Mobilising is a strategy that 

utilises mass numbers and coordinated efforts to address complaints. Social movements, for 

example, employ this strategy alongside the press to bring supporters together for a cause. 

While this strategy often picks up momentum quickly, it is often not sustained for long and 

makes reaching a unified consensus difficult (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). 

Organising is a strategy within which collective action and support within and across 

“institutions and alliances” are utilised (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021, p. 5). Chambers (2018, p. 

126) describes organisers as “agitators, catalysts and public-life coaches [who] stand for the 

whole”. Organising as a strategy can unite a community around a cause and create space at the 

grassroots level for participation (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021). Prefiguring is a strategy that 

enables the public to “authentically [tell] the story of what they want and [demonstrate that] it 

is possible” (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021, p. 6). 

Lastly, parties are a form of people power strategy that plays out within the space of electoral 

processes. In this strategy, movements “us[e] levers of the State directly to make change” 

(Tattersall and Iveson, 2021, p. 6). This strategy leverages the political power of people to rally 
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around multiple interests or “agendas”10 (Tattersall and Iveson 2021, p. 6). However, the ability 

to push for change with this strategy is limited by the conflicting rationalities that exist within 

political structures (Bardhan, 2002), such as the conflict between pushing for political party 

interests and prioritising public concerns. This raises the following subsidiary research 

question: What are the features of the tactics and strategies used by RTC and NU on their 

social media spaces? 

2.4 Digital Activism 

There is no consensus on the definition of the term digital activism (Joyce, 2010; Kaun and 

Uldam, 2018). The lack of consensus is a result of the applicability of the term in a wide range 

of fields, which are in turn underpinned by a “disparate body of knowledge with diverse 

epistemologies and focal points” (Kaun and Uldam, 2018, p. 2100). The lack of consensus also 

arises from the focus on sensational stories and case studies around digital activism without a 

critical engagement with the underlying tactics and procedures involved in conceptualising, 

organising, and executing digital campaigns. This almost exclusive focus continues to produce 

a fragmented field of study (Joyce, 2010). 

Conceptualising digital activism is thus “context-specific” (Ozkula, 2021, p. 63), which also 

results in a diverse range of terminologies that often overlap with the concept of digital 

activism. However, according to Joyce (2010), these terms fail in their description to capture 

exhaustively the concept of digital activism under the digital tool11 or activity promoted. 

Examples of such activities include cyber-activism, e-advocacy, social media activism and 

online activism (Joyce, 2010; Ozkula, 2021). The interchangeability of these terms and their 

overlapping description contributes to the ambiguity in understanding digital activism. 

Karatzogianni (2015, p. 1) offers a useful and extensive definition of digital activism: 

“Political participation, activities and protests organised in digital networks beyond 

representational politics.12 It refers to political conduct aiming for reform or 

revolution by non-state actors and new socio-political formations such as social 

 
10 Refers to “a coalition of interest” (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021, p. 6). 
11 Digital tools here refer to digital technologies, devices, and platforms, such as the internet, computers, mobile 

phones and social media, that are relevant to digital activism (Joyce, 2010; Ozkula, 2021).  
12 “An arrangement whereby one is enabled to speak and act with authority on the behalf of some other” 

(Encyclopedia.com, 2022). 
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movements, protest organisations and individuals and groups from the civil society, 

that is by social actors outside government and corporate influence.” 

As in this definition, what is dominant across most descriptions and definitions of the term 

‘digital activism’ is a reference to the digital sphere and the counter-hegemonic nature of the 

activism that ensues. However, it is important to note that digital activism often does not exist 

or play out exclusively in the digital space. Sometimes it works to initiate or complement street 

protests (Yang, 2009). 

Jurgenson (2012, p. 84) refers to the complementary relationship between digital activism and 

activism offline as “augmented reality or revolution”. The 2011 Egypt revolution, which is 

popularly referred to as ‘the Facebook revolution’ by mainstream media, is a poignant example 

(Lifvergren, 2011). Ismail (2014, p. 269) illustrates how the “place of popular quarters and the 

role of urban popular forces” also informed and shaped the revolution. Therefore, in this case, 

digital activism and offline activism reinforced each other. 

The conceptualisation of online and offline activism as distinct sets of events is an approach 

referred to as digital dualism (Jurgenson, 2011). Augmented reality, on the other hand, 

recognises the interconnections between digital and offline activism as a set of “increasingly 

meshed” (Jurgenson, 2011, p. 1) events. Social movements that can approach digital activism 

from the augmented reality mindset can move beyond social action to more effective social 

activism (Sivitanides, Shah and Mehta, 2013). While social action creates awareness for 

change, social activism goes beyond promoting the change to mobilising action that has the 

potential to create the desired social change (George and Leidner, 2019). 

The core values that ground a social movement as well as its underlying needs, beliefs, and 

goals associated with the movement can also influence its mode of digital activism, specifically 

its action repertoires (Selander and Jarvenpaa, 2016; Stein, 2009). Action repertoires, which 

can be online or offline, are “legitimate actions and means that are available to supporters to 

act on a given political opportunity” (Selander and Jarvenpaa, 2016, p. 2). 

 

Sivitanides, Shah and Mehta (2013) outline three perspectives within debates around the merits 

of digital activism. First, digital optimists tend to “view the moral nature of the Internet as a 

reflection of the moral nature of its users” (Sivitanides, Shah and Mehta, 2013, p. 4). As such, 
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they rely on the nature of digital relationships and their associated social constructs in 

promoting a more just and empowered society. 

Digital optimism for instance aligns with Kersting’s (2013, p. 272) concept of “demonstrative 

democracies”. These are “forms of participation which are not always instruments of the 

invited spaces produced by government or political parties but are sometimes introduced and 

invented by civil society” (Kersting 2013, p. 275). Those who subscribe to the pessimist’s 

perspective “use the moral neutrality argument to underline the possibility of destructive 

behaviour and to counter the optimists” (Sivitanides, Shah and Mehta, 2013, p. 4). 

While the pessimists can agree that digital activism has both beneficial and constructive 

benefits, they are more inclined to see the destructive potential it presents. The pessimist 

perspective raises concerns about control, surveillance, and inequality (Faris and Meier, 2012; 

Greenfield, 2018; Robinson et al., 2015). For instance, digital activism has the potential to 

exclude some people from participating due to the cost of access to data and more efficient 

digital devices, resulting in what some scholars refer to as digital inequity or digital inequality 

(George and Leidner, 2019; Schradie, 2018). 

The persistent perspective is more attuned to the concept of augmented reality. Rather than 

viewing digital activism as a revolutionary turn in advancing the cause of social movements, 

the persistent view is that digital activism is merely a tool that facilitates what was already 

possible with traditional activism, just at a faster rate. Therefore, the following subsidiary 

research question is asked: Which perspectives have RTC and NU adopted and how have they 

influenced the movement’s cause as well as participatory space? 

2.5 Social Media Activism 

According to George and Leidner (2019, p. 5), “[s]ocial media remains one of the most popular 

means of enabling digital activism”. About 4,20 billion people are estimated to be currently 

using social media globally, with social media users growing at an estimated rate of 13.92% in 

Africa, coming in second in 2019–2020 just behind Asia (Dean, 2021; Kemp, 2021). These 

digital devices and tools, which are enabled and connected through the internet, create a 

connective environment that, according to Chatora (2012, p. 2), makes these tools “social”. 

The social nature of these environments extends beyond enabling and building online 

relationships to sharing ideas and knowledge. However, the ideas and knowledge that are 
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shared on social media are more likely to be personalised than unified as they spread unlike 

communication in activism organised offline. As Bennett and Segerberg (2011, p. 4) highlight: 

“[P]ersonalized communication in this context entails providing greater 

opportunities for individuals to define issues in their own terms and to network with 

others through social media, thus distributing the organizational burden among 

participants who may look to NGOs and social movement organizations more as 

facilitators than as active directors of actions.” 

This implies that while social media enables a faster and wider spread of information and 

communication for social movements, it reduces the ability of social movements to control the 

narrative that is disbursed as well as the ability to sustain a focused agenda. This makes it 

difficult to achieve “organizational control over communication and action” (Bennett and 

Segerberg, 2011, p. 5). 

Bennett and Segerberg (2012, p. 749) frame the network that emerges from digitally mediated 

activism spaces, such as social media, as facilitated by “the logic of connective actions”. These 

authors describe connective action networks as: 

“[I]ndividualized and technologically organised sets of processes that result in 

action without the requirement of collective identity framing or the levels of 

organizational resources required to respond effectively to opportunities.” (Bennett 

and Segerberg, 2012, p. 750) 

This differs from the logic of “collective action networks” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, p. 

749), within which organisation and mobilisation strategies are more centralised with a unified 

motivation and goal. However, the connective action that emerges within social media spaces 

is also able to express desirable features of collective action, such as sustained commitment. 

This is considered a hybrid between the more individualised connective action and the 

conventional collective action (Figure 2.1). 
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Figure 2.1: Elements of connective and collective actions networks (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, p. 

756) 

This hybridity also illustrates Jurgenson’s (2012) concept of augmented reality. The reduced 

cost of organisation, as well as the mobilisation associated with social media, makes it much 

easier to attract participants. These participants are often self-motivated, making their 

commitment more sustainable (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). The different action networks, 

however, are not necessarily mutually exclusive; they can be observed in one movement “side 

by side in the same action space” (Bennett and Segerberg, 2021, p. 758). 

Understanding the action network strategy of a social movement on social media can shed light 

on its engagement capacity, the sustainability of its organisational agenda and network in the 

digital space, as well as its political effectiveness (Bennett and Segerberg, 2011). 

Social media has greatly consolidated the activism efforts of social movements by providing 

cheaper and instant coverage, easier communication and networking and more efficient 

organisation, collaboration, mobilisation and networking (Melki and Mallat, 2014). Ciszek 

(2016, p. 315) highlights how activists leverage these platforms to “shift [the] balance of power 

and functioning as tools of resistance and alternative platforms for communication”. 

Chatora (2012, p. 4) also points out that social media platforms have “great potential for 

encouraging collaborative political participation [… as] people use social media to air their 

views and express (in some cases) anger and dissatisfaction”. Ciszek (2016, p. 315), however, 
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also acknowledges that social media platforms “may not be living up to their two-way 

communication promise”. This speaks to the idea that both content creators and subscribers 

can communicate and shape the conversation. Mutsvairo (2016, p. 6) notes: 

“[W]hen it comes to activism, providing a platform for protests does not always 

mean everyone understands the content of a message or knows what action to take 

upon reading it.” 

While it encourages participation on a broader scale, social media tends to generate what 

Murthy (2018, p. 2) describes as “high levels of noise”. Noise, in this regard, refers to exposure 

to an overwhelming volume of information that is not always relevant, for example, trolling13 

on social media comment sections. This noise can divert attention from the social movement’s 

agenda. Additionally, certain types of digital participation such as clicktivism,14 metavoicing15 

and assertion16 associated with popular digital platforms like Facebook, Instagram and Twitter 

often do not produce or translate into effective impact for campaigns (George and Leidner, 

2019). That is, they do not often translate into desirable public collective action or response 

beyond posting comments or liking a post. 

The digital divide, which speaks to the lack of equal access to data and digital devices, can also 

reproduce inequality in social media activism (Schradie, 2018). It is within this tension that 

this research is located, acknowledging that although social media platforms have significant 

potential for enhancing public participation, they are not without challenges and limitations. A 

critical examination of the engagement strategies deployed by social movements on social 

media platforms can provide insight into the nature of the participatory atmosphere they create. 

Thus, the research asks the following subsidiary research question: What type of action network 

is observed in RTC and NU’s social media engagements and what type of engagement strategy 

ensues? 

 
13 Engagement on the internet by anonymous users who “leave deliberately cruel and callous comments that served 

no purpose other than to hurt, shock, offend and sow discord” (Hannan, 2018, p. 220). 
14 Clicktivism refers to agreeing or supporting an activist post online by “liking” or following the page (George 

and Leidner, 2019). 
15 Metavoicing refers to sharing, retweeting, reposting and commenting on a social media post created by another 

(George and Leidner, 2019). 
16 Assertion refers to content creation. It informs others via video, audio, image, or text media on social media 

platforms (George and Leidner, 2019). 

 

 



20 

 

2.6 Public Participation 

It must be noted that, within the literature, there is a lack of consensus on how public 

participation should be conducted (Delgado, Lein Kjølberg and Wickson, 2011; Rowe and 

Frewer, 2005). Bearing this in mind, Arnstein’s (1969) definition of the concept of public17 

participation grounds this research. Public or citizen18 participation, according to Arnstein 

(1969, p. 216), is as follows: 

“[T]he strategy by which the have-nots join in determining how information is 

shared, goals and policies are set, tax resources are allocated, programs are operated 

and benefits like contracts and patronage are parcelled out. [… It is the] means by 

which they can induce significant social reform which enables them to share in the 

benefits of the affluent society.” 

2.6.1 Ladder of participation 

Arnstein’s (1969) ladder of participation is useful as it not only differentiates between various 

types of participation but also exposes the power dynamics, both visible and invisible, that exist 

in participatory processes. Arnstein (1969) conceptualises eight gradations of citizen 

participation (Figure 2.2). These are grouped into three categories, namely, nonparticipation, 

tokenism, and citizen power. 

 
17 The use of the term ‘public’ in the term ‘public participation’ leaves room for uncertainty regarding the 

boundaries between state and citizen involvement in particular processes (Purcell, 2016). 
18 Drawing on Purcell’s (2016) conceptualization of the term ‘public’, the terms ‘public’ and ‘citizen’ are used 

interchangeably in this research to refer to participants outside the State. 
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Figure 2.2: Arnstein’s ladder of participation (Young, 2021) 

The first category – nonparticipation – refers to a prescriptive, coercive type of process 

(Mensah and Ernest, 2013). Public participation processes falling into this category enable 

those in power to justify their decisions to the public. Zikode (2009) describes this type of 

engagement as not only pretentious but also sometimes threatening; any attempt by the public 

to push back can be met with a violent response from the State (Patel, 2008). 

Arnstein (1969) discusses two gradations of participation under this category. The first 

gradation is manipulation, in which citizens are provided with an illusion of participation but 

have no agency to either contribute or effect change. Such participatory processes are aimed at 

“engineering [the] support” of the public (Arnstein, 1969, p. 218). 

The second gradation of nonparticipation is therapy, or ‘educating’ as illustrated by Young’s 

(2021) adaptation. In this form of participation, “the focus of it is on curing them [citizens] of 

their ‘pathology’ rather than changing the racism and victimisation that create their 

“pathologies” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 218). That is to say, the root cause of resistance is not only 

ignored but also labelled and treated as a social dysfunction in need of a cure (Selmeczi, 2014).  
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The second category of participation in Arnstein’s typology is tokenism. In this category are 

gradations of participation where, although citizens might have a voice, which is they get to 

say what they want or need, they lack the power to ensure their desires are enacted.  

Gradations of participation that fall under tokenism can be said to be decorative (Lundy, 2018). 

Tokenistic processes are often only a show. They lack true intent to engage participants (Hart, 

1992).  

Arnstein (1969) provides three gradations of participation under this category: informing, 

consultation and placation. Informing refers to a type of participation where, by design, the 

process encourages one-sided communication (informing). The disadvantaged group in this 

process only receives information but is unable to contribute or shape the final decision. 

Arnstein highlights that those meetings masked as participatory engagements but filled with 

technical jargon fall under this gradation. Carim and Warwick (2013) also highlight the risk of 

social media platforms promoting this type of communication. So instead of facilitating 

dialogue, a “one-way ‘broadcasting’ of information” occurs instead (Carim and Warwick, 

2013, p. 524). 

The second gradation of tokenism is consultation. Described as “window-dressing on” 

(Arnstein, 1969, p. 220), this process of participation goes a little beyond merely informing by 

consulting participants through voting and surveys. However, this occurs without any intent to 

use the public inputs and opinions gathered. According to Arnstein (1969, p. 219), the only 

supposed benefit to participants in this process is that they get to “[participate] in participation 

[while] power holders achieve evidence that they have gone through the required motions of 

involving ‘those people’”. 

Placation follows consultation in Arnstein’s ladder of participation. With placation, citizens are 

strategically selected into the decision-making process in such a manner that their voices or 

opinions do not end up contributing towards any change. This outcome is ensured by those in 

power by either placing people whose loyalty aligns with their interests or by ensuring that the 

final decision-making power stays outside the influence of the public. Placation, therefore, only 

empowers citizens to a point where they have “extensively ‘participated’ but have not profited 

beyond the extent the power holders decide to placate them” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 220). 

In the digital sphere, tokenism can occur in the form of placation, taking advantage of the fact 

that sometimes online participants’ support does not go beyond liking or sharing posts within 



23 

 

the digital space (McKay, 2016). Such shallow performance, while not completely 

unbeneficial, can hinder meaningful engagement by proving merely an appearance of 

participation for supporters (Stella, 2021). 

Gradations of participation at the level of ‘citizen power’ are those wherein citizens not only 

have a voice but can initiate and influence change. The levels of participation within this 

category include partnership, delegated power, and citizen control. In partnerships, citizens, 

and power holders both have planning and decision-making power. Mechanisms such as joint 

policy boards, collectively established ground rules and negotiations are employed to ensure 

that power is adequately redistributed (Arnstein, 1969). Power, however, is often not shared by 

those in power but is claimed by citizens. This claimed power remains effective when an 

“organised power base” and “resources to hire and fire” are available to all parties to ensure 

accountability and independence (Arnstein, 1969, p. 222). 

Further up the ladder from partnership is delegated power. On this rung, the dominant decision-

making power lies with the citizens who hold a majority of the seats on the decision-making 

board or have the right to veto should negotiations between stakeholders reach an impasse. 

The highest level of participation on Arnstein’s ladder of participation is citizen control. This 

gradation of participation affords citizens the highest level of power. However, absolute control 

by citizens is neither achievable nor the defining attribute of citizen control (Wouter, 2021). 

The intention though is to ensure that citizens achieve the highest level of control feasible so 

that they are “in full charge of policy and managerial aspects and [are] able to negotiate the 

conditions under which ‘outsiders’ may change them” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 223). 

2.6.2 Spaces in which power works 

According to Gaventa (2006), power works in three spaces: closed, invited or claimed spaces. 

Spaces are defined as “opportunities, moments and channels where citizens can act to 

potentially affect policies, discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their lives and 

interests” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 26). 

Closed spaces are decision-making processes or spaces that are inaccessible to the public to 

participate. These are spaces that are only accessible to certain “elites” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 26). 

As noted by Nikuze, Sliuzas and Flacke (2020), these types of decision-making processes tend 

to build mistrust between the State and the public. 
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Invited spaces are spaces in which citizen participation is strictly by invitation from the 

governing agency, State or organisation. These spaces are mostly observed in policy-making 

processes. While invited spaces can offer better accountability of the State and foster better 

State-citizen relationships, criticism has been pointed towards their tendency to marginalise 

communities and enforce the interests of the State and elites through, for instance, censored 

invitation of participants (Aiyar, 2010; Patel, Sliuzas and Georgiadou, 2016). 

Claimed or invented spaces (Miraftab, 2004, p. 1) are counter-hegemonic spaces mobilised by 

the less powerful, marginalised, or dissatisfied communities or social movements (Gaventa, 

2006). That is, they are practices that confront, contest, expose and challenge powers of 

oppression and exclusion within invented or claimed spaces of participation (Hunjan and Pettit, 

2011; Miraftab, 2009). Common interests, demands or goals are the basis for solidarity in these 

spaces.  These spaces make provision for the voices of marginalised communities to be heard, 

especially when they are ignored by the State (Kersting, 2013). 

The difference between ‘claimed’ and ‘invited’ spaces is based on intentions and not 

relationships. Within invited spaces, power can be said to lie dominantly with stakeholders 

while public participation is aimed towards coping with “existing systems of hardship” 

(Miraftab, 2004, p. 4). Participation within invented spaces, however, is characterised by 

actions that resist existing protocols with the sole aim of bringing change (Miraftab, 2004). 

Power in such a context lies predominantly with the public. Accountability is strengthened 

when claimed spaces and the power dynamics within them are equitably distributed. 

It is important to note that invited, claimed and closed spaces do not exist in isolation. Each 

space is in a “dynamic relationship” (Gaventa, 2006, p. 27) with other existing spaces. That is 

to say, they are interrelated, as well as able to transform and influence one another (Gaventa, 

2006).  

Irrespective of the platform – in person or virtual – on which these spaces are hosted, Gaventa 

(2006, p. 29–30) states: 

“Without prior awareness building so that citizens possess a sense of their own right 

to claim rights or express voice and without strong capacities for exercising 

countervailing power against the ‘rules of the game’ that favour entrenched 

interests, new mechanisms for participation may be captured by prevailing 

interests.” 
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2.7 Effective Public Participation 

Arnstein’s (1969) definition of public participation highlights the enabling power of effective 

public participation for citizens, especially in marginalised communities19. Effective 

participation refers to participatory processes with good or desirable outcomes within a 

particular context. The same applies to meaningful participation (Rowe and Frewer, 2000). 

Webler and Tuler (2000) provide two meta-principles – fairness and competence – that can be 

considered criteria for effective public participation. Webler and Tuler (2000, p. 568) state: 

“Fairness refers to the opportunity for all interested or affected parties to assume 

any legitimate role in the decision-making process. [C]ompetence refers to the 

ability of the process to reach the best decision possible given what was reasonably 

knowable under the present conditions.” 

Webler and Tuler (2000) further elaborate that for a participatory process to be fair, the event 

must be designed in such a way that all those who need to be in attendance can be present. 

Attendees must also be able to contribute, engage and be part of the decision-making process. 

The principle of competence is ensured when consensus criteria are set in place to validate 

facts, resolve disputes and decide on participatory processes (Webler and Tuler, 2000), 

ensuring that the decision-making process is inclusive and organized in a consensus manner. 

The subsidiary question raised here is: Have RTC and NU’s online participatory spaces 

embraced the principles of fairness and competence? 

Through effective participation, transparency and accountability can be ensured in many 

matters, for example, service delivery. However, the quality of participation is critical in 

determining its enabling power. While public participation and engagement, in theory, are 

meant to empower, in practice, not all participation activities drive or initiate change (Arnstein, 

1969; Dennis, 2019; MacArthur, 2016). 

2.8 Conclusion 

This chapter presents existing literature that grounds the topic under study. Firstly, literature 

on the conceptualisation of social movements is discussed. This is followed by an overview of 

 
19 Community in this context, is defined by James et al. (2012, p. 14) as follows:  

 “[A] group or network of persons who are connected (objectively) to each other by relatively durable 

social relations that extend beyond immediate genealogical ties and who mutually define that relationship 

(subjectively) as important to their social identity and social practice.” 
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housing movements in South Africa and the strategies employed in such movements. The 

chapter then turns to a discussion on digital activism and the conceptualisation of the term, 

followed by a discussion on social media activism and the engagement strategies it supports. 

The chapter concludes by highlighting literature on public participation, spaces of power, and 

the concept of effective participation. The chapter highlights subsidiary questions that help 

interrogate the findings of the research.  
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Chapter Three: Methods and Techniques 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter discusses the research methods and research techniques used in the process of 

carrying out this research. It also justifies the selection of these methods while outlining how 

the methods were applied. The first section discusses the research paradigm. This is followed 

by a discussion of the research design and methods. The next section discusses the data 

collection techniques used and is followed by a discussion on the sampling procedures, data 

analysis and ethical considerations pertinent to this research. The chapter concludes with a brief 

reflection on the research journey. 

3.2 Research Paradigm 

A research paradigm20 is defined as “a mental model or a framework of thought or belief 

through which one interprets the reality” (Singh, 2019, p. 3). By clarifying the paradigm in 

which a research project is situated, the ontological21 and epistemological22 underpinnings that 

frame the work are made clear (Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg, 2021). This is necessary 

and important in the justification of the methods adopted to arrive at the research findings. 

 

While the bodies of literature drawn upon commonly reference two paradigms – positivism23 

and interpretivism, only the latter will be discussed in this section as this is the perspective 

from which this research was conducted. Interpretivism, which is often attributed to qualitative 

research, “assumes that reality is socially constructed; that is, there is no single, observable 

reality. Rather, there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event” (Merriam and 

Tisdell, 2015, p. 9). This perspective as such is investigative and considers people's lived 

 
20 A paradigm can be defined as “a set of beliefs that represents a worldview” (Singh, 2019, p. 3). 
21 Ontology is defined as “the study of being” (Crotty, 2003, quoted in Ahmed, 2008, p. 2). First, it aims to 

understand reality. Second, it reflects upon existing knowledge (Ahmed, 2008; Alharahsheh and Pius, 2019). This 

implies also reflecting on what is already regarded as truth (Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg, 2021). 
22 Epistemology, on the other hand, is defined as “[h]ow reality is being known by the researcher [and] is 

concerned with how a researcher is aiming to uncover knowledge to reach reality” (Alharahsheh and Pius, 2019, 

p. 40). 
23 The term ‘positivism’ refers to a structured scientific, methodological and result-oriented perspective that is 

often attributed to qualitative research (Mazouz, 2020). 
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experiences and how they construct meaning (Ryan, 2018). It is also context-specific; the 

findings derived are not intended for generalisation (Singh, 2019). 

As Alharahsheh and Pius (2019) note, the ontological and epistemological positions subscribed 

to by the interpretivist paradigm are relativism and subjectivism. Relativist ontology is 

described as the “belief that reality is a finite subjective experience, [where] nothing exists 

outside of our thoughts” (Levers, 2013, p. 2). This way of thinking implies that human 

experience informs reality and no two experiences are the same (Alharahsheh and Pius, 2019; 

Singh, 2019). 

Subjective epistemology is described by Denzin and Lincoln (2005, quoted in Levers, 2013, p. 

3) as the “belief that knowledge is always filtered through the lenses of language, gender, social 

class, race and ethnicity”. This implies that context is critical to how knowledge is perceived 

and processed. While these perspectives produce findings that cannot be generalised, they 

provide a contextual understanding of in-depth research problems that originate from real-

world experiences. It is for this reason that the interpretivist paradigm has been adopted for this 

qualitative research project. It is to a discussion of the research design that this chapter now 

turns. 

3.3 Research Design 

This research is qualitative. Qualitative research is a type of research that involves non-

numerical data, or more often “uses words as data, collected and analysed in all sorts of ways” 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013, p. 3). It also involves the analysis of text often from a contextual 

point of view to derive meaning (Moravcsik, 2019). Qualitative data, therefore, is hard to 

measure or analyse using the numeric logic often attributed to quantitative research24 (Braun 

and Clarke, 2013; Kalu and Bwalya, 2017). 

Qualitative research by design is concerned with the analysis of lived or perceived experiences 

of people to better understand the research questions asked (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). This 

makes it possible to turn these experiences into usable data that offer insights that are useful 

for practical application (Miller, 2019). But while findings obtained from qualitative research 

can shed more light on a research problem and provide deeper understanding, they can be 

challenging when applied directly elsewhere (Korstjens and Moser, 2017), particularly when 

 
24 Alharahsheh and Pius (2019, p. 40) describe quantitative research as one “relating to measuring quantity with 

application to a specific phenomenon and this is expressed in terms of quantity”. 
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the expectation is to reproduce the same outcome. This is because the outcome of qualitative 

research is often contextual by design and not often intended to speak for realities outside the 

sample population (Miller, 2019). 

The objectives of this research, however, reduce the risks of this limitation. The research study, 

broadly speaking, seeks to understand the possibilities around social media platforms as spaces 

of engagement between and among civil society organisations, the State and the public from a 

context-specific narrative. As such, the contextual nature of qualitative research is both suitable 

and enables the achievement of “deep understanding” (Woodside, 2010, p. 6) of the research 

focus using several methods of data collection. 

Another limitation associated with qualitative research is subjectivity. Subjectivity implies the 

degree to which data collection and subsequent analysis are influenced by an individual's 

unique perspective (Damaskinidis, 2017). This raises concerns about the credibility of the 

findings. This limitation can be minimised through the acknowledgement of the role of the 

“researcher as an instrument” (Pezalla, Pettigrew and Miller-Day, 2012, p. 2). The phrase refers 

to the researcher’s role in selecting, observing, interpreting, and omitting data in qualitative 

research. 

For this study, the subjectivity of the researcher is viewed as a resource that contributes to the 

research journey and not as a limitation. By engaging in reflexivity, the researcher considers 

their own contextual background and research interests, as well as any institutional advantages 

that could potentially impact the interpretation of data. This is done to ensure that the 

participants' experiences remain the focal point of the analysis. Also, methodological 

triangulation, defined by Noble and Heale (2019, p. 67) as a method that “promotes the use of 

several data collection methods such as interviews and observations”, is employed in this 

research to improve the credibility of the study. 

3.4 Research Methods 

The research method that was used in this research was the case study method. A case study is 

an approach that “examines a phenomenon within its real-life context [where] data are collected 

on or about a single individual, group, or event” (Guest, Mitchell and Namey, 2012, p. 39). 

Case study research can focus on a person or a phenomenon within a particular context with 

specific, descriptive narratives that explore complex issues (Hancock, 2006). Case studies can 
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be carried out in an exploratory,25 explanatory,26 or descriptive manner (Hancock, 2006). The 

descriptive case study is utilised for this research. 

A descriptive case study is a detailed analysis and interpretation of a particular phenomenon to 

understand a particular social issue (Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg, 2021). In the case of 

this research, it is used to understand how social media is utilised by RTC and NU in their 

various engagements with the State and the public. The case study method “focuses on specific 

phenomenon; is contextual and bounded by time and space; and is richly descriptive” 

(Hancock, 2006, p. 15-16). These are the unique attributes of the method. 

In selecting an appropriate research method, Johannesson and Perjons (2014, p. 39-40) 

highlight three considerations to be applied – suitability, feasibility, and ethical 

appropriateness. First, the method chosen must be suitable and align with the goal and purpose 

of the research. The case study method was selected for this research as it aligned with the 

research objectives, which are to understand the role of social media in the strategies employed 

by RTC and NU to engage with the State and raise public consciousness on affordable housing 

in Cape Town. 

Second, the choice of research method must take into consideration the ability to access the 

case, time constraints and availability of resources in its execution (Johannesson and Perjons 

2014, p. 40). Both RTC and NU are based in Cape Town, South Africa and, as such, provide 

practical and affordable access for this research. Furthermore, both RTC and NU are strongly 

involved in efforts to mobilise citizens around calls for affordable housing within the inner city 

(Eidelman, 2021; Eyong, 2020; Wingfield, 2019). Lastly, the choice of research methods must 

uphold all ethical considerations in the execution of the research (Johannesson and Perjons 

2014, p. 40; see Section 3.8). 

The case study method produces detailed and thick narratives that are useful for understanding 

the diversity and complexities of a given problem statement by providing specific, detailed and 

contextual insights into the issue under study (Flyvbjerg, 2006; McLeod, 2007). Case studies 

enable a researcher to focus on fully understanding the research problem without having to 

draw a definitive outcome. Bassey (1999, quoted in Cousin, 2005, p. 426) describes such 

 
25An exploratory case study by definition “seeks to define research questions of a subsequent study or to determine 

the feasibility of research procedures” (Hancock, 2006, p. 33). 
26Explanatory case studies “[seek] to establish cause-and-effect relationships [with] a primary purpose to 

determine how events occur and which ones may influence particular outcomes” (Hancock, 2006, p. 33). 
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outcomes as “fuzzy generalizations, based on the scientific conception of the fuzzy principle, 

which asserts that everything is a matter of degree, nothing is certain”. This implies embracing 

the uncertainty of the process, and the anticipated and unexpected outcome of the findings. 

A commonly cited limitation of case study research points to the particularly contextual nature 

of the data it produces (McLeod, 2007; Simon and Goes, 2013). Flyvbjerg (2006), however, 

points to the contextual attributes of case studies as valuable to understanding unique social 

relations. Thus, the case study method is appropriate for this research as it has no specific pre-

assumed outcome but seeks to understand a complex social dynamic in a specific organisational 

setting. 

Another criticism of the case study research method is that where a small sample population is 

involved in a research project which seeks to understand a phenomenon at an organisational 

level, the case study method can produce narratives that are unverifiable beyond the 

participants’ accounts (Woodside, 2010). This limitation has been minimised in this research 

through triangulation, that is, the use of several data collection techniques. These are discussed 

in the next section. 

3.5 Research Techniques 

Research techniques, or data collection techniques as they are sometimes referred to, are the 

“tools and techniques that are used in the collection and analysis of data” (Jackson, 2013, p. 

57). The following research techniques and tools have been used in this study: document study, 

non-participant observation and semi-structured interviews. Each of these is discussed in detail 

in the next three sub-sections. 

3.5.1 Document study 

Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg (2021, p. 335) describe document study27 as the use of 

“material that was not created with the aim of research in mind [which] can include personal 

documents, official reports, mass media and archival data”. For this research, pamphlets and 

documents produced by RTC and NU on affordable housing activities were examined to 

support data triangulation. Existing relevant public records such as court documents and media 

publications were also examined. Lastly, and central to the research objectives, social media 

posts, mainly pictures and video posts from the Facebook accounts of RTC and NU, were also 

 
27 These authors also refer to this technique as documentary analysis (p. 341). 
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examined. The data analysed from RTC and NU’s Facebook accounts was limited to posts 

from 2017 to 2020. The timeline captured events unfolding around the Tafelberg case.28 The 

timeline provides insights into the online activities of RTC and NU from the launch of the court 

case to the announcement of judgement in 2020 (Figure 3.1). 

Figure 3.1: RTC Facebook timeline account of events leading up to occupations (Reclaim the City, no 

date: online) 

The data collected through this tool were treated as archival data. Archival data is a collection 

of information from different or the same sources that can be retrieved, interpreted, and 

analysed in subsequent research (Jones, 2010). These archives were analysed to explore the 

targets of the posts, the responses generated from the posts and how these responses shaped 

debates or conversations (Gwaze et al., 2018). The emergence of social media as a source of 

archival data has been researched in various applications such as digital libraries (Xie and 

Stevenson, 2014), probative evidence (Sleep and Tranter, 2018) and personal digital assets 

(Kreiczer-Levy and Donyets-Kedar, 2019; Zhao et al., 2013). 

28 The first campaign by both RTC and NU was the #StopTheSale campaign in 2016. This campaign was initiated 

in response to the City’s decision to sell a Tafelberg property to the Phyllis Jowell Jewish Day School in 2016 for 

R135 million. The Tafelberg property was formerly the site of the Tafelberg Remedial School before its relocation 

in 2010. With the property having been vacant for a decade, the Provincial Department of Transport and Public 

Works in the Western Cape decided to sell it. This decision, according to Gamble (2020, p. 7), entailed the 

Provincial Government ignoring its “constitutional and statutory obligations” to make the property available for 

social housing. Campaigns organised by RTC and NU both online and offline contributed to the reversal of the 

sale of the property in 2020 through the courts. 
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Document study is advantageous for this research as it is not cost-intensive. It is also useful for 

observing trends and patterns over time that would otherwise be difficult to obtain with other 

methods such as observation and interviews (Guest, Mitchell and Namey, 2012). While social 

media platforms offer several possibilities in their treatment as an archive, doing so is not 

without challenges. Bode et al. (2020) note that one limitation of social media data is related 

to the identification of authorship of content. For instance, as content is often shared across 

social media, it can be challenging to authenticate the source of an idea extracted online and 

understand the data effectively. This is, however, minimised by analysing only posts under 

RTC and NU’s official social media accounts, bearing in mind that individuals within either 

organisation have ‘run’ these accounts during the specified period. 

Social media data can also be problematic in that it can be dynamic, easily edited, manipulated, 

or deleted (Ringel and Davidson, 2020). To minimise this risk, the data were collected and 

documented using Microsoft Excel. The context of the data as such only applies to the moment 

the content was posted and not necessarily reflect the actual perspective of the post at the time 

of analysis. This reflexivity is taken into account in the analysis of the data and understanding 

of the findings. 

Document study also has the potential of projecting a biased interpretation and understanding 

of historical trends. For example, social media as a source of data has been criticised for its 

lack of transferability and its limitations in being a credible representation of a population 

because of the diversity of social media users (Martí, Serrano and Nolasco, 2019). To manage 

these, non-participant observation and semi-structured interviews were used to further 

understand these historical trends and their interpretation from a more contextual perspective. 

3.5.2 Non-participant observation 

The second data collection technique that this study utilised was non-participant observation. 

Williams (2008, p. 521) describes non-participant observation as “a relatively non-obtrusive 

qualitative research strategy for gathering primary data about some aspect of the social world 

without interacting directly with its participants”. Non-participant observation can be carried 

out covertly or overtly (Mills, Durepos and Wiebe, 2009; Williams, 2008). In the overt 

approach, participants are aware of the researcher’s presence and role, though interaction is 

very limited (Mills, Durepos and Wiebe, 2009); with the covert approach, the participants are 

unaware of the researcher’s presence or role. 
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For this study, overt non-participant observation was undertaken. This approach facilitated the 

observation of RTC and NU’s work in person. Field notes were made and pictures of the spaces 

under study were taken. In combination with other data sources, data from non-participant 

observation has the advantage of providing an opportunity to gain a close-up understanding of 

the research problem. 

The limitations of this technique are, however, tied to the subjective nature of the data 

collection process. The researcher decides what is observed and how it is interpreted. To 

minimise this, relevant information obtained from the document study, such as meeting days, 

spaces of engagement and occupied buildings, were used to guide the non-participant 

observation. 

A second limitation is that observation can influence the reactions of participants being 

observed (Mills, Durepos and Wiebe, 2009). This is known as the ‘Hawthorne effect’,29 a 

situation where individuals who are being observed modify their normal behaviour or activities 

because they know that they are being observed (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014). By 

building a good relationship and establishing one’s presence as a trustworthy ally, this 

phenomenon can be minimised, making the participants comfortable with the researcher’s 

presence (ibid.). Rapport was built through attendance at various organised events throughout 

the study. The events themselves were large enough that the presence of the researcher was 

barely noticeable. 

3.5.3 Semi-structured interviews 

Five semi-structured interviews were conducted. The semi-structured interviews were 

undertaken individually with three RTC members and two NU staff. The gender composition 

of the participants included two men and three women. The interviews were conducted in 

English and took an hour on average. The interviews were also conducted in person with an 

initial introduction facilitated via emails and WhatsApp; follow-up interviews incorporated 

both online and in-person interviews. 

 
29 The phrase originated from an unintended discovery in experimental studies conducted in Chicago in the early 

1900’s (Oswald, Sherratt and Smith, 2014, p. 55). 
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Semi-structured interviews utilise open-ended questions, some of which are listed in an 

interview guide30 to obtain data from participants (Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg, 2021). 

Open-ended questions are questions that have no pre-collated selection of answers and require 

more than a yes or no response. They allow for an in-depth response that aids the researcher in 

gaining a better understanding of the research problem from the participant's perspective 

(Guest, Mitchell and Namey, 2012). However, they take longer to conduct and analyse. The 

use of open-ended questions in semi-structured interviews to guide the direction of 

conversation allows room for flexibility (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). This enables participants 

to contribute unanticipated details. 

Open-ended questions also allow the interviewer to probe participants’ responses. Probing 

entails seeking further information based on the verbal or non-verbal responses offered by 

participants (Given, 2008). They also open up the opportunity for follow-up questions to be 

asked during the interview. Semi-structured interviews can be carried out with individuals or a 

group of participants (Jamshed, 2014). Semi-structured interviews were utilised in this research 

as they provided insight into how the organisations engage the public and the State on 

affordable housing delivery in Cape Town. 

A limitation of this technique, however, is that semi-structured interviews can be time-

consuming for everyone involved. Additionally, online platforms can also be accompanied by 

connectivity challenges and associated data expenses (Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg, 

2021). These constraints were minimised in this research by confirming the comfort and ability 

of participants to use online platforms and whether or not they required assistance in the form 

of data for the interview. 

Another limitation of this technique is the risk of bias from the interviewer in terms of the 

choice of questions and how they are directed at the respondents (Pezalla, Pettigrew and Miller-

Day, 2012). The same can be said of how the respondents choose to answer those questions 

and what information they choose to share or omit. To minimise the input of such bias from 

the researcher, the interview questions were carefully designed to not presume that RTC and 

NU use their social media platforms as spaces of participation, thus, allowing the responses of 

participants to provide insight into how RTC and NU utilise the platforms. 

30 A list of questions that helps a researcher to frame and direct the interview process (Fouche, Strydom and 

Roestenburg, 2021). 
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The researcher also maintained reflexivity (Braun and Clarke, 2021) throughout the research 

journey by maintaining an awareness of her subjectivity and how it could impact the study. As 

for bias from the participants, open-ended questions were used to gather as much insight as 

possible from the participants’ responses. Follow-up interviews were also conducted virtually 

to build on prior interviews. The follow-up interviews also provided opportunities to gain new 

insights. 

3.6 Sampling Procedure 

Non-probability sampling was used to select participants for this study. With non-probability 

sampling methods, members of a specific population – the organisations under study – do not 

stand an equal chance of participating in the interviews (Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg, 

2021). This sampling method was used because the research objectives were mainly concerned 

with generating a deeper understanding of the research problem. As such, statistical 

representation was not required (Guest, Mitchell and Namey, 2012). This method is also 

advantageous as it is cost-effective and time-efficient. Five participants were selected using 

purposive sampling. 

Purposive sampling is a non-probability sampling method through which research participants 

are selected based on the researcher’s judgement, convenience and prior knowledge of the 

population or the participants’ attributes and knowledge of the research topic (Fouche, Strydom 

and Roestenburg, 2021; Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). This approach allowed for the selection 

of participants from RTC and NU with the most knowledge about the social media 

engagements of these organisations. 

A major limitation of the use of purposive sampling is the risk of researcher bias influencing 

the selection process and as such the reliability of findings (Regoli, 2019). This is particularly 

true when the researcher’s judgement is not underpinned by a strong theoretical perspective 

(Sharma, 2017). Mitigation against this bias was unnecessary in this study not only because of 

the reflexive approach to thematic analysis adopted but also because of the small number of 

individuals in both organisations who are directly involved in the development and posting of 

social media content. Awareness of subjectivity was acknowledged by the researcher; a review 

of the literature about and research into the organisations was undertaken to identify relevant 

staff with the most knowledge of the social media management of their organisations. 
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Due to the limited knowledge of the structure of the organisations under study, snowball 

sampling was also employed to help identify additional participants with knowledge that was 

useful to the study. Snowball sampling is used when overall population knowledge or access 

is limited, making it difficult to identify suitable participants (Fouche, Strydom and 

Roestenburg, 2021). Snowball sampling allows initial participants to refer the researcher to 

other participants with similar or even better experiences or knowledge of the research topic. 

Similar to purposive sampling, snowball sampling can be affected by bias from the participants' 

judgement about whom they refer. This raises a concern about sample diversity (Kirchherr and 

Charles, 2018). The referrals can result in recruiting individuals who might not prove 

resourceful to the study while isolating those who might. However, for this research, this bias 

was not applicable due to the close nature of the network of the population under study. 

Participants' referrals were limited to staff within the same organisation with a previously 

established role in social media management. As such, their experience and expertise in the 

research topic were verifiable. 

3.7 Data Analysis 

Data analysis for this study was carried out using Braun and Clarke’s (2021) reflexive approach 

to thematic analysis. Reflexive thematic analysis is an approach to thematic analysis whereby 

a researcher critically engages with data, codes the data and generates themes; the researcher 

plays a central role in how knowledge is derived from the data (Braun and Clarke, 2021; Byrne, 

2022). 

The six phases of reflexive thematic analysis include data familiarisation, data coding, initial 

theme generation, theme development and review, theme refinement and naming and lastly, 

writing (Braun and Clarke, 2021). The phases are not rigid as they do not necessarily have to 

unfold in a specified pattern; they instead entail “going sideways, backwards and sometimes 

even around in circles, as you move from the start to the end of the process” (Braun and Clarke, 

2021, p. 79). 

The data from the interviews were first transcribed and analysed alongside the findings from 

the document study and non-participant observation. The initial transcription of the interviews 

was done using Otter.ai software and edited manually to crosscheck for misspelt words or 

typological errors. To identify and define themes, the interview data and the data collected 

through the document study, which consisted of the social media posts, were analysed and 
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coded using the computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software NVivo. The approach to 

thematic analysis as employed in this study embodies “a reflexive researcher” (Braun and 

Clarke, 2021, p.48) as an essential tool in engaging with and analysing data. A reflexive partner 

is described as follows: 

“[S]omeone who is thoughtful and (self) questioning, identifying and then 

interrogating their positions, values, choices and practices within the research 

process and the influence of these on knowledge generated; someone seeking 

awareness and new possibilities.” (Braun and Clarke, 2021, p. 58) 

A reflexive researcher practices reflexivity throughout the research process. Reflexivity, as 

described by Braun and Clarke (2021, p. 56), has to do with a “researcher’s generative role in 

research and their insight into and articulation around this role”. Reflexive thematic analysis is 

both advantageous and appropriate for this research because it is a flexible analytical method 

that acknowledges pre-existing perspectives and knowledge as a resource and not a limitation. 

This enables the researcher to analyse data from participants with varying opinions (Nowell et 

al., 2017) and approach the study as a process that adds to existing bodies of knowledge. 

Reflexive thematic analysis does not view researcher subjectivity as something to be avoided 

but rather encourages the researcher to acknowledge and interrogate subjectivity (Braun and 

Clarke, 2021). 

3.8 Ethical Considerations 

In conducting research involving the collection of data from human participants, certain 

measures need to be applied throughout the research process to ensure that the research is 

conducted ethically. Ethics can be defined as “a method, procedure, or perspective for deciding 

how to act and for analysing complex problems and issues” (Resnik, 2020, para. 5). In research, 

it implies a code of conduct that not only protects the participants but also supports the 

accomplishment of the set research objectives. It also promotes accountability and strengthens 

relationships between collaborating partners (Resnik, 2020). In addition to applying for and 

receiving ethical clearance (Appendix A) from the University of Cape Town’s Faculty of 

Science Research Ethics Committee (FSREC), the following measures were applied to ensure 

proper ethical conduct throughout the research process: 
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3.8.1 Informed and voluntary consent 

Informed consent refers to voluntary participation in research by participants after being given 

all the available information on the research aims, how the collected data will be used and the 

potential impacts associated with participation (Manti and Licari, 2018). Informed consent was 

obtained in written format from participants who were asked to sign a consent form.31 The 

forms were signed after participants were informed about the objectives of the research and 

their potential role in it. Participants fully understood that their participation in the research 

was voluntary and they could withdraw from the research process at any time. Participants 

were also informed about the type of data required from them and how the data would be 

utilised. The written and signed consent form was obtained from participants before the 

interviews were conducted. 

3.8.2 Non-maleficence 

The principle of non-maleficence in research entails that participating in research should cause 

no harm to participants or anyone by its design or methodology (Gelling, 2015). Measures were 

applied to ensure that the principle of non-maleficence was adhered to throughout the research 

process through the careful design of the research objectives and methodology, for example, 

ensuring participants understood the research aim and their rights and role in the study. Also, 

as described by Fouche, Strydom and Roestenburg (2021), careful reflection on possible risks 

and benefits during data collection and analysis was undertaken. Reflexivity was applied 

throughout the research process to minimise possible harm to participants. 

3.8.3 Confidentiality and anonymity 

Measures were taken to ensure that the confidentiality and anonymity of participants were 

protected throughout the research process. Confidentiality implies the protection of data 

obtained from participants; anonymity implies the protection of participants' identities (Fouche, 

Strydom and Roestenburg, 2021). No personal or identifiable information was collected or 

disclosed in the process of data collection, analysis and drawing up of findings. Responses of 

participants from the semi-structured interviews were collected in their capacity as members 

of RTC and NU. The data, which were stripped of all identifiers, gathered were securely saved 

 
31 See Appendix B. 
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in a password-protected hard drive to prevent unauthorised access and protect participants' 

confidentiality. This hard drive was and continues to be kept, in a secure drawer. 

3.8.4 Transparency and openness 

Transparency in research entails the honest disclosure of the relevant steps taken by a 

researcher to arrive at the findings (Tuval-Mashiach, 2016). Transparency not only promotes 

the trustworthiness of the research but also allows other researchers to be able to replicate the 

methods elsewhere (Batt and Kahn, 2021). Measures were put in place throughout the research 

process through open communication and feedback. Openness was upheld by making the 

research findings available to participants and the broader research community. The findings – 

in a copy of the full thesis as well as a summarised version – were presented to the participants 

at the end of the study. The summary included the use of visualisation of data using a word 

cloud to illustrate the frequency of appearance of topics discussed on the Facebook pages of 

RTC and NU across the years analysed. 

3.8.5 Carefulness 

Care was applied in collecting and storing the data and conducting data analysis to minimise 

the risk of losing data. Data was stored in a secured drive and backed up in a password-

encrypted folder on Google Drive as a backup. Also, despite the lifting of the National State of 

Disaster in South Africa (South African Government, 2022), while preparing to start the 

fieldwork for this research, care was taken to ensure that the risk of exposure to COVID-19 for 

all participants and the researcher was minimised even though the mandatory wearing of a 

mask and other previously mandated COVID-19 protocols no longer applied. This was ensured 

by encouraging social distancing and intermittent hand sanitisation while in the field. 

3.9 Limitations of the Study 

In exploring how RTC and NU leverage social media platforms for engagement with the State 

and the public, this study was limited to one social media platform – Facebook. Facebook was 

selected as the source of social media archives for this research because of its popularity within 

South Africa. Of the estimated 60.6 million residents of South Africa (Statistics South Africa, 

2022), 29.5 million used Facebook as of March 2022 (Kamer, 2022). More than half of these 

Facebook users were between the ages of 18 and 34. The statistics also show that women make 

up 50.1% of these Facebook users (NapoleonCat, n.d.). 
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Facebook is, thus, the most used social media platform in South Africa, accounting for 69.68% 

of the overall social media users in the country (StatCounter Global Stats, 2022). Its wide usage 

makes it suitable for this study to provide insight into the nature of engagement on RTC and 

NU’s Facebook media posts. 

The research was also limited in terms of the timeline for posts published between 2017 and 

2022. This timeline was selected to capture engagements that led up to the Tafelberg judgement 

in 2020. 32 The judgement was a significant event for both RTC and NU in their mobilisation 

for social housing and other affordable housing in Cape Town. Limiting the timeline was 

essential to completing the research within the timeframe available to the researcher. However, 

this means that the findings do not reflect the changes in the intensity and engagement of both 

organisations’ Facebook activities post the COVID-19 pandemic in any great depth. 

3.10 Conclusion 

This chapter outlined the methods and methodology used in achieving the aims and objectives 

of this research. First, the research paradigm was discussed, establishing the research’s 

positionality in terms of ontology and epistemology. The discussion continued with an outline 

of the research design and the techniques used in collecting data. The next section discussed 

the sampling techniques used and was followed by the approach utilised to analyse the data. 

This was followed by a discussion on the ethical considerations adhered to throughout the 

research process. The chapter concluded with a discussion of the limitations of the study 

concerning the sourcing of social media archival data and the timeline applied. 

  

 
32 Refer to Chapter One. 
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Chapter Four: Research Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents and discusses the research findings obtained through document analysis, 

observations and semi-structured interviews. First, this chapter examines the nature of the 

organisations RTC and NU. This is followed by a discussion on the nature of their spaces of 

participation and lastly, the nature of their activism on the Facebook platform. The chapter 

concludes with a comparative discussion on the pros and cons of digital activism on Facebook 

for State and public participation and engagement. 

4.2 Nature of the Organisations 

RTC and NU have worked closely together in the campaign for affordable housing in Cape 

Town’s central business district (CBD) since 2016. While both organisations advocate for 

affordable housing and against unjust evictions of the poor and working class in Cape Town, 

they do so in differing but complementary ways as indicated by the findings of this research. 

These differences are due, in part, to the nature of each organisation. It is to a discussion of the 

nature of each organisation that the chapter turns. 

4.2.1 Reclaim the City 

According to their website, RTC is “a social movement of tenants and workers campaigning 

for affordable housing in well-located areas” (Reclaim the City, 2023, online). RTC started as 

a campaign to contest the sale of the Tafelberg property.33 Since then, it has evolved into a 

social movement. Tilly (2006) describes a social movement as a movement whose campaigns, 

repertoires and “worthiness, unity, numbers and commitment” (WUNC) constitute and 

contribute to its functioning and success (Figure 4.1). 

33 Refer to Chapter Three. 
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Figure 4.1: Interaction of elements as described by Tilly (2006) to illustrate RTC as a social movement. 

RTC’s sustained campaigns centred on the delivery of affordable housing for the poor and 

working class in Cape Town’s well-located areas fall under two broad categories: land and 

housing, and resisting evictions and displacement. The former involves campaigns that 

advocate for affordable access to land and housing, as well as the utilisation of public land in 

well-located areas, such as the Rondebosch Golf Course, for affordable housing (Washinyira, 

2020). 

The focus on government-owned land, also often referred to as ‘public land’, is linked to the 

State’s constitutional obligation to provide housing to redress apartheid spatial planning 

(Figure 4.2) and the notion that public land should be used to address public needs. In this case, 

the need is for housing delivery for the poor and working class. 
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Figure 4.2: Screenshot of RTC Facebook post on land and housing campaign (Reclaim the City, 2019, 

online) 

In this instance, RTC’s approach to reclaiming the power to ‘prefigure’ a desired future in 

practice (Tattersall and Iveson, 2021) aligns with Purcell’s (2016) invitation to conceptualise a 

‘public’ separate from a ‘sovereign state’. The use of ‘public land’ to refer to state-owned 

properties, however, suggests a conflict to Purcell’s (2016)conceptualisation of the  ‘public’.. 

City officials, however, maintain that public lands must be maintained for public infrastructure 

and social service delivery. In 2020, for instance, the then Executive Mayor of Cape Town, 

Dan Plato (2020, online) is quoted in a news article saying: 

“Public land intended for housing, healthcare, schools, transport, basic services and 

community facilities would be permanently lost to unlawful land occupations, with 

devastating consequences.” 

Campaigns aimed at resisting evictions and displacement, on the other hand, address rental 

tenure security for the poor and working class and the impact of gentrification, which results 

in the relocation of the poor and working class to the urban peripheries, away from the inner 

cities and social and economic opportunities (Reclaim the City, 2023, online). In their 

campaign, RTC demands that the City provide housing for those facing such evictions within 

the areas of eviction and stop the relocation of poor urban residents to the city’s periphery. 
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RTC campaigns target raising public awareness of housing delivery through social media posts, 

organised protests and public meetings. As Tilly, Castañeda and Wood (2019) argue, these 

campaigns level clear demands against the state for a desired change – affordable housing in 

well-located areas. 

As described by George and Leidner (2019), RTC also utilises a distinct set of repertoires to 

advance its campaign causes. These include protests and marches, the symbolic34 occupation 

of public land, the occupation of vacant government property and public meetings. RTC 

currently has three occupations that provide housing to more than 1,700 residents (Charles, 

2018; Reclaim the City, 2023). These include the Cissie Gool House in Woodstock (Figure 

4.3), the Ahmed Kathrada House in Green Point, Cape Town and the Irene Grootboom House 

in the Cape Town CBD. 

Figure 4.3: Banner at the Cissie Gool House Co-Design Exhibition 2022 

The Ahmed Kathrada House and the Cissie Gool House occupations started in March 2017 in 

response to the decision by the Western Cape Provincial Government (hereafter ‘the Province’) 

to proceed with the sale of the Tafelberg site despite ongoing demands by RTC, NU and other 

supporters for the site to be utilised for affordable housing (Reclaim the City, 2017). In the 

statement released by the provincial cabinet announcing the decision, a proposal was put 

34 Symbolic implies a temporary occupation as a form of protest. 

https://reclaimthecity.org.za/our-movement/
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forward by the province to utilise the Woodstock Hospital and Helen Bowden Nurses Home 

for affordable housing but was later critiqued as unfeasible due to construction cost (Furlong, 

2017). Emphasising a lack of true commitment by the Province to develop the site, RTC 

occupied the building to demand affordable housing and protest the sale of the Tafelberg site. 

In a statement released on 27 March 2017, RTC made a set of demands including the halting 

of the Tafelberg sale and the development of a clear plan by the Province to develop the 

Woodstock Hospital and Helen Bowden Nurses Home for affordable housing. 

At the time the announcement was made, several evictions and cases of displacement due to 

gentrification were taking place in Woodstock. Through cases such as the Bromwell Street 

eviction,35 RTC has mobilised support for its plans to occupy in protest for affordable housing. 

The Cissie Gool House occupation now shelters about 900 residents (Reclaim the City, 2023), 

while the Helen Bowden Nurses Home now shelters close to 800 residents (Trenchard, 2022). 

The Irene Grootboom House, formerly known as 104 Darling Street, is owned by the National 

Department of Transport and Public Works (NDTPW). It became an RTC occupation in 

October 2018. In 2017, the third floor of the building was engulfed in a fire that further 

worsened the already dilapidated condition of the residence. Activists, including RTC and NU, 

made attempts to get the NDTPW to aid the affected residents and conduct maintenance on the 

site to no avail. After several unsuccessful demands by residents and supporters of RTC and 

NU to garner National Government support, the residence was later adopted as an RTC 

occupation and renamed Irene Grootboom House after plans to evict residents and build office 

blocks on the site were published in the media (Charles, 2018; Reclaim the City, 2018). 

RTC’s occupations continue to face challenges such as the lack of access to electricity supply 

at Ahmed Kathrada House (Figure 4.4), police raids, tenure insecurity and lack of legitimacy 

to occupy the premises. Despite the many challenges, these occupations continue to advance 

RTC’s campaign for affordable housing delivery in Cape Town’s well-located areas. It does so 

by demonstrating the necessity of such projects, meeting the housing needs of residents and 

keeping the conversation of affordable housing delivery ongoing through engagements with 

both the State and the public. 

35 The Bromwell Street eviction case was first filed in 2015 by residents to oppose the eviction application 

launched against them by the property developer, Woodstock Hub (Broughton, 2023). 



47 

Figure 4.4: Residents moving around in the dark at Ahmed Kathrada House (Reclaim the City, 2023, 

online) 

RTC also demonstrates George and Leidner’s (2019) logic of collective action mobilised 

around a common goal. The goal, as published on RTC’s website, is “campaigning for 

affordable housing in well-located areas” (Reclaim the City, 2023, online). Participant C 

(interview, November 30, 2022), a member of RTC, elaborates as follows: 

“And what is RTC standing for? And what are they claiming? And we normally say 

that we claim back what belongs to us. Government lands belong to us as the people, 

as the movement, as people that are in need of houses, people that are in need of 

land that's been just standing vacant, buildings that just stand vacant, that doesn’t 

(sic) been used by the government.” 

The common interest underpinning their campaign informs the repertoires of actions employed 

by RTC in their everyday activism (Selander and Jarvenpaa, 2006). 

RTC also displays WUNC, as described by George and Leidner (2019) and Tilly (2006). 

Worthiness is seen in the manner in which RTC members understand and exercise their right 

to affordable housing within Cape Town’s inner city. The right of access to housing, enshrined 

in Section 26(1) of the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996, and the provision 

within the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act of 2013 that enables municipalities 

in South Africa to manage urban spatial planning inform their demand on the State to fulfil its 

https://reclaimthecity.org.za/
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obligation. Members are educated on their rights and the State’s obligations during meetings 

such as the Advice Assembly. 

The unity and numbers attributes are evident in RTC’s pursuit of collective action and common 

cause (Ballard, Habib and Valodia, 2006; George and Leidner, 2019; Zald and Ash, 1966). 

Responses from RTC participants exemplify not only unity but also the existence of a collective 

identity when talking about the concerns and activities of the organisation. For example, while 

highlighting the issue of poor engagement by the City on housing delivery, Participant D 

(interview, December 14, 2022) states: 

“Whereas for us as the social movement, we want detail, which would be very 

helpful to help people to understand where the development will take place, how it 

will take place. What are the possibilities of them accessing it, that development?” 

The use of ‘us’ in this instance points to a shared identity or collective attribute, pointing to the 

attribute of unity as described by Tilly (2006). This shared identity is seen in actions such as 

registration of membership, a unifying slogan, identifiable branded shirts, and an adopted 

constitution that guides the movement. This, in turn, points to RTC as a social movement. 

4.2.2 Ndifuna Ukwazi 

Established in 2011, NU advocates for access to and the delivery of affordable housing in Cape 

Town’s well-located areas for the poor and working class. They do this through research, 

collaborating with communities and social movements and providing legal advice and 

representation to advance spatial justice (Figure 4.5). The research is used to show what must 

be done or what is being done or ignored by the State within Cape Town. Legal advice is 

available to qualifying individuals facing illegal evictions by and unjust rental demands from 

their landlords. 
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Figure 4.5: Screenshot from NU website (Ndifuna Ukwazi, no date, online) 

The two key terms that are associated with the work that NU does are advocacy and activism. 

Advocacy has to do with supporting a cause (Johnston and Gulliver, 2022; Nelson and 

Vucetich, 2009). Advocacy can be very visible – as with organised protest, or subtler – as in 

the case of lobbying (Cox and Pezullo, 2017). NU utilises ‘grassroots lobbying’ (Berry and 

Wilcox, 2018) through research dissemination and other media content as part of their 

advocacy efforts to shape public awareness and opinion on affordable housing delivery issues 

in Cape Town. Grassroots lobbying is described by Berry and Wilcox (2018, p. 190) as 

lobbying that aims to 

“[E]ngage the broader public, [to try] to change the content of public opinion, 

change the importance of the issue to the broader public, or both. [B]y mobilising 

the broader public, groups hope to make various policies more or less likely to be 

enacted.” 

NU carries out grassroots lobbying by providing the public with evidence-based facts to back 

NU’s efforts to garner public support and mount pressure on the State for desired change. 

Lobbying in some instances mobilises the public to engage the State directly and support the 

campaign as in the case of NU’s opposition to the lease renewal of a tennis court in Sea Point, 

also located on state-owned land, by the State in 2018 (Figure 4.6). 
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Figure 4.6: Screenshot of NU’s Facebook post illustrating grassroots lobbying (Ndifuna Ukwazi, 2018, 

online) 

Advocacy, as stated by Johnston and Gulliver (2022, p. 45), “becomes activism when it takes 

a specific form within a discourse arena”. For NU, the discourse arena that underpins their 

work is that of ‘spatial justice’. At the heart of NU’s campaigns is the call for spatial justice, 

as stated on their website: 

“[C]ompelling government to meet its constitutional obligations to use land to 

provide affordable housing; challenging the private sector to contribute to 

delivering affordable housing; defending the rights and security of tenure of people 

who are being forced out of their homes and displaced because of rising rents, 

gentrification, unfair rental practices and in some instances, because of devastating 

and violent state-led evictions and demolitions of homes; and protecting the rights 

of people living on the streets.” (Ndifuna Ukwazi, no date., online) 

The nature of the activism that NU undertakes mostly falls under the category of “conventional 

actions” (Johnston and Gulliver, 2022, p. 47). They engage with formal and institutionalised 

platforms such as judicial systems to campaign and push for desired change. For instance, NU 

often responds to the State’s call for public comments on proposed plans by submitting 

technical submissions to the State departments involved to either support or object to the 

proposed plans (Figure 4.7). NU’s activism also occurs outside formal institutions, often in 

partnership with communities and social movements. NU mobilises public meetings and 

protest marches in their campaigns, as with the Tafelberg campaign in 2017 in partnership with 

RTC. 
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Figure 4.7: Screenshot of NU’s Facebook post illustrating Johnston and Gulliver’s (2022) conventional 

actions (Ndifuna Ukwazi, 2017, online) 

As a law centre,36 NU’s activism is limited to the bounds of lawful protests and engagement 

with state institutions. The South African Legal Practice Council’s (SALPC) Code of Conduct 

(Legal Practice Council, 2019)37 which applies to all legal practitioners in South Africa, 

prevents admitted attorneys and advocates from engaging in any form of unlawful engagement, 

such as trespassing or occupying (government) land or property without the express consent of 

the owner.38  

The SALPC Code, however, also enables NU to support RTC from an advisory standpoint. As 

indicated in Section 9.3 of the SALPC Code: “[a] legal practitioner may give advice about 

whether any act, omission or course of conduct may contravene any law” (Legal Practice 

Council, 2019, p.694). As such, while advocates also have the freedom of expression enshrined 

in the Bill of Rights, 1996, (South African Government, 1996)39 care is taken to ensure direct 

 
36 Law centers are not for profit organisations that “offer legal advice, casework and representation to individuals and groups. 

Spotting local trends and issues in the course of their work, they highlight them to bring about necessary policy changes and 

to prevent future problems. Law Centres also help build capacity within local communities by training and supporting local 

groups and educating people about the law and their rights” (Luton Law Centre, n.d., online). 
37Draft Amendment: National Forum on the Legal Profession Code of Conduct made under the authority of section 97(1)(b) 

of the Legal Practice Act, 28 of 2014. Final published South African Legal Practice Council Code of Conduct made under the 

authority of section 36(1) of the Legal Practice Act, 28 of 2014 (Legal Practice Council, 2019, online). 
38 For example, section 9.2 of SALPC’s Code of Conduct (Legal Practice Council, 2019, p. 694) states: 

“A legal practitioner shall not, in giving advice to a client, advise conduct that would contravene any 

law; more particularly, a legal practitioner shall not devise any scheme which involves the commission 

of any offence.” 
39 Bill of Rights (1996) enshrines rights to freedom of expression and constitutes Chapter 2 of the Constitution of the Republic 

of South Africa 1996 (South African Government, 1996). 
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participation does not break the law. Thus, NU’s involvement in some events and its 

partnership with RTC is limited to an advisory role. 

4.3 Housing Activism in Invited Spaces 

The invited spaces of participation as described by Miraftab (2004) are formal spaces that are 

guided by rules and set procedures determined by the state. These include, for example, the 

judicial system, the courts and the State’s public participation processes related to proposed 

developments, draft policies or by-laws (City of Cape Town, 2021). Together, RTC and NU 

utilise invited spaces to resist and challenge the State on their right to affordable housing. NU 

for instance objects to housing developments that exclude the poor and working class at the 

planning tribunal. 

Other engagements within invited spaces happen through op-eds and press statements. A case 

in point is the op-eds published by RTC and NU affiliates responding to the City’s former 

mayor Dan Plato in independent newspapers. The Mayor’s earlier publication in The Daily 

Maverick makes bold statements about the illegality of occupation, associating occupation with 

acts of terrorism (Plato, 2020, online). 

The op-eds, one of which likened the City’s actions to a declaration of “war with the poor and 

working-class [that weaponizes] words to win its battles” (Clark, Hazell and Mohapi, 2020, 

online), written by RTC and NU in response to the Mayor’s claims reemphasise the urgent 

need for housing among the poor and working class (Bosch, Hazell and Clarke, 2020, 

online). However, such engagements with the State do not guarantee that RTC and NU are 

going to be heard as the risk of being criminalised or branded as lawbreakers remains imminent 

(Sali, 2017). Councillor Malusi Booi (Booi, 2020, online) describes RTC as follows: 

“[An] organisation that does not represent the broader public, [and] does not 

account for public money or national housing processes, but purports to decide who 

benefits from housing and who should not.” 

Statements like those of Councillor Booi project organisations like RTC as an obstacle to the 

advancement of affordable housing delivery in Cape Town. To challenge or counter these 

sentiments, both RTC and NU often release their press statements (Figures 4.8 and 4.9) and 

op-eds, with information that responds to allegations, corrects misinformation and informs the 
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public. This is done in defence of their position that being poor is not a crime and housing is a 

fundamental right that the State must address with urgency. 

Figure 4.8: Screenshots of NU’s press statements (Ndifuna Ukwazi, no date, online) 

Figure 4.9: RTC’s submission in response to the provincial call for comments on the Tafelberg Financial 

Model for Social Housing (Reclaim the City, 2017, online) 

As has been highlighted in the discussion thus far, RTC and NU use both direct and indirect 

strategies to engage with the different spheres of government within invited spaces. 
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Participation within these spaces is aimed at holding the State accountable, demanding 

affordable housing, or establishing narratives and counter-narratives. 

4.4 Radical Activism in Invented Spaces 

RTC and NU utilise invented spaces in their engagement with the State to resist and disrupt 

accounts of injustices. Existing invited spaces of participation often do not empower the poor 

and working-class communities to have any real power to demand or influence change within 

their communities (Majola, 2022). As such, creating urgency for social change often requires 

inventing spaces that force the State to address citizens’ needs. Invented spaces challenge the 

existing status quo and empower the public to demand change (Miraftab, 2004). An example 

of such spaces is RTC’s occupations. 

The occupation of abandoned government buildings by RTC can be described using Tattersall 

and Iveson’s (2021) concept of prefiguring. Tattersall and Iveson (2021) describe prefiguring 

as a strategy that not only enables the public to voice their needs but also shows that a solution 

to that need is possible. By occupying the Woodstock Hospital and the Helen Bowden Nurses 

Home, RTC protest and demonstrate their need and demand for  well-located affordable 

housing within Cape Town’s inner city. For RTC and NU, the term ‘well-located’ is used to 

refer to areas that are close to social and economic amenities and opportunities. As RTC 

Participant D (interview, December 14, 2022) says: 

“People who live or work close to the city should be able to access affordable 

housing, close to where they work. And that is something that we see happening in 

many different parts of the world, except in Cape Town.” 

By occupying empty buildings in strategic locations, RTC with NU prefigures their demand 

for a city that works for everyone. Their demand is not for free housing but for affordable 

housing options that cater for low-income earners in the city. Affordability is used by RTC 

members to imply the ability to pay for housing and basic needs from one’s earnings 

(comfortably). As Participant C (interview, November 30, 2022) notes: 
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“[W]e can take the two cents that we are having in earning (sic), then we pay from 

that two cents. And we pay also what we need to pay for, electricity, my rent, my 

water and that is affordability that we are talking about.” 

Action within invented spaces as demonstrated by RTC often engages in a type of activism that 

utilises “radical actions” (Johnston and Gulliver, 2022, p. 47). Radical action activism is 

described as the “actions which operate outside conventional, legal, or [institutional] channels 

of change” (Johnston and Gulliver, 2022, p. 47). These actions, such as the occupation of 

government properties, escraches and rallies as used by RTC are conducted within invented 

spaces of participation to challenge systems and authorities to demand change (Miraftab, 

2004). By challenging the status quo, invented spaces also inspire hope and desire for change 

through their “imaginative” tactic (Miraftab, 2009, p. 4). 

Radical activism in the form of the occupation of empty government buildings has been a major 

strategy used by RTC in their campaign for housing in Cape Town (Figure 4.10). RTC’s 

occupations for instance can be viewed as a strategy that is used to challenge the culture of 

‘waiting’ on the State for housing (Oldfield and Greyling, 2015). 
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Figure 4.10: Display of placards at the RTC Cissie Gool House Co-Design Exhibition 2022 

The practice of occupation speaks not only to the need for housing but also the urgency. This 

urgency is fuelled by a rise in rental costs and the increasing number of evictions of the poor 

and working class. As Participant C (interview, November 30, 2022) states: 

“This movement fights for places to stay because of the evictions that happen a lot 

in Sea Point. And people being checked out. People have been checked out and then 

they don't have places to go.” 

RTC’s occupations also aims to challenge the State’s argument that it is not feasible to provide 

affordable housing on certain inner city sites due to lack of space or the high rising cost of 

acquiring land. Table 4.1 provides examples of RTC and NU campaigns participating in both 

invited and invented spaces. 

Table 4.1: Examples of RTC and NU’s participation in invited and invented spaces 

4.5 Facebook: A Space of Participation 

The popularity of social media as a space of participation, as discussed by George and Leidner 

(2019), is observed in the social media activism of RTC and NU. RTC and NU engage with 

the public and the State, primarily, in their land and housing campaigns on social media 

platforms, with Facebook being one of them. Facebook as a space of participation is central to 

both RTC and NU’s campaigns. According to Participant A (interview, October 31, 2022): 
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“[T]he impact has really been more on Facebook because that's where speaking 

from like RTC side. That's where we have managed too, to gather like the poor and 

working-class people.” 

Facebook plays a critical role in RTC and NU’s campaign by providing a space for sharing 

content - pictures, videos and texts - with a large following. This reach can even be amplified 

by paying a certain amount to boost a post, as stated by Participant A (interview, October 31, 

2022): 

“Facebook doesn't give you a lot of attention if like you are not paying, because 

that's how they make their money. So, if you don't boost your posts, you'll see that 

maybe only ten people viewed it and then only one person liked it. So, they don't 

push it as much because that's how Facebook makes money. So, we boost the posts 

with say 400 rands for it to run for four days.” 

Boosting posts on Facebook widens the reach of the posts to other accounts that do not follow 

the poster by targeting Facebook users with interests similar to the content of the post. This 

strategy helps RTC to mobilise support. Facebook facilitates participation and engagement 

with the public across themes that promote demand for affordable housing in well-located areas 

of Cape Town (Figures 4.11 and 4.12). RTC and NU’s Facebook posts can be observed to be 

designed mostly to inform, update, or draw the attention of the public to relevant issues. 

Figure 4.11: Themes across NU’s Facebook media posts, 2017–2020 
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Figure 4.12: Themes across RTC’s Facebook media posts, 2017–2020 

Facebook posts complement offline campaigns that unfold simultaneously within invited and 

invented spaces of engagement (Miraftab, 2004). For example, the #StopTheSale campaign is 

one such campaign by RTC and NU where both invented and invited spaces of engagement 

were utilised both online and offline.  

Citing the Provincial Department of Transport and Public Work’s (PDTPW) lack of 

meaningful engagement with the public in its disposal of the Tafelberg site, RTC and NU got 

the PDTPW to halt the sale and reopen public participation through a court ruling in their 

favour. After the PDTPW republished the notice of disposal, RTC and NU mobilised public 

support through social and traditional media and public engagements with the residents of Sea 

Point, gathering a massive 937 submissions and 4 290 signatures on their petition to stop the 

sale. Signatures and written submissions were collected both in-person and online, using social 

media spaces such as Facebook (Figure 4.13). 
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Figure 4.13: Screenshot of RTC’s Facebook post on grassroots mobilisation in partnership with NU 

around the Tafelberg #StopTheSale campaign (Reclaim the City, 2016, online) 

This and other events such as the allegations40 of conflict of interest levelled against Gary 

Fisher, a public officer who was blocking the development of the site (Hirsch, 2016), resulted 

in the PDTPW conducting a feasibility study on the Tafelberg site. The feasibility study 

supported the arguments made by RTC and NU that the site had the potential to provide 270 

social housing opportunities. However, the provincial cabinet still went ahead and announced 

its decision to proceed with the sale of the site in March 2017. 

RTC and NU responded to this decision using, yet again, both invited and invented spaces of 

engagement. Within invented spaces, they organised a public meeting and decided to file a 

review application to object to the sale and also later occupied the Woodstock Hospital and the 

Helen Bowden Nurses Home to protest the sale. On Facebook and other social media platforms, 

the hashtags41 #OccupyWoodstockHospital, #OccupyHelenBowden and #OccupyItAll were 

also launched online in the campaign to protest the sale. In May 2017, RTC and NU also 

 
40 In 2016, Gary Fisher was accused by RTC members and supporters of manipulating the sale of the Tafelberg 

site to private buyers to benefit his investments in private property that was in close proximity to the Tafelberg 

site (Mzantsi, 2016, online).  
41 Hashtags are a social media tool that “consists of words or phrases (with no spaces), preceded by a # sign (i.e., #SBW13 or 

#StanleyCup) that is used to tie various social media posts together and relate them to a topic” (Cormier, 2022, online). 
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challenged the State’s decision within an invited space by applying to the Western Cape High 

Court to overturn the decision to proceed with the sale of the Tafelberg site. The case was later 

ruled in favour of RTC and NU in August 2020. 

4.6 Digital Activism on Facebook 

Facebook plays a significant role in RTC and NU’s engagements with the State and the public 

across invented and invited spaces of participation. It constitutes a space for digital activism 

by facilitating offline activities that support the pursuit of a desired change or reform, as 

described by Karatzogianni (2015) and Yang (2009).  This aligns with the notion of an 

‘augmented reality’42 as outlined by Jurgenson (2012). For instance, an appeal for donations 

posted on Facebook translates to supplies delivered at the occupation houses by supporters who 

encountered the post online (Figure 4.14). 

Figure 4.14: Screenshot of an RTC Facebook post showing the offline outcome of an online call for 

donation (Reclaim the City, 2017, online) 

RTC and NU’s online engagement aims to actualise this augmented reality (Jurgenson, 2012) 

by adopting a persistent perspective (Sivitanides, Shah and Mehta, 2013) to activism online. 

Participant B (interview, November 2, 2022) states: 

42 Refer to Chapter Two. 
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“The intention of our social media is not so much, how much engagement did we 

get online? or how many retweets or whatever those kinds of vanity metrics are not 

necessarily valuable. What I want to know is if I put out an event on the ground, 

will people come? It's about trying to bring those together.” 

Social media as seen above is aimed at complementing offline engagements with online posts 

sometimes used to create awareness about organized in-person engagements. Most in-person 

engagements as discussed so far are often shared on the Facebook accounts of RTC and NU to 

reach a wider audience. All of RTC and NU’s social media accounts are managed by NU staff. 

The management of these accounts is carried out by the communications and engagement 

officer and the media officer at NU. According to Participant A, as part of the editorial process, 

all content requires final approval from the Executive Director of NU before it is posted 

(interview, October 31, 2022). However,, there is a collaborative relationship and an 

understanding between the two organisations with regard to social media content management. 

As Participant A (interview, October 31, 2022) states: 

“And that’s whereby we as RTC, are very proud of our work that we are doing with 

Ndifuna Ukwazi … NU Law Centre because they are the people that are uplifting 

us. And they are the people that did show us the way, they are the people that did 

open doors for us, because of really to tell the reality that we didn’t know some of 

us, we didn’t know where to go, where not to go. But because of NU Law Centre 

people that work there, they are the people that show us where to go, what door will 

get opened for us, where … what door do you need to go in. Where do you go to sit 

and talk to? Who is the person that you need to meet to set meetings with?” 

The relationship in terms of support is, however, not one-sided. RTC mobilises its members 

for the public-facing aspects of the campaigns. As Participant A (interview, October 31, 2022) 

states: 

“So, you’d find that RTC, like the strongest hold, it would be like the public-facing 

or public front, when it comes to [a] campaign. And then on our side [NU], it’d be 

I’d say, a think tank, providing like the information because we have researchers, 

they don’t have researchers.”  
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The communications officer handles press statements and storyboards,43 while the media 

officer handles video content. The management of RTC’s social media by NU is a collaborative 

relationship that is necessitated by a lack of skill and resources on the part of RTC. As 

Participant D (interview, December 14, 2022) notes: 

“The challenge is access to resources. Resources not just in terms of financial 

resources, resources in terms of skills development, knowledge development, 

networking with other communities, to be able to share knowledge to be able to 

acquire knowledge.” 

Participant C (interview, November 30, 2022) elaborates: 

“They [NU] let us see before they post for us. And they let us know what it is. They 

don't do it without us because of the relationship between us. It's working out very 

well as a partnership. But they don't do things that they didn't tell us are going to 

happen. Now. They tell us this is what they want to do. They ask permission from 

us. Can they do it? Can they put it on Twitter? Can they put it on Facebook? And 

we go through it first and we read through it first. And then when we see it works 

out, we let them then put it up for us.” 

According to Participant A (interview, October 31, 2022), there are ongoing efforts to build 

capacity gradually within RTC and eventually hand over the management of their social media 

accounts; at the moment, RTC members send draft posts or go over drafts prepared by NU 

using WhatsApp.  

While the content posted for RTC and NU is very similar in terms of the underlying messages 

on the existing need for well-located affordable housing, the content type differs. On their 

Facebook accounts, for instance, RTC has content that speaks more about people’s struggles 

for housing and their lives as occupiers. 

Other content on RTC’s Facebook page is about the movement’s engagement activities, such 

as protests, with the State or a public response to statements released by the State. NU’s 

Facebook page, on the other hand, also boasts content on upcoming private developments that 

 
43 A storyboard in the context used by participants refers to social media post consisting of multiple slides. 
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lack inclusionary housing44, planning tribunal rulings, updates on court cases, State policies 

and planned housing projects, calls for public participation and tenancy and land tenure-related 

research findings. 

Sometimes RTC and NU’s content overlaps across their ‘resisting eviction and displacement 

campaigns’ and ‘land and housing campaigns’. Such content, however, does not always get 

posted in the same format. Participant B (interview, November 2, 2022) explains that NU’s 

content sometimes gets too technical for RTC. Content is therefore edited into a more digestible 

format before it is posted on the RTC page. For example, in January 2018, NU won a case filed 

against the property developers FWJK before Cape Town’s Municipal Planning Tribunal 

(Hyman, 2018). The ruling mandated the developers to include inclusionary housing in a 

planned high-rise development – ‘Zero2One’ – in the CBD. The ruling was posted on both 

RTC and NU’s Facebook pages in different formats (Figures 4.15 and 4.16). While NU’s post 

was a long text post, RTC utilised storyboards to post on the same topic. 

Figure 4.15: Screenshot of NU’s Facebook post on the Zero2One tribunal ruling, 19 January 2018 

(Ndifuna Ukwazi, 2018, online) 

44Inclusionary housing seeks to incorporate affordable housing within private sector developments at a value 

below market price in areas that will otherwise be unaffordable to lower income earners (Tissington, 2011). 
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Figure 4.16: A screenshot of RTC’s Facebook post on the Zero2One tribunal ruling, 24 January 2018 

(Reclaim the City, 2018, online) 

The difference in formatting can be attributed to the differences in the audiences of the two 

pages. NU tends to attract audiences such as academic researchers or people interested in 

private development matters, while RTC in its role as a social movement tends to attract 

audiences mostly comprising the poor and working class who might not be interested in or 

understand housing (or spatial planning and land use management) jargon. Participant A 

(interview, October 31, 2022) states: 

“So now when the information is written in like a researcher or academic [tone]... 

It's hard to land on the poor and working class who don't necessarily have the same 

privilege.” 

The language used for each Facebook post impacts the public’s engagement with the posts. 

This necessitates that each page caters to its audience. As Participant A (interview, October 31, 

2022) elaborates: 

“If it's too technical, the people who are most likely to respond to what the topic is 

about, you would find that it's middle-class white people. And then it'll be like a 

drop in the ocean to find people of colour who have commented directly responding 

to the issue, either against or with. Whereas on RTC, you'd find [the content], like, 

not really thorough, like as on NU, but like maybe like a short paragraph, this much, 

someone saying that maybe they've gone through the same thing, or that's why they 
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don't want to vote for this DA [Democratic Alliance]. Yeah, so the audience is quite 

different in that sense.” 

But while content format often differs on both Facebook accounts, the topics remain broadly 

the same as evident in the word clouds generated from an analysis of RTC and NU’s Facebook 

posts (Figures 4.17 and 4.18). A word cloud is a graphical display composed of words that 

appear bigger in relation to their frequency within the data (Adu, 2019). This implies that, the 

bigger a word appears, the more frequently it was used across RTC and NU’s Facebook pages 

between 2017 and 2020. 

Figure 4.17: Word cloud from NU Facebook media posts from 2017 to 2020 (generated from NVivo 

(released in March 2020)) 
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Figure 4.18: Word cloud from RTC’s Facebook media posts from 2017 to 2020 (generated from NVivo 

(released in March 2020)) 

As Figures 4.17 and 4.18 illustrate, the top keywords on RTC and NU’s Facebook pages are 

‘housing’ and ‘city’. This aligns with the fact that RTC and NU’s campaigns are centred on 

affordable housing delivery in well-located areas of Cape Town. The similarity of the word 

cloud analysis can also be a result of RTC and NU’s Facebook accounts being managed by the 

same team. 
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4.6.1 Advantages of Facebook for digital activism 

The Facebook platform provides several benefits for RTC and NU’s campaigns. In particular, 

it provides these organisations with spaces through which they can promote and support several 

aspects of their campaigns by sharing content that informs followers about campaign events 

and mobilises for support such as donations (Figure 4.19 and 4.20). 

 

Figure 4.19: Screenshot of RTC’s Facebook post updating followers about the occupation and demands 

(Reclaim the City, 2017, online) 

 

Figure 4.20: Screenshot of RTC Facebook post illustrating the mobilisation of the public to raise 

donations to support the occupation (Reclaim the City, 2017, online) 
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Facebook also enables networking and public mobilisation by expanding RTC and NU’s 

audience beyond their immediate local context (Figure 4.21). For example, Figure 4.22 is a 

Facebook post in which RTC was requesting donations to assist residents in Pine Road who 

lost their homes in a fire. 

 

Figure 4.21: Screenshot of the RTC and NU Empty Plots and Promises Walking Tour, 16 July 2022 

(Reclaim the City, 2022, online) 
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Figure 4.22: Screenshot of RTC Facebook post calling for donation for victims of fire outbreak at Pine 

Road, 14 February 2019 (Reclaim the City, 2019, online) 

In-person events are simulcast online, sometimes in real-time. In so doing, the reach of 

organised events is extended (Figure 4.23). Events such as evictions are also shared in real-

time to mobilise immediate support on the ground and gain assistance with resisting evictions. 

Thus, the use of social media is observed to have been incorporated into RTC and NU’s 

engagement from a persistent perspective (Sivitanides, Shah and Mehta, 2013) to complement 

in-person engagements by spreading information to a wider audience at a faster rate. The goal 

of using Facebook as a space of participation in such instances seeks to increase in-person 

turnouts. 
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Figure 4.23: Screenshot of an RTC Facebook post of a live coverage of event organised in person, on 

23 March 2017 (Reclaim the City, 2017, online) 

For RTC specifically, Facebook is a space for sharing personal stories of housing struggles and 

their ongoing need for affordable housing. One poignant example is the ‘I am an Occupier’ 

video series. The video series captures the experiences of RTC residents living within 

occupations and contending with eviction and the lack of affordable housing in Cape Town’s 

inner-city areas. It brings attention to the impact of such displacement on families, lives and 

livelihoods. The series humanises the occupiers and counters the narrative of the City that the 

occupiers are merely criminals who want to jump the housing waiting queue (Plato, 2020, 

online; See figure 4.24).  
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Figure 4.24: Screenshot of an RTC Facebook post denouncing being labelled as criminals (Reclaim the 

City, 2021, online) 

The significant aspect as expressed by Participant D (interview, December 14, 2022) is that 

affordable housing should be developed in well-located areas. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting shutdown of in-person engagements, social 

media and other digital platforms became critical spaces that sustained RTC and NU’s 

engagement activities. For instance, the Advice Assembly was moved to social media and 

became the weekly ‘Advice Assembly Online’ (Figure 4.25). This was, however, later changed 

to a radio programme due to the high data cost needed to participate on Facebook. 
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Figure 4.25: Screenshot of RTC and NU’S Facebook post temporarily ending Advice Assembly in 

person and moving it to Facebook. 

Expenses, namely data costs, impact the extent to which RTC members themselves can engage 

with one another and the broader public on the RTC and NU Facebook pages. This is because 

available, albeit limited, resources for RTC end up being prioritised for other campaign-related 

costs at the expense of data to connect to the internet. As Participant A (interview, October 31, 

2022) states: 

“Sometimes they [RTC] manage to have like their own resources, but they'll maybe 

like prioritize the resources for a campaign and not necessarily like, buying data.” 

This limits their capacity to fully utilise the potential of Facebook and other online platforms 

as spaces of participation, as briefly seen with the adoption of the Advice Assembly Online. 

Platforms such as Facebook, however, remain a significant part of RTC and NU’s campaigns 

in terms of disseminating their campaign messages to the public. This is because as expressed 

by Participant A (interview, October 31, 2022), sharing messages online requires less effort in 

relation to resulting participation, as opposed to in-person public awareness activities such as 

pamphleteering. 

Lastly, according to Participant B (interview, November 2, 2022), Facebook has not only 

facilitated the spread of their campaign messages but has also increased the public’s 

consciousness of affordable housing delivery in Cape Town (Figure 4.26). 
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Figure 4.26: Screenshot of RTC Facebook post illustrating the use of social media to confront city 

officials and their (in)actions (Reclaim the City, 2017, online) 

Citing an example of the public’s increasing understanding of their rights when it comes to 

evictions, Participant B (interview, November 2, 2022) states: 

“You can no longer evict, the people on the street will tell you that how law 

enforcement treats them is slightly different. Now, they are less likely to evict and 

harass them. They just verbally harass them now, but they don't, it's less physical 

because they know that this is going to be a big splash in the newspaper and or big 

splash on social media and they're going to have to, so it does, it does have an effect. 

And I think at this stage, people who are involved know what the PIE act is, the 

message is getting home that you can't evict someone without a court order.” 

Digital activism complementing ground mobilisation, support, and pressure from activists, 

combined with the support of the public, makes it harder for the State to ignore demands 

(Odugbemi and Lee, 2011). To empower the public, NU, for example, shares its research and 

other information through pamphlets, media, radio, and social media. These different mediums 

are designed to enable the public to better understand the State’s obligations and how to 

challenge them (Figure 4.27). 
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Figure 4.27: Screenshot of RTC Facebook post illustrating social media being used to challenge the 

status quo (Reclaim the City, 2016, online) 

 

While petitioning the City’s position on the Unlawful Occupation By-law,45 NU was able to 

get 8,500 signatures from the public through documented workshops and consultations to help 

communities understand how the by-law affects them. As Participant A (interview, October 

31, 2022) explains: 

“We just don't say sign here and then we leave, it's going to affect the people. So, 

we sit down, the video and photography work can show that we've been consulting 

with people, it can show that we've gone through this step so we can get the 

signatures. And people actually understand how this will criminalise them, how it 

will affect them.” 

Additionally, the ability to share information quickly and in real-time helps in sustaining 

pressure and urgency on the State to fulfil its constitutional obligations on housing delivery. 

Facebook helps RTC and NU challenge the prevailing status quo and hegemonic practices that 

delay and derail the advancement of affordable housing delivery. 

 
45 City of Cape Town: Unlawful Occupation By-law, 2021 (City of Cape Town, n.d.).  
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4.6.2 Challenges of Facebook for digital activism 

Digital activism is not without challenges, one of which is the challenge of effective monitoring 

and evaluation. The challenge with this is that it is difficult to measure how effectively social 

media informs offline engagements. As Participant A (interview, October 31, 2022) elaborates: 

“When it comes to human resources [mobilisation], social media has been quite 

resourceful, impactful, spreading the information out there calling people to 

participate. But the disadvantages has (sic) been monitoring and evaluating. 

Because a ‘Like’ [Facebook Like] might not necessarily quantify to maybe let’s say 

you sending [a] petition. We have a good understanding of who follows us end and 

end. But the numbers [in actuality] aren't necessarily the same. Like on Facebook, 

NU has, I think 12 000 [followers] and RTC on Facebook has 14 000 [followers] 

But when we do petitions and stuff, they don't even get to 14 000 you know.” 

Participation on Facebook mostly echoes George and Leidner’s (2019) description of 

clicktivism and metavoicing (Figure 4.28), where mobilised online support does not translate 

to ground support. 

 

Figure 4.28: Illustration of clicktivism and metavoicing on RTC and NU’s Facebook media posts 

published between 2017 and 2020. 

While the volume of comments might counter Carim and Warwick’s (2013) argument that 

social media largely projects ‘one-way broadcasting’, the participation observed is still mostly 

tokenistic. This is due, in part, to the fact that social media often does not support effective 
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two-way communication; the power to effect change remains low and the State hardly engages 

directly with RTC and NU’s social media content, even though they follow their social media 

accounts. Participant B (interview, November 3, 2022) states: 

“I think they see our stuff. I see a lot of politicians following our account. So not 

necessarily responding but just watching what we're saying. Yeah, so we are 

watched, definitely watched but not necessarily engaged.” 

Noise as described by Murthy (2018) can also be a challenge on Facebook. Noise presents in 

the form of trolling which suggests NIMBYism in the comment section. NIMBYism, which 

stands for ‘Not In My Backyard’, points to the behaviour of individuals who do not deny the 

need for a project or development but will resist it being sited in their community. RTC and 

NU are faced with this phenomenon, which can disrupt participation, offline (Figure 4.29) and 

online. 

 

Figure 4.29: Screenshot of RTC’s Facebook post highlighting NIMBYism around Woodstock, 20 

November 2017 (Reclaim the City, 2017, online) 

Participant B (interview, November 3, 2022) elaborates: 
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“The people who engage with our Facebook the most are people who are against 

our work. And it's about maybe 5, 6, 7 people, same people over and over who come 

to our page and make troll-like comments. A few are from Sea Point and like 

Gardens, there's one guy from Table View, but the majority come from Gardens, 

town and Sea Point.” 

 

Another major challenge with digital activism generally is the issue of digital inequality as 

noted by George and Leidner (2019) and Schradie (2018). Digital inequality is glaringly 

evident in RTC’s inability in terms of digital skills and resources to manage their online 

accounts. Digital activism risks isolating the poor and working class from having a say online 

as they are unable to have equal access to connecting online. This also means effective 

participation for the poor and working class on Facebook and other digital platforms based on 

principles of fairness and competence, as described by Webler and Tuler (2000), becomes 

almost impossible within the existing context of digital inequality. 

4.7 Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the findings of this research. First, RTC and NU as organisations were 

discussed, followed by their participation and housing activism within invented and invited 

spaces. Next, Facebook as a space of participation for RTC and NU was discussed. Finally, the 

associated benefits and challenges of Facebook as a space for digital activism were discussed.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a summary of the research findings outlined in Chapter Four. This 

summary is provided to signpost the answers to the main research questions, which are 

provided in the first section of this chapter. The chapter also addresses the subsidiary questions 

highlighted in the literature review in chapter two. This is followed by a reflection on this 

research project in relation to the set objectives as well as the significance of the research. The 

chapter concludes with suggested recommendations for further research. 

5.2 Summary of Findings 

This research aimed to understand how social media, namely, Facebook, is leveraged by RTC 

and NU in their various engagements with the State and the public on affordable housing 

delivery in Cape Town. This aim was reflected in the research objectives, which were: 

• To determine the ways that RTC and NU use social media platforms as spaces of 

participation. 

• To determine the limitations and advantages associated with the use of social media 

platforms as spaces of participation on affordable housing delivery issues in Cape 

Town. 

Concerning the first outlined objective of this research, the findings show that RTC and NU 

organise campaigns promoting the provision of affordable housing in Cape Town’s well-

located areas using several complementary tactics. The findings show that social media is used 

by both RTC and NU in their advocacy and activism campaigns as a space of participation 

from an augmented perspective (Jurgenson, 2011). RTC and NU use Facebook to complement 

and reinforce their radical actions (Johnston and Gulliver, 2022) within offline invented spaces 

to create an augmented revolution (Jurgenson, 2012) in the digital space. 

Facebook is used to mobilise the support of the public and challenge the State, using content 

that spreads information far and fast to educate and create awareness. Through this content, 

RTC and NU have shaped and continue to shape the narratives on affordable housing delivery 

in Cape Town, emphasising the importance of providing affordable housing in well-located 

areas of the City, close to economic and social opportunities. RTC and NU’s respective 
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Facebook accounts are also used to consolidate grassroots lobbying through contents that are 

posted to create awareness and convey the need for support, mobilising the public to submit 

petitions, objections or submissions and participate in state-facilitated public engagements, 

such as calls for public comments on proposed policies and housing development projects. 

Facebook is also used to mobilise public support in the wake of disasters or crises. For example, 

calls for donations are posted in the event of a fire outbreak at an occupation to assist those in 

need of clothes, shelter or food. RTC and NU also offer legal advice and representation, online 

and offline, under specified criteria, to tenants who are at risk of eviction or subject to unfair 

tenancy agreements. Facebook is utilised to post contents about RTC and NU’s challenge to 

the State’s position on housing-related matters such as the eviction of the homeless from the 

Cape Town CBD by the State without following legal procedures. In so doing, RTC and NU 

utilize social media platforms like Facebook to consolidate their campaign efforts to  demand 

accountability from the State and assert pressure to ensure the constitutional mandate to deliver 

affordable housing and address spatial inequality is upheld. 

Facebook is also used to facilitate online events that serve as an alternative space for 

engagements where in-person activities are unable to occur – as observed during the COVID-

19 lockdown. 

Also, RTC and NU do not engage meaningfully with the State through Facebook beyond 

tagging the City’s Facebook account in published posts (see figure 4.27). Instead, engagement 

with the State and the private sector primarily unfolds within formal or invited spaces, such as 

the courts, and through public participation processes related to policy amendments and new 

housing developments. However, where meaningful engagement is absent, participation ensues 

within invented spaces through occupations and consolidated online. 

The findings illustrate some of the limitations and advantages of using Facebook to advance 

RTC and NU’s housing campaigns. A major limitation of social media generally is the 

associated cost of data and other digital hardware such as smartphones, computers, and routers. 

For NU, this challenge is more acute for the targeted audience of their social media posts, 

namely, the poor and working class for whom the recurrent cost of data needed to consume 

social media content is prohibitive. For instance, following long-form video content as offered 

by the online housing clinic requires large amounts of data. This is financially unsustainable 

for many poor and working-class RTC members and supporters. 
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For RTC itself, however, data and hardware costs present a significant challenge for both the 

organisation and many of its social media followers. As highlighted by Participant D 

(interview, December 14, 2022), RTC faces resource challenges “not just in terms of financial 

resources, [but also] resources in terms of skills development, knowledge development, [and] 

networking with other communities”. The cost needed to upskill members and consistently 

maintain a social media presence strains the organisation’s limited available financial 

resources. 

This strain intimates that the participation that RTC and NU aim to encourage on platforms 

such as Facebook mostly ends up mobilising the middle class who can afford data and other 

digital resources. However, this is not to imply a pessimist’s perspective as described by 

Sivitanides, Shah and Mehta (2013) but rather, as with the persistent perspective (Sivitanides, 

Shah and Mehta, 2013), to acknowledge the challenges that come with digital activism 

alongside its benefits in improving existing offline mobilisation efforts. Social media for 

instance complements demonstrative democratic actions by providing a space for “expressive 

demonstrative function” (Kersting, 2013, p. 276) for members and supporters to affirm their 

alignment with a social movement’s cause. This also highlights the tokenistic and limiting 

nature of Facebook as a platform for meaningful engagements, as social movements are mostly 

limited to mobilizing, informing, and consulting (Arnstein, 1969) the public without the direct 

ability to shape State decision-making outcomes using such platforms alone. 

Furthermore, RTC and NU have not yet been able to monitor the impact of social media on the 

success of their campaigns effectively. This is because online support in the form of likes, 

comments and shares does not always translate to actual support offline. This, as described by 

George and Leidner (2019), is due to the observation that actions that require minimal effort –

online engagement in the form of reposting, signing a petition or liking a post – demand 

minimal effort from individuals and hardly transcends the online space in terms of impact. 

Consequently, online participation results in greater numbers of people showing support online 

by liking and commenting on contents than are observed offline where more effort is required 

(Participant A, interview, October 31, 2022). 

Despite the limitations, social media provides several advantages for RTC and NU in their 

various housing campaigns. Social media enables a wider reach for campaign messages both 

locally and globally. Social media sustains the conversation on affordable housing delivery and 

the need for urgency in the public’s mind. It enables RTC and NU to share events and messages 
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to audiences beyond supporters who attend in person. It also enables organisations to build 

global support and collaborations. Social media serves as an archive where past published 

events can be accessed by the public and provides a space where RTC and NU communicate 

their position on issues through, for example, op-eds and press statements with the public. 

5.3 Leveraging Facebook: Augmenting RTC and NU’s Housing Activism 

Facebook serves an important role in the campaign strategies of RTC and NU by 

complementing offline mobilisation and campaign efforts and expanding their reach beyond 

the Cape Town locale. A more informed public produces a more empowered public who can 

better demand accountability from the State. While effectively monitoring the impact of online 

participation can be challenging, and considering concerns like clicktivism (George and 

Leidner, 2019) and effective participation, it is important to note that knowledge gained on 

Facebook can be applied in unexpected ways in the social and political actions of individuals 

beyond the digital world.  

Facebook and other social media and digital platforms are complementing the efforts of social 

movements and sustaining conversations on social and political issues such as affordable 

housing. 

Consequently, it implies that RTC and NU utilise Facebook to cultivate “connective action” 

(Bennett and Segerberg, 2012, p. 746) by providing content and collective action frames in a 

manner that allows for the production of a ‘public’ (Purcell, 2016) that supports the campaign 

for affordable housing. This public is not obliged to acquire membership but can personalise 

the collective action frames provided, such as ‘where people live matters’ or ‘land for people, 

not for profit’, and show support either by liking and commenting online or even showing 

support beyond the digital space. Growing this network is also highly dependent on the 

personal networks of followers and the Facebook algorithm and can be further enhanced by 

boosting or paying for content advertisement. 

This connective action also impacts RTC and NU’s engagement with the State on affordable 

housing, as a more informed public is better equipped to demand that the State delivers on its 

constitutional mandate. Facebook provides a space that complements RTC and NU’s offline 

campaign efforts to counter, for instance, the cultural hegemonic practice of the State to evade 

meaningful engagement, as such, constituting digital activism. 
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While direct online engagement with State actors was observed to be lacking, RTC and NU’s 

Facebook content that exposes, challenges or critiques State actions again produces a more 

informed public who can demand better participation in and urgency of affordable housing 

delivery. RTC and NU’s activism on Facebook augments offline efforts, not necessarily 

reproducing offline actions but producing online repertoires and connective actions that align 

with organisational core values. 

5.4 Recommendations 

Given the increasing and complementary role that social media now plays in facilitating 

engagement between activist organisations, the State and the public, the findings recommend 

that social media be approached by social movements and advocacy organisations as an 

extension of their offline engagement when creating content and responding to calls for public 

comments by the State so that a meaningful two-way communication between the organisation 

and followers can be optimised. This, however, requires an effective monitoring and 

moderation strategy to guard against harmful comments that would derail the conversation and 

ensure a safe space for participants. 

Second, tools such as Facebook polls and other third-party options can be utilised more often 

to engage the public online on housing issues while limiting the noise from trolling. This can 

empower the public to become more invested and involved in housing activism online by 

providing a space where they can contribute directly to addressing their housing concerns. 

Third, social media can be further utilised by social movements and even the State to provide 

feedback to the public on the outcomes of participatory efforts and how they have contributed 

to shaping decision-making. By considering how previous efforts have been utilised, the public 

can trust that future engagements will be meaningful. While RTC and NU’s Facebook accounts 

show evidence of such regular updates, for example, with court case proceedings, the impact 

on followers was not covered in the scope of this research. 

Lastly, more effort can be made by the State to address digital inequality by investing in 

advancing digital skills and internet access, especially for the poor and working class. This can 

ensure that ongoing urban digital transformation efforts across all levels of government do not 

further widen existing inequality. 
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5.5 Avenues for Future Research 

Given the scope of this research, several further avenues for research were identified during 

the research process, particularly during the data analysis phase. First, further research can be 

conducted to understand how the public perceives social media as a space for participation. 

This research examined the use of social media as a space for participation from RTC and NU’s 

perspective but not from that of the public. As such, the findings do not indicate the perceptions 

of the public, that is RTC and NU’s Facebook followers, or the State of social media as a space 

for participation. The nature of the content that these organisations utilise to facilitate 

engagement was also not indicated. It is for this reason, that future research must examine the 

perceptions of the public and the State on the use of social media as a space for participation 

in such important issues. 

Second, research can also examine the associated challenges, from the public’s perspective, of 

social media as a space for meaningful engagement and who constitutes this ‘public’ that social 

movements speak to in digital activism. 

Third, the impact of social media on RTC and NU’s campaign efforts on the ground needs to 

be examined. This was difficult to ascertain in this research because likes and comments on 

Facebook alone do not necessarily imply meaningful engagement. Nor do they necessarily 

translate into actual, physical support on the ground. Such research can help highlight the extent 

to which online participation influences mobilisation on the ground. 

Furthermore, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown on social media 

engagement and the consequent impact post-pandemic can shed light on the nature of public 

participation in social movements when in-person engagements are disrupted. 

Lastly, archived Facebook media – including content such as videos, photos and stories – can 

provide valuable data for future research (Moran, 2019), providing insight t the growth and 

challenges of the campaign. 

5.6 Conclusion 

Social media facilitates grassroots lobbying for social movements and advocacy groups at a 

faster pace and with a wider audience beyond those in their immediate geographical location. 

Events can be shared in real-time with members and supporters across the world. The use of 
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hashtags, as often used by RTC and NU, makes it easier to design and distribute posts about a 

campaign on social media, giving members and supporters a faster way to acquire all the 

relevant information. 

The downside of this is the existing digital divide, where those without access to the internet 

and those who lack the technical skills to navigate social media become disadvantaged. 

Additionally, the third-party management of RTC’s social media, for instance, can present a 

risk of miscommunication. A lack of resources and skills can also limit the ability of social 

movements such as RTC to fully utilise the potential of social media as an invented space of 

engagement. 

Upon embarking on this study, the researcher gained an empathetic understanding of the issues 

facing the communities in which she worked. This is especially true because, as an international 

student her home country suffers from systemic problems which disenfranchise many members 

of society, particularly the youth. 

In late 2020, Nigerian youths mobilised on Twitter around the #EndSARS campaign, garnering 

global support and drawing attention to the unjust treatment of Nigerians by the Special Anti-

Robbery Squad (SARS) of the Nigerian Police Force. For her, this event highlighted the 

potential of social media as a space for public mobilisation and public accountability on social 

matters, such as police brutality in Nigeria and affordable housing delivery challenges in Cape 

Town, South Africa. 

Consequently, the use of a reflexive thematic approach (Braun and Clarke, 2021) in this study 

enabled the researcher to be mindful of her subjectivity, particularly in viewing social media 

as an essential tool in engaging with the data rather than as a hindrance to obtaining empirical 

data. Thus, acknowledging the “subjective I” (Kalu, 2019, p. 97), better helped her to navigate 

her position in the field as a female international student in a space where the subject matter is 

an ongoing struggle that is intimate and requires urgency for the well-being of those affected. 

Lastly, reflexivity was essential in making the researcher’s research journey one of learning 

and personal growth – a journey that does not end with this thesis but one on which she will 

continue to reflect in future academic pursuits and community engagements. 
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