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How social media narratives lead to
real-world violence
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About this report

This report analyzes how social media have shaped Sudan’s ongoing conflict. It draws on data
collected between February 2024 and February 2025 across major platforms, and centers on
two key events in Al Jazeera state: the massacre in Wad al-Nura (June 2024) and the
targeting of Al-Kanabi communities in (January 2025), and the subsequent violence in South
Sudan. The report is part of ongoing efforts to understand and respond to digital harms and
address online conflict dynamics in Sudan.
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INTRODUCTION

The ongoing civil war in Sudan has evolved into a complex conflict fought in parallel on the
battlefield and across social media platforms. This report examines the critical role of social
media in shaping narratives, fueling animosity, and directly contributing to real-world violence.
Both the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), through
accounts they control, use social media to craft systematic narratives aimed at normalizing
and justifying crimes, criminalizing democratic civilian forces, and fueling social polarization.
These narratives also militarize the public imagination and collectively stereotype and
dehumanise communities.

The report focuses on two events, the massacre in Wad al-Noura and the targeting of
Al-Kanabi communities, to explore the link between online discourse and real-world violence.
We outline the divisive media tactics used in these two cases, in the hope that understanding
them can help build critical awareness and envision policies that turn social media into a
space for fostering sustainable peace in Sudan.

METHODOLOGY

The findings in this article draw on social media data collected between February 2024 and
February 2025 . 3.97 million posts from X, based on context-specific keywords; 147,000 posts
from Facebook, using a combination of account and keyword tracking; and 42,300 TikTok
videos, sourced from a curated list of accounts.

We used feature-based classification to analyze the content. Classifications were guided by
keywords related to the two main actor groups: the Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) and the
Rapid Support Forces (RSF). We also identified hate speech and violence-inciting content by
using a lexicon that combines existing lexicons for hate speech in Arabic with context-specific
terms. Other classifications were applied to identify references to tribes and regions. In
addition, we developed a classification model based on the affiliation of the content author,
assessing whether users appeared to support or align with SAF or RSF.
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Figure 1: Volume of posts by platform over time
Posts 3.97M 147k 42.3k
Likes 16.4M 82.6M 731M

Figure 2: Total volume of posts, and likes by platform

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Sudan's current conflict has its roots in historical divisions created or exacerbated by the
British and Egyptian rulers. The legacy of colonial rule and political complexity created a
country with about 600 tribes, including 19 main ethnic groups, and over 100 languages. The
British and Egyptian rulers split the country into a "civilized Muslim North" and a "primitive
non-Arab South," a hierarchy that was reinforced by the Ingaz regime, who seized power in
1989 and ruled Sudan for 30 years.

The December 2018 revolution ended with the overthrow of the Inqaz regime under Omar Al
Bashir in April 2019. The "Forces of Freedom and Change," FFC, representing the revolution,
reached an agreement with the Transitional Military Council. This council represented the
regime's security committee and included personalities from the official Sudanese Armed
Forces (SAF) and the Rapid Support Forces (RSF). The RSF is a paramilitary ethnic militia
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created by the Bashir regime in 2003 that committed war crimes in Darfur under the regime's
cover. The RSF was later legalized in 2017, becoming a parallel army with significant economic
and political influence. The FFC and the TMC signed a Constitutional Declaration and agreed
on a transitional period of four years.

There was a sense of hope when a civilian-led government was formed under Prime Minister
Dr. Abdalla Hamdok, but that hope was shattered by the October 2021 coup, led by generals.
from both the SAF and RSF, which overthrew the civilian government, effectively nullified the
Constitutional Document, and reinstated figures from the former regime.

Soon after that, internal conflicts within the October 25th coup coalition began to grow,
especially as they faced wide public rejection and mass protests demanding a return of the
civilian government. Tensions between the SAF and the RSF continued to rise even after
facilitated negotiations and the signing of the framework political agreement, ultimately
leading to deadlock and mutual mobilization that ended in the outbreak of full-scale war
between the two sides on April 15, 2023.

Despite this being a war between military generals, the current conflict cannot be viewed in
isolation from Sudan’s complex realities, the fragility of the state, the volatility of society, and
the long-standing manipulation of social divisions by military regimes. The war builds on these
unresolved tensions, which continue to shape the dynamics and direction of the conflict.

THE SOCIAL MEDIA BATTLEFIELD

Social media is central to the ongoing conflict, with both sides aggressively trying to control
the narrative around the war. The RSF portrays itself as a democratic force fighting a state
controlled by "northerners" and remnants of the former Islamist regime. They also have
adopted a "center and periphery" discourse to claim that they are against the historical power
imbalances and accuse northern/central Sudanese of dominating the country since
independence in 1956—a system they refer to as "°1 452" (state of 56).

SAF named the war the "War of Dignity." This term was first used in marches called “<Sl s
4 S "Marches of Dignity," which were backed by the dissolved National Congress Party
(previous regime) in order to support the outcomes of the military coup in October 2021. The
SAF narrative also redefines national identity, casting certain groups as non-Sudanese,
claiming that RSF members were of West African origin, and casting them as outsiders. They
also worked on positioning the civilian forces—the Forces of Freedom and Change (FFC) at
the time—as a political backer of the RSF because they did not take their side in the war,
spreading hashtags like #4a3_xsaia which means the FFC is the Janjaweed/RSF, and hence
claiming that the democratic civilian entities politically supported the RSF. They also promoted
the concept of “social incubators,” suggesting that entire communities or tribes sympathize
with or support the RSF, and therefore violence against them is justified.

The impact of this narrative warfare — unfolding primarily on social media — is evident in the
data we collected from February 2024 to February 2025, where we found 75,700 posts
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containing hate speech across all three platforms monitored. On Facebook alone, we found
3,740 posts, or 2.73% of all posts in this period, contained hate speech; 1,550 posts (or 1.13% of
all posts) incited violence in that period. Figure 3 shows that hate speech on social media is
most closely linked to al-Jazeera (5.3%), then Darfur (4.98%) and Khartoum (3.8%), which are
areas where the military conflict was most intense.

Online narratives manifest differently across platforms. Facebook is the SAF’s strongest
platform, dominated by nationalist and militaristic narratives backed by legacy media and
army-aligned influencers. Around 58% of content is generated by pro-SAF accounts, with
emotional content—like tributes to soldiers and commanders—going viral. Civilian forces have
low visibility, and RSF content is largely absent (most likely taken down by Meta).

The RSF’s digital stronghold is TikTok, where short battle clips and emotive speeches frame
its fighters as heroic. Key speeches by Hemedti and the February 2025 Nairobi conference
boosted RSF-linked content. TikTok’s fast-paced, dramatic style aligns well with RSF’s media

strategy.
Hate Speech by Location
3.98k
Al-Jazeera State
Darfur
Khartoum
Eastern Sudan 2.07k
Kordofan 722
L
Hate speech
Figure 3: Hate speech by location
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Figure 4: Examples of Sudanese Armed Forces (SAF) narratives
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Figure 5: Examples of Rapid Support Forces (RSF) narratives
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AL-JAZEERA: FROM SOCIAL MEDIA TO VIOLENCE

It is not possible to have a full understanding of the conflict of this critical war of narratives on
social media is not well understood. In the remainder of this report, we focus on two specific
incidents: the massacre in Wad al-Nura in June 2024 and the targeting of Al-Kanabi
communities in January 2025.

About AL-Jazeera State

Al-Jazeera State, located in central Sudan between the Blue and White Niles, is one of the
country’s most vital and densely populated regions (around 5 million people). Known as
Sudan’s agricultural heartland, it is home to the historic Gezira Scheme—once the largest
irrigated agricultural project in Africa. Its capital, Wad Madani, has long been a center of trade,
education, and civil mobilization, with a rich history of union activism and political
engagement.

The state is inhabited by tribes from northern and central Sudan, primarily in villages and
small towns, as well as communities from Darfur, the Nuba Mountains, and South Sudan who
have lived for generations in agricultural settlements. Despite their longstanding presence
and contributions, many of these communities remain excluded from the full benefits of
citizenship, lacking access to basic services, formal recognition, and political representation.

Wad al-Nura Massacre

Wad al-Nura is a village located in Al-Jazeera State and is inhabited by various tribes from the
north and center, including the Shukriya, Rifai, Rakabiya, Batahin, Ja'aliyin, and Kawahla tribes,
in addition to tribes that migrated to Al-Jazeera to work in agriculture. The RSF attacked
civilians in Wad al-Nura village after taking control of the area on June 5, 2024, killing at least
100 civilians, including 35 children'. Videos shared by Madani’s Resistance Committees and
several activists showed the burial of dozens of victims in a public square. Survivors reported
executions of the wounded and assaults on women and children. The RSF later justified the
attack on its official X account?, claiming the village hosted Burhan and Mujahideen Brigades
preparing an offensive.

'https://apnews.com/article/rapid-support-forces-sudan-military-gezira-d9432885669564a745e9005fe
4e63cb7

2 At the time of writing this article, the official RSF account on X was deleted; you can find a version of
the statement on RSF’s Telegram page: https://t.me/RSFSudan/6392
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MEDIA STATEMENT

Earlier this week, the Sudanese Armed Forces
(SAF) and its allied terrorist militias linked to the
former regime began to mobilize significant forces
across three enemy camps in western Mangil in
Wad al-Nour in Gezira State, Their objective is to
launch an attack on our soldiers in Jebel al-Awia.

In light of these movements, the RSF attacked
yesterday morning three strategic camps belonging
to the opposing force in the west, south, and north
of Wad al-Mour. The enemy forces based in these
areas included SAF soldiers, the General
Intelligence Service, and a battalion of radical
Islamist fighters known as Zubair bin al-Awam,
along with their supporters.

Qur courageous soldiers engaged the enemy in
these locations outside the city and successfully
seized four fully equipped combat vehicles, 70
Kalashnikov rifles, and four Qurnov guns. We mourn

Oldy dlelsUl Jroliall Lads) gl peadl Glgd awly oyl gbll
Byajadl &gy "5yaill ag" Slasi

| The RSF spokesman reveals full details about the events of
| "Wad al-Nowra", in Gezira State
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conceal the truth that is already well known to all,
including the people of the region.

Office of the Official Spokesperson
Rapid Support Forces

| https:/it.me/RSFSudan

Figure 6: RSF statement regarding the attack on Wad al-Nura

Content about the massacre went viral on social media in a way that is not comparable to
other similar atrocities committed in this period®. The Resistance committees* in Madani
published real-time videos of mass burials; RSF fighters themselves also circulated videos
celebrating the massacre and portraying it as a justified victory. These were rapidly picked up
across platforms, helped by stable internet access and the viral nature of violent content
online. Hashtags such as #3,sll_25 and #,5_ 35 3,3« (and their English counterparts
#Wad_Al_Nura and #Wad_Al_Nura_Massacre) quickly trended, creating emotionally charged
digital spaces and escalating public outrage.

The virality of this event created a suitable environment for spreading polarizing content,
malinformation, stigmatizing specific groups, and disinformation, all aimed at reshaping the
narrative in favor of those spreading it. During this period, we found 5,900 pieces of content
containing hate speech, of which 20% were linked to Al Jazeera State. Across the year, only
5.3% of hate speech posts were from Al-Jazeera. We also saw a surge in content on June 6
(the day after the massacre), where daily posting jumped from 13,000 to 58,000, a 346%
increase.

3 Compared to lots of atrocities that took place at the same period of time, especially the one
committed by the SAF airstrike in Darfur.

4 Resistance Committees are local political pressure groups that initially formed under the name
“Neighborhood Committees” in 2013. They evolved into what is now known as Resistance Committees
and played a key role in the fieldwork during the December 2018 revolution. Over time, especially after
the October 25, 2021 coup, they became a more organized and influential political actor.
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Figure 7: Hate speech by location during June 2024

Following this event, we saw a surge of compassionate content, calls for solidarity, and
demands to hold the perpetrators accountable. However, we also identified hate speech and
content inciting violence (2300 posts). The massacre was being used by parties for their
political agendas. While the RSF was trying to justify and trying to shift the blame,
SAF-affiliated accounts were amplifying online hate and spreading divisive content, calling for
retaliations, inciting violence against civilians, portraying entire ethnic groups as complicit, and
in some cases openly calling for acts of collective punishment and genocide.

Many anti-civilian voices also seized the moment to link the RSF to Tagadom (Coordination
Body of the Democratic & Civil Forces), using the Wad al-Nura events to discredit the civilian
movement, just days before its Founding Conference was due to take place. This narrative
manipulation was evident in widespread posts blaming Tagadom for the massacre, portraying
them as aligned with RSF violence. In this way, the images and videos that shocked the public
also became tools in a broader political war against democratic forces.

Al-Kanabi

Al-Kanabi are informal settlements of agricultural laborers in Al-Jazeera state, long inhabited
by generations of people descended from tribes in Darfur, the Nuba Mountains, and South
Sudan. For months, social media campaigns—especially on SAF-aligned accounts—portrayed
Al-Kanabi’s residents and other non-northern residents of Al-Jazeera state as RSF
collaborators, dehumanizing the community and casting them as traitors to justify violence
against them.
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After the army regained control of Al-Jazeera in January 2025, multiple violent incidents took
place between January 11 and 15, particularly in areas like the Kambo Tayba farming
settlement, where at least 13 people were killed®. The entry of the armed forces into the state
was accompanied by widespread violence, some of it documented in video footage captured
by SAF soldiers and allied militias, including the Al-Bara Bin Malik and Sudan Shield militias.
These clips showed citizens being executed on accusations of cooperating with the Rapid
Support Forces, including scenes of individuals being thrown from bridges into the Nile and
shot. According to Reuters, the army condemned the “ethnically targeted killings” that
occurred during this period. Videos of arrests, beatings, and extrajudicial killings circulated
widely on social media, often shared by SAF-aligned accounts and amplified by influential
online figures who openly celebrated the violence.

In response, the army announced the formation of an investigation committee on January 15°,
2025, to look into the events that took place in the Kanabi areas. However, to date, the
committee has not released any findings, despite the initial decree mandating it to submit a
report within one week.

In the online narratives, an entire community was framed as complicit in RSF crimes without
any evidence of involvement. Crimes committed by the RSF—such as the massacre in Wad
al-Nura—were not only condemned but also instrumentalized to justify violence against
communities like Al-Kanabi. This framing ignored the fact that most residents were civilians
uninvolved in any combat. Their mere presence in RSF-held areas, or their social and
geographic affiliations, made them targets for violent retribution and collective punishment.

The impact of this digital narrative went beyond direct violence. It helped silence voices that
might question the dominant military narrative, as many feared being labeled collaborators
and facing violent reprisals. This atmosphere of fear reinforced pro-SAF discourse and made
it harder for alternative perspectives to be expressed.

Beyond Borders: South Sudan

The social media imagery and content from Al-Kanabi showing South Sudanese individuals
being targeted quickly reached South Sudan, causing widespread outrage. On January 16,
retaliatory riots broke out, calling for violence against Sudanese people (650,000 Sudanese
had taken refuge in South Sudan at the time). People started protesting in front of the
Sudanese embassy, and angry youth looted and burned Sudanese-owned shops in Juba and
other cities. These events resulted in the deaths of at least 16 Sudanese across four South
Sudanese states’. In response, the South Sudanese government shut down access to social
media platforms, including Facebook and TikTok, in an attempt to curb further violence®.

5
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/sudans-army-condemns-ethnically-targeted-killings-civilians-el-ge
zira-2025-01-14/

® https://sudantribune.net/article296022/
7 https://aja.ws/46tvtz

8 https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/south-sudan-blocks-social-media-following-recent-violence/3459861
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DIVISIVE MEDIA TACTICS

SAF supporters, RSF supporters, and other influencers on social media employed different
tactics to engage in a war of narratives. Understanding what tactics they chose and how these
showed up in social media content not only helps to untangle how we got to a level of
division online that led to offline violence but can also help design strategies to address these
divisive tactics as the war continues. This section looks in detail at divisive media tactics used
in the two cases described in the previous section.

Tactic 1;: Collective Blame

A central tactic in this narrative war is the portrayal of entire communities as complicit. It has
been used by actors affiliated with both the SAF and the RSF, each in their own way.

For example, the post below claims that there are mercenaries from South Sudan fighting with
the RSF; therefore, all South Sudanese are aligned with the RSF, and they are the ones who
started with the violations, implying that violence against them (all South Sudanese) is
justified.

Another post claims that Al-Kanabi communities are responsible for all the violations in
Al-Jazeera state, says they are all in the RSF, and explicitly calls for violence and cleansing.

Mishal -
@0OffMishal

() Translate post
915185 5 15115 9 g1yl @zl Il Glogadl igizr (oo &85 rall (30 8088 dxaS (P
Ael3Yl b G 19315 9 Szl g b Jol Igsais]
sz b Gl o) Ellons 85> o2 815t ¥l ¥l 9

w58 1 el 1935 Lo giadl Ul g asis disctdly S0l ologaud] gir

10:39 PM - Jan 16, 2025 + 44K Views 5o
Mohafiad3& @hnoo sid - Jan 13 (A oo
aly uapdl oluswl 0 lale aggaizdl o ST gy Lty W oo ¥ 8pjal (8 LS
2209 Jig ol (o =i

5480 @33 o) g ally peall Yoo g xsiadl 55 (b cagills it o @l gl
acall ggatiall LUSI Olud dauwlys pgioll Caad asm pul] @y 3

Qs t33 Q 44 ihl 2.6K 1 [

Tactic 2: Identity-based Attacks

Ethnic and racial slurs, as well as stereotypes, were frequently used to portray “others” as
outsiders. References to “foreigners” and “West Africans” appeared in many posts, especially
in relation to Kanabi communities in Al-Jazeera state. This framing dehumanizes people by
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casting them as invaders or infiltrators rather than Sudanese civilians. It justifies violence not
as retaliation, but as a form of cleansing—reclaiming land from those framed as illegitimate or
impure.
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Tactic 3: Framing Others as an Existential Threat

This tactic targets communities already cast as “other,” portraying them not just as different,
but as inherently dangerous. It frames them as a threat to society—their mere existence seen
as a risk to security. In this logic, violence becomes not just justified but necessary for security.

In the case of the Kanabi, this framing was widely used. One post called for holding the
Kanabi accountable as a community, not as individuals, describing them as part of a broader
organized plan to destabilize Al-Jazeera. Another called for the removal of Kanabi and
settlements altogether, claiming it was necessary to restore order and prevent crime and
disease.
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Tactic 4: Undermining the Incident

Another tactic used was to undermine incidents by downplaying the scale and gravity of the
violence that occurred. Specifically in Wad al-Nura, the crimes were framed by SAF as either
fabricated or exaggerated by civilian forces, who were accused—alongside the Janjaweed, or
Rapid Support Forces—of using these events for political gain. This narrative shifts attention
away from the perpetrators and casts doubt on the victims’ accounts, reducing the incidents
to mere propaganda.
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Tactic 5: Whataboutism

Rather than acknowledging the incident, many posts attempted to shift the conversation to
other events—specifically atrocities committed by groups other than the one the writer is
defending. In the example below, one user asks, “Where was this call for the international
community when army planes were wiping out Darfur?...” This tactic engages with the event.
and works to undermine its significance by deflecting attention and creating false
equivalence.
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Tactic 6: Shifting Blame to the Victims

Specifically in Wad al-Nura, some posts shifted responsibility by claiming the SAF had used
civilians in Wad al-Nura as human shields—and that this tactic made them, not the RSF,
responsible for the deaths. This framing implies that civilian casualties are the fault of those
who were “hiding among them,” not the forces who carried out the attack. It reframes the
massacre as a tragic but unavoidable consequence of warfare, rather than a deliberate
targeting of non-combatants.
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Tactic 7: Displacing Responsibility

A similar tactic involved redirecting blame for the massacre onto a different enemy while
claiming that the perpetrators were being falsely accused. For example, the post below (and
many others) falsely claims that the Muslim Brotherhood was behind the Wad al-Nura attack
and had framed the RSF for it. This tactic aims to muddy the responsibility, deflect blame, and
confuse public perception in favor of the poster’s political alignment.

Another variation of this tactic was used to attack civilian actors. Several posts condemned
individuals and groups for not immediately denouncing the massacre—even when they had
already done so—or accused them outright of supporting it. The narrative that Tagadom is the
political branch of the RSF was already being pushed by SAF-aligned voices but was being
aggressively spread by SAF accounts after the Wad al-Nura massacre and again after the
violence in South Sudan, turning grief into a political tool, using moments of collective
mourning to discredit civilian forces and portray them as complicit in violence.
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CONCLUSION

Othering and dehumanization have long been tools of war propaganda—well-documented,
well-studied, and devastating in effect. But in the age of social media, these tactics are easier
to create, faster to spread, and harder to contain. Today’s digital infrastructure makes it
incredibly difficult to challenge harmful narratives once they take root.

This report is an attempt to document how these dynamics are playing out in Sudan’s ongoing
war. The two events examined in detail are evidence of a more widespread trend that we will
continue to track in subsequent social media analysis. Social media has become a weapon for
division, spreading hatred and legitimizing violence. Traditional biases reappear in new
formats - posts, hashtags, and viral videos - without a strong, cohesive counter-narrative. This
digital animosity has tangible repercussions: from the massacre in Al-Jazeera to assaults on
refugees in South Sudan, violence is often disregarded if it aligns with a particular agenda.
Public opinion is manipulated, identities are distorted, and communities are targeted. Social
media is not just reflecting the conflict—it’'s intensifying it. At times, the war is unfolding as
much on screens as in the streets.

And yet, social media should be a contained space—governed by community guidelines, not
propaganda. We can make that happen. This report is also an invitation. We invite social
media companies, researchers, practitioners, and those working on social media and conflict
in Sudan or beyond: collaborate with us. Let’s pool our resources and knowledge to respond
collectively to this urgent, complex challenge. Let's work together towards a safer, more
responsible digital environment.
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