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ABSTRACT
Post-Apartheid South Africa shifted to a culture of consumption,
originating with a transition to a neoliberal society [Sana, V.
(2022). Bits of bytes and bites of bits: Instagram and the
gendered performance of food production in the South African
Indian community. Agenda, 36(1), 100–108), alongside access to a
globalized world. During apartheid, consumption was strictly
regulated, and racialized. This culture of consumption has been
prevalent since the mid-1990s. As apartheid regulations lifted, the
freedom of movement, choice and the ability to consume
unreservedly, opened possibilities previously unimagined for
much of the population. Consumption in South Africa is largely
characterized by the unique contextual and symbolic processes
that inform it. Consumption practices have impacted
performances of identity and anxieties of belonging in turn [Sana,
V. (2022). Bits of bytes and bites of bits: Instagram and the
gendered performance of food production in the South African
Indian community. Agenda, 36(1), 100–108]. This paper examines
the visual representations of consumption practices on Instagram.
Using critical consumption studies, an analysis of various
Instagram influencers’ consumption uncovers how South Africans
affirm their place in the neoliberal global stage through acts of
consumption. The article considers the consumption of products
as a product itself to be consumed, and how this links to debates
around conspicuous consumption in South Africa.
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In March 2022, a social media scandal involving many famed influencers had South Afri-
cans questioning the blind faith with which they trust their favourite content creators.
Dubbed by the mainstream media as ‘The Holiday Swindler’, Tasneem Moosa owned a
company run primarily through social media channels (Naidoo, 2022). The company
sold discounted holidays through referrals by social media influencers, mostly via Insta-
gram. As is a norm in social media, influencers promoted the company, Hello Darlings,
and its services in exchange for free or partially paid holidays. Some influencers allegedly
received compensation for promoting their holidays, thus securing more clientele for
Hello Darlings. In February 2022, many aspiring travellers were astonished to find that
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their bookings were not valid, and that Hello Darlings had closed all their social media
accounts. The company had shut down and the owner could not be located. Deposits
and money paid for trips had all been left unaccounted for. This case highlights a signifi-
cant trend on social media, where content creators1 (known popularly as influencers),
promote products or services by preparing content in which they are seen ‘unboxing’
said products, consuming the product or service and portraying the product or service
as essential to their lifestyle, thereby influencing their followers to purchase products
or services. With over 5.65 million users as of January 2023, Instagram is one of the
fastest-growing social media platforms in South Africa (Charles Smith Associates, 2023).
Often, these performances are aligned to the influencer’s chosen aesthetic and performed
emotively and excessively to ensure that followers aligned with and aspiring to a similar
lifestyle deem the product as essential to the enhancement of their own lifestyle and, sub-
sequently, act on purchasing the product or service. Using a framework of conspicuous
consumption in post-apartheid South Africa, this paper explores the trend of influencers
consuming products on social media to create content and examines what this can reveal
about the anxieties of belonging and identity in post-apartheid South Africa. More specifi-
cally, what do these performances of consumption indicate about the state of freedom
and identity in post-Apartheid South Africa?

Instagram, and other influencer content, including blogs, YouTube channels, Facebook
pages, and more recently, TikTok, are grounded in consumption. Videos, images and text,
all curated and styled with the intention of being consumed. In countries like South Africa,
the user experience is no different from the Global North, but consumption is ‘much more
conspicuous in the global south where there is an imbalance in terms of wealth distri-
bution’ (Mpofu et al., 2023, p. 6). The nature of this conspicuous consumption is significant
in South Africa, one of the most unequal countries in the world where 42.2% of the coun-
try’s wealth is held by only 1% of the population (Credit Suisse Global Wealth Report,
2023, p. 61).

Demonstrations of conspicuous consumption on Instagram, which are widespread,
offer compelling data that can be analysed for their social impact in post-apartheid
South Africa. While consumer behaviour may also be an avenue for research, this
article is particularly concerned with how this behaviour is reflective of wider social
trends in post-apartheid South Africa and the subsequent impact on identity formation.
The article contributes to the growing corpus of research on consumer culture, as
crucial to identity-making in South Africa, in an increasingly digital age. It offers a
unique perspective on how the manifestation of conspicuous consumption online
reflects broader trends in South Africa. Current work in consumption studies in South
Africa2 explores conspicuous consumption through the lens of poverty, femininity and
masculinity, status and belonging. This article draws on these ideas and frames consump-
tion as an integral factor in identity-making. The manifestation of this, in an online space is
unique. The work considers how identity-making is experienced and manifests uniquely
along racial lines, an indication of broader fractures in the South African milieu.

Framing consumption online in post-apartheid South Africa

Consumption pervades virtually all activities in daily life because in every action, some-
thing is being consumed. Many of the items we consume have a value (mostly monetary)
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but not entirely, and while ‘these types of everyday consumption seem unexciting’, they
are ‘experienced by most of the global population in some form’ (Paterson, 2017, p. 8).
Paterson (2017, p. 8) elaborates further:

Insofar as it relates to consumption, comparable admixtures of conscious and nonconscious
processes take place, such as noticing labels, passing the gaze over advertisements and signs,
breathing in smells that involuntarily remind us of home or holidays. If we stand back and
take notice, these actions and processes reveal complex personal and interpersonal nego-
tiations to do with identity, status, aspirations, cultural capital, and position within a social
group.

Every act of consumption can reveal a set of complex social interactions and decisions
that lead to the choice to consume.

More importantly, acts of consumption tell a story about the consumer’s social status
by giving an indication of their level of wealth, culture, preference, etc. The practice of
consumption essentially tells us a story about the identity of the individual and where
he/she/they belong.3 Furthermore, ‘consumer behaviours and decision making can be
interpreted only in terms of a certain level of irrationality, of daydreaming, or wanting
and wishing’ to belong to a specific group (Paterson, 2017, p. 7). Paterson suggests
that at the same moment of consumption, we are also producers and that ‘we buy to
express our individuality, but we get our cues from social groups and social media’ (Pater-
son, 2017, p. 11). Thus, through consumption, we produce, or reproduce, markers of iden-
tity which others consume. For Instagram influencers, this cycle functions as a core of their
online identity. It is through consumption of products, items and experiences that influen-
cers carefully curate and capture through their lenses, that their product, their social
capital, is produced for followers to consume. Thus, consumption itself becomes social
capital, which in turn becomes a product to be consumed. I refer to this as consump-
tion-production which gives rise two interrelated questions, namely (1) what does this
reflect for a new democracy that is struggling to come to terms with glaring inequalities?
(2) What do instances of consumption-production reveal about consumption as a per-
formance of identity? Through an analysis and recognition of these key elements of con-
sumption-production, inferences can be made about identity and belonging in the South
African community.

Consumption as identity and freedom in post-apartheid South Africa

Acts of consumption are pervasive in our daily activities and constructs our lives in several
ways. Consumption is an important feature of global society. ‘Consumption is unique to
its social contexts, but a social process that occurs worldwide’ (Iqani, 2012, p. 12). Viewing
consumption as a social (indeed a cultural) process, unique to contemporary South Africa,
enables the framing of social capital as a driving force behind consumption practices. The
consumption context in post-apartheid South Africa is a notable lens through which we
can explore ‘global patterns of income, inequality, race-based economic oppression, and
hopes for the material betterment of life’ (Iqani & Kenny, 2015, p. 97 in Sana, 2022, p. 70).

The examination of practices of consumption-production are illuminating in that they
reveal the contextual and symbolic processes that inform them. In this context, by con-
sumption, I refer not only to the consumption of physical goods, but also the implications
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of choices informed by a neoliberal system, an economy of consumption and the so-
called freedom associated with such consumption. During apartheid, the regulation of
consumption practices served to control race groups.4 It was consumption itself that
mobilized former apartheid supporters to abandon the Apartheid project, as ‘[W]hites
moved to abandon passive support for apartheid only when their participation in the
bright world of the shopping malls came under threat’ (Hyslop, 2000, p. 43).

Post-apartheid South Africa allowed the freedom of movement, choice and the
ability to consume as one wishes (Sana, 2022, p. 7). The post-apartheid South African
milieu is defined by the ability to consume (Sana, 2022, p. 70) Incorporating a frame-
work of consumption in examinations of subject matter in contemporary South
Africa ‘highlights the various forces at play in a post-apartheid context’ (Odhiambo,
2008, p. 72), if only because consumption is so pervasive in South Africa, as it is in
many postcolonial societies.5 In post-apartheid South Africa, ‘consumption has
become one of the modes for social analysts to anticipate and read change, citing
the entry of the black consumer into new spaces and new socialites as markers of trans-
formation’ (Mupotsa, 2015, p. 185). Thus, the study of consumption in post-apartheid
South Africa is vital as it reveals a multitude of readings of how, if at all, notions of iden-
tity have evolved in the post-apartheid, and how this evolution is performed through
consumption. A study of consumption is also inextricably linked to power6 and belong-
ing. Analysing aspects of consumption-production through this lens unfolds a great
deal about how South Africans demonstrate their own understandings of freedom,
and how they fit into post-apartheid South Africa through acts of consumption. In con-
sidering the theorizing of consumption in post-apartheid South Africa, I consider two
perspectives on consumption. First, consumption as a route (or the root) of manipu-
lation, control and maintaining existing power structures.7 According to Sana (2022,
p. 70) contrarily, individual agency also plays a role in consumptive practices, more
so ‘in the context of societies in which consumption was actively used as a form of
racist regulation and exclusion’ (Iqani, 2012, p. 8). Second, consumption from an anthro-
pological perspective, as an assertion of freedom, where agency is central in the con-
struction of identities of class.8 Both approaches offer useful frameworks through which
consumption can be explored online. I adopt the anthropological approach that con-
siders consumption as a means of expression, agency and choice (Sana, 2022, p. 71).
This approach is helpful in exploring of how the trajectories of consumption-production
are essentially an expression of identity and social capital (Sana, 2022).

More recently, work in consumption in South Africa has explored the gendered and
racial nature of consumption (Mpofu et al., 2023) and consider that the rise of the new
black middle class in South Africa has shifted their focus from economic justice to their
personal wealth accumulation and their own consumptive practices (Posel & van Wyk,
2019). Mpofu et al. (2023, p. 17) elaborate that notions of conspicuous consumption,
whether aspirational or status, are microcosmic expressions of the wider structural
issues of poverty, gender, race, and class. In this vein, online expressions of consumption,
in their social capital capacity, alongside the consumption of influencer content by users,
mase consumptive practices so ‘much more insecure and difficult to negotiate’ (Mpofu
et al., 2023, p. 17).

By acknowledging consumption as an expression of identity, we acknowledge ‘con-
sumption is a form of public action and participation, and a process of making visible –

4 V. SANA



both of which are inherently political’ (Iqani, 2012, p. 12). Through practices of consum-
ing, be it food, clothing or entertainment, we are making visible statements about our
identities and social inclinations (Sana, 2022). In addition, Iqani and Kenny (2015, p. 96)
argue that ’consumption, in its visibility, in its excess and extravagance, in its (contrary)
basic economic necessity, in its expressive freedom and in its ability to call up anxieties
and moral orders, returns us to the limits of society and value/s’. Consumption, in all its
visibility and excess is notably important in this argument because the actual moments
of consumption-production, which, true to the nature of social media, are excessively
visible. This includes the way the influencers style themselves, how they perform or
showcase their brands, what language they use, and comments they make about the
brands. These are all indicators of what consumption-production suggests about iden-
tity (and identity formation) in South Africa in relation to the chosen examples in this
paper.

Instagram influencers and social capital

Social media campaigns and collaborations with Instagram influencers have increasingly
harnessed lucrative for corporations, and many are beginning to recognize the value
created by influencers, whose word-of-mouth style of interactions are appealing to fol-
lowers of social media.9 The interactive nature of social media facilitates the illusion of
a more intimate relationship between influencers and their followers.10 The constant
interaction with content and the ability of the influencer to respond to followers,
enables a relationship where followers gain confidence in their admired influencers.
Influencers are ‘seen by consumers as more trustworthy and attractive because of their
more engaged relationships’ (Silva et al., 2020, p. 134). While some academic work has
been undertaken on social media, specifically Instagram, much of the work has focused
on the manner in which Instagram can be utilized for marketing (Hollebeek & Chen,
2014; Uzunoglu & Kip, 2014), education (Bennett & Morton, 2021), public policy and psy-
chology (Fardouly et al., 2018; Mackson et al., 2019). This article acknowledges that Insta-
gram, as a platform, has valuable impact on identity creation and belonging.

Instagram influencers accumulate social capital11 and build networks of relationships
with the marketers of brands they interact with, other influencers and, most importantly,
their followers. Social capital is defined by Bourdieu (1984) as ‘the aggregate of the actual
or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition’. Furthermore,
Bourdieu (2001, p. 103) suggests:

The volume of social capital possessed by a given agent thus depends on the size of thenet-
work of connections he can effectively mobilize and on the volume of the capital possessed in
his own right by each of those to whom he is connected.

Influencers work tirelessly at building their trust and relatability with their audiences. The
stronger their ties to their followers, the higher their social capital value. In the case of
Instagram influencers, social capital then becomes an asset that can be monetized by
influencers in the form of brand collaborations and the like. The larger the networks of
influence, the higher the social capital of the influencer. These relationships have to be
‘maintained for a long time’ (Bourdieu, 2001, p. 106).
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Social capital is also linked to class. Thus, not only are the ties that bind influencers to
their followers of significance, but so is the assumed social capital of their followers. Thus,
brands will collaborate with influencers based not only on their number of followers, but
also the perceived social class with which a specific influencer resonates. As influencers
get renumerated for their collaborations with brands, the social capital, or social relations,
they have built begin to ‘produce profits’ (Lin, 2001) and social capital becomes mone-
tized. Thus, once influencers collaborate with brands, ‘[T]he communities which were
built on social capital and authenticity now became venues for influencers to engage
in branding activities, often in direct opposition to how the communities were formed’
(Gnegy, 2017, pp. 4–5).

It is helpful to consider Instagram influencers through the lens of social capital theory
as it offers a framework through which we can begin to see how influencers influence,
who they influence, and what the possible implications of performing consumption
online could be. I turn now to the influencers themselves and the methodology of the
paper.

Which influencers? – methodology

For the purposes of this discussion, I have undertaken a qualitative visual and textual
analysis of four South African Instagram influencers’ posts, with a specific focus on the
various ways in which they promote products and services on their pages and engage
what these performances can reveal about consumerism in post-apartheid South
Africa. Instagram, as a platform, was chosen for its audio-visual capabilities, along with
textual captions to posts and the ability to scrutinize responses to content. The four
influencers were selected based on pre-determined parameters and the nature of the
research questions being addressed, more specifically for their engagement with
brands. The frequency of interaction with branded items, and the influencers’ consump-
tion thereof, offers moments of insight to explore performances of consumption, and
these moments are analysed to reveal the state of freedom and identity in post-apartheid
South Africa. In the first step of data collection, a list was compiled of Instagram accounts
with influencers who participate in brand endorsements. The parameters for selecting
case studies were positioned on the popularity of the influencers, which was determined
by number of followers, along with appearances in mainstream media as notable influen-
cers, self-identifying as a South African content creator. Due to the algorithmic nature of
the Instagram platform, I have accessed influencers based on my own user experience.

The profiles of all four influencers were analysed based on a set of established par-
ameters (aesthetic aspects, brands they engage with, and language dimensions) that
these influencers deploy to create social capital. The first influencer selected is Kay Ngo-
nyama, popularly known as Kay Yarms (@kay.yarms). With 362 000 followers, she is one of
the most famed influencers in South Africa, and primarily engages in hair and beauty
content. Second, I consider the persona of Mr Smeg (@michaelbucwa), with 15,500 fol-
lowers, who became popular for his humorous posts on Twitter, where he depicts pictures
of his red Smeg brand kettle in various environments (hiking, ad hoc events, and the gym)
as a comment on aspiration, newly acquired wealth and lifestyle. Third, I consider Misha
Levin (@mishalevin), formally known as Brandslut, who has 34 000 followers on Instagram.
She started her brand as Brandslut in 2010, and subsequently changed the brand image
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and name to Misha Levin as her content evolved with her changing lifestyle from single
woman to wife, to mother. Finally, I turn to Naqiyah Mayet (@naqiyah_mayet), with
close to 56 000 followers. Mayet is a food, fashion and lifestyle influencer and has pub-
lished her own cookbook, The Beginning: Indian Recipes from My Home (2020). Influencers
from different racial, ethnic and class backgrounds are chosen to offer a broad view of
how consumerist practices play out differently across these various demographics, and
if these are reflective of wider South African trends.

An abundance of literature exists on methods of researching Instagram for its visual
and textual features. Many adopt a quantitative approach, using statistical methods
and the like to make inferences about the data. The qualitative approach, which this
paper adopts, relies heavily on the ‘analyst’s intuition and experience’ (Brannen, 2017).
Visual analysis is the primary research method, as Instagram is primarily a visual platform.
Visual analysis offers a framework to understand ‘what consumers look at, what they see
and how they make sense of the visual world’ (Schroeder, 2006, p. 229). Visual analysis,
thus, offers a robust methodology to analyse the primary feature of Instagram – the
image. In combination with an analysis of the accompanying text in captions, inferences
can be made about these images and texts and their wider consumptive practices and
influence.

‘Brandsluts’ – Instagram influencers, brand consumption and social
capital

As previously mentioned, the various products that these influencers interact with, in
combination with the way they interact with the brands they have chosen to promote,
offers insight into identity formation online and the deductions that can be made
about wider trends in post-apartheid South Africa. I begin with an interpretation and
analysis of the overall aesthetic of each influencer, and the brands with which they inter-
act. I then turn to specific case studies that depict moments of consumption by the
influencers, and what these moments reveal about the nature of consumption in post-
apartheid South Africa.

Aesthetic and brands

Instagram profiles of influencers, digital pages upon which they post images, videos,
and captions, are carefully strategized and curated to draw their followers in on first
sight. The way that products are consumed and presented by Instagram influencers
differs vastly from the highly stylized advertisements of traditional mainstream
media. In building their social and cultural capital, Instragram influencers offer an
element of relatability, where consumers experience an affective connection to
content producers, who are not nameless, airbrushed and photoshopped models,
but rather real people who offer glimpses into their personal lives and create connec-
tions with their followers through various forms of interaction. These interactions
include replying to comments on their posts, offering live streaming sessions where
they discuss a particular topic or answer follower questions, interacting with followers
via direct message streams, amongst others. Once a repertoire is created between an
influencer and followers, consumption-production begins to be a more interactive
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(indeed relational) experience for the follower. In these scenarios, followers are offered
visual glimpses of their favourite influencers consuming items that enhance their life-
style and that are appropriate to their personal style and identity.

Aesthetically, at first glance, some profiles seem inadvertent, while others offer a more
organized, aesthetically uniform experience. The profiles of for example Mr Smeg
(@michaelbucwa) and Kay Ngonyama (@kay_yarms) seem more organic and ‘unplanned’.
These profiles allude to relatability, with realistically stylized pictures and videos that seem
more organic. In these cases, relatability is built on the influencers being ‘one of us’ and
their social capital is built on neo-liberal aspiration and hard work. On the other hand, Nai-
qiyah Mayet (@naqiyah_mayet) and Misha Levin (@_mishalevin) have more strategized
and aesthetically organized profiles, with all pictures and videos aligned to the overall
planned aesthetic of the page. The aesthetic of Mayet’s and Levin’s pages indicate clini-
cally strategized posts, with obvious more financial capital invested in the overall pages,
than that of the other two pages. Here relatability is built through identity markers of
middle class motivations, and the engagement with followers is more aspirational to
achieve the kind of luxury lifestyle these women have.

The brands with which each influencer aligns themselves can be indicators of
their material wealth, their interests, their life stage, race, age, class and various
other identity markers. The brands that influencers feature in their consumption-
production posts offer their followers aspirational targets upon which they may
build their own lifestyle, like that of their admired influencers. Each influencer
affiliates themselves with brands that resonate with their own chosen aesthetic
and lifestyle. Kay Ngonyama, for example, most often partners with skincare and
make-up brands, or related products. Her Instagram highlights tab reveals partner-
ships with popular brands such as Elizabeth Arden, a famous department store
make-up brand, Dark and Lovely, a haircare brand, and Christian Dior, a luxury
make-up and perfume brand, amongst others. Ngonyama, whose fame is built on
make-up and skincare tutorials, consumes these products in her make-up tutorials,
or seemingly casual posts where she mentions a specific brand and its usefulness in
her daily routine. Posts like these are usually buffered by other posts of a personal
nature, reminding followers of their influencers’ humanity and relatability. Fol-
lowers are constantly reminded that influencers are human just like their followers,
going about mundane day-to-day activities. Naqiyah Mayet’s Instagram fame
stemmed from her food blogs and that she primarily focuses on Indian food is an
indication of her Indian heritage. Interestingly, Indian women’s consumption prac-
tices have almost always been seen as inextricably linked to food, the household
and the maintenance of Indian culture.12 Food posts make up the bulk of Mayet’s
profile, as ‘food is able to evoke ideas of identity and a sense of familiarity’ (Jagga-
nath, 2017, p. 122) for her identity as an Indian woman, but also for the bulk of her
followers, who are Indian women themselves. As an extension of her food posts, she
began posting her luxurious tablescapes, her favourite restaurants, luxury items
that she uses in her daily life (Le Creuset, a French crockery brand, for example)
and, more recently, updates on her kitchen renovations. Thus, it is notable that
the products that these influencers consume are indicative of various elements of
taste and facets of their identity.
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I know that brands make me – Mr Smeg and Brandslut

Mr Smeg, for example, became famous for flaunting his purchase of a Smeg brand kettle
by posting pictures of the kettle in various everyday locations. He explains (Dayile, 2022):

The Smeg idea came from me noticing how brands play such a big role in people’s lives and
how being seen with a certain name brand tells the story of the type of person you are. Some-
times people who have achieved success and acquired material wealth tend to want to show
it off and I found that to be funny because I come from nothing and I had to work hard. So I
decided to play on that humor and I became Twitter famous for it.

Smeg is a luxury Italian appliance brand. That Mr Smeg’s persona became popular
through a satirical commentary on luxury items is notable, and he has continued to
benefit from this with Smeg and other brands offering him products and services. For
her part, Misha Levin began her career with a blog written under the pseudonym ‘Brand-
slut’, where she reviewed various brands of skincare, make-up and fashion. As the Brand-
slut identity following grew in time, so too did Misha’s repertoire of items that she
consumed daily, which evolved progressively as she transitioned from being single, to
married and, more recently, to motherhood. Both Bucwa and Levin acknowledge the con-
sumption of brands as the primary reason for their accounts. This consumption is indica-
tive of the general environment of consumption in South Africa, the acknowledgement
that consumption becomes synonymous with choice, freedom, and in Bucwa’s case,
upward mobility and material success. At the same time, both accounts offer a degree
of self-reflexive acknowledgment of the fact that consumption of brands is primarily
something that we are dependent on to construct identity. Bucwa’s amusing posts are
his acknowledgement of the sometimes-absurd ways in which consumption identity
plays out in reality. In Levin’s case, the term Brandslut itself, a play on the term ‘slut’, a
derogatory word referring to women who keep many sexual partners, indicating that
the core aim of the page was to review various brands. At the same time, the connotations
of the word slut, as excessive, a slave to one’s carnal cravings is also a self-reflexive
acknowledgement that Levin’s interaction with brands is the core of her online identity.

The perfect date

In one post, Mr Smeg is seen standing aloft, almost floating, between two Mercedes Benz
vehicles, hovering above another famous South African personality, Durban-born actress
Pearl Thusi who is most popularly known for her role as Patricia Koponong in the BBC/
HBO comedy-series, The No. 1 Ladies Detective Agency. This picture was taken at their
first date, which was arranged online when Mr Smeg asked Pearl publicly on Twitter to
go on a date with him. Her reaction to that invitation (which is in the affirmative)
sparked an extraordinary online reaction, with followers calling on them to publicly
share the details of their date. In this case, the ‘everyday man’ had managed to achieve
what most regular men would not, getting a date with a celebrity. In preparation for
the date, he was sent various gifts by famous South African brands, thus increasing his
eligibility as worthy of a celebrity like Pearl. While followers cheered on, brands were
flaunted on both Instagram accounts. Romantic attachment became monetized.13 In
this image ‘perfection and a freedom via romance, but that this is bound to a construction
of an aspired-for future’ (Mupotsa, 2015, p. 196) is portrayed. Thus, that the followers
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would admire and aspire to Mr. Smeg’s style, an intimation that these brands would ulti-
mately allow them romantic success, was the desired effect of the brands. Here, the
freedom to overcome perceived differences of social class, is seemingly achieved
through the consumption of certain brands deemed worthy of a date with Pearl Thusi.
Consumption in this instance ultimately leads to the success of the date, in the same
way that it led to Mr Smeg getting a date with Thusi.

Brandslut becomes a mum

The consumption-production cycle is also indicative of other identity markers. The various
ways that influencers consume brands indicate to their followers what influencers deem
suitable for their own identities. Misha Levin, formally Brandslut, underwent a rebranding
in 2020, citing the predominant reason for the rebrand was because she had evolved, as
had her content. As Brandslut, Levin would appeal to her largely young, single female fol-
lowing, but as Misha Levin her content had evolved to include her experiences as a wife
and mother. Brandslut, then, became an inappropriate moniker for a mother of two. This
contradiction is highlighted further when one considers how her page evolved from her
single woman lifestyle, to marriage, to mother. As the page evolved alongside Misha’s real
life, so too did content on clothes, fashion and make-up evolve to include homemaking,
pram reviews, and family friendly items and services. The rebranding then was an apt
choice to highlight the fundamental shift in her lifestyle, values and ultimately, her
identity.

Sandton icons

In a series of posts, Mayet, amongst other Instagram influencers, collaborated with a
South African shopping mall, Sandton City, in a campaign labelled #icon22. Sandton
City is a luxury shopping mall, located in Sandton, one of the wealthiest areas of Johan-
nesburg, and where apart from local and international franchises is known for his rich
array of exclusive boutiques and brands. In this collaboration, influencers were invited
to experience unique offerings of the mall’s most iconic brands, including Christian
Dior, ARC Store (a high-end make-up store), Chanel and Le Creuset, amongst others.
Here, followers were given insight into the various offerings at these luxury brand
stores, and how the consumption of these brands made their favourite influencers
iconic. Pictures of icons consuming the product of the week, or visiting various stores
in the swanky Sandton City mall, were abundant, as influencers sought to bring their fol-
lowers in to participate in luxe consumption.

Here, some paradoxes outlined by Paterson (2017) become clear. Consuming products
brings to completion the desire to be iconic. The act of consumption (destruction) of a
product, leads to the creation of an icon. Second, the choice to consume these brands
is linked to the control by brands to consistently and constantly provide products that
shape what we use to express our freedom, and to continuously create needs for products
to maintain control. Third, the post-apartheid utopia, induced by the promisein 1994
when South Africa transitioned to a democratic state, has influencers and their followers
prescribing to the notion that consumption is a necessary component that is the key to
personal progress. This is clearly problematic, as South Africa is the most unequal country
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in the world, with 80% of the country’s wealth, being distributed amongst 10% of the
country’s population, and is heavily racialised and gender based (World Bank, 2022).
The #icon22 campaign is aimed at giving followers insight into what it takes to be an
icon, or rather a person who stands out. Thus, to stand out, one needs to consume
these mass-produced brands. This paradox of homogenization underlies many branded
campaigns on Instagram. Finally, the #icon22 campaign, while aiming to make lifestyle
easier and more efficient by highlighting interesting product offers and services, has
the consequence that consumers buy into inaccessible ideals, and ultimately contributing
to increasing debt in a country that is already in an economic crisis as a developing
economy in a global pandemic.

Conclusion

From the preceding discussion, it is apparent that a study of cultural engagements, in a
global, neo-liberal world would be lacking if it did not consider consumption as a stimulus
in shaping identity creation; whereby the practices of consumption (and production), in
all their excesses, reveal a great deal about the anxieties of belonging through the projec-
tion of consumptive practises as identity in post-apartheid communities. Instagram posts
which depict consumption, enables us to see how these anxieties play out in the digital
domain on Instagram. This occurs in various ways in a South African context.

First, it is important to note that wealth is distributed unequally in South Africa. While
much of the wealth is distributed to 10% of the population as noted above, it is worth
noting that the racial groups of White and Indian citizens still hold more wealth, on
average, than Black citizens. From the aesthetic of both Mayet and Levin’s posts, and
the brands that they engage, these women have existing wealth and can afford luxury
products. Thus, social inequality also plays out on digital post-apartheid as it does in
reality. Here I would like to note the role of Black women’s bodies as site of consumption.
Ngonyama, the only Black woman featured in this paper, is the most popular of the
influencers – she appeals to the largest audience of all these influencers. Interestingly
as (Odhiambo, 2008, p. 72) maintains:

The black female body is important in the South African context for a number of reasons but
mainly, in this case, because of their perceived role as both new consumer for a range of com-
modities such as household items, clothing and cosmetics, while also being a ‘consumable’
subject.

The identity of Black women in South Africa is associated most often with the body as site
of consumption, be it as a canvas upon which consumption can be painted or as an object
of consumption itself. Ngonyama (Kay Yarms), as an influencer, does both. On the other
hand, Levin and Mayet engage with brands that are unaffordable to 85% of the popu-
lation. Their pictures, taken in various urban landscapes from their homes, to luxury
stores and malls, are performances of privilege, wealth and social distinction. Their
social capital is disseminated to their aspirational fans as hinging on the consumption
of specific luxury goods and less on their bodies as sites of consumption. The spaces
and places in which Instagram posts are photographed also reveal a great deal about
the post-apartheid landscape. As Mupotsa (2015, p. 193) notes:

SOCIAL IDENTITIES 11



The urban landscapes, homes and neighbourhoods where we take (wedding) photographs
become sites where identities are performed and contested through consumption, social dis-
tinction and the environment itself.

It is notable that the difference in urban landscapes in which all these influencers capture
their identities is reflective of their race, social class, wealth and aspiration.

Finally, utopian notions of freedom in post-apartheid South Africa is linked to excessive
consumption. Hard work and pursuit of material wealth is a presiding theme of Mr. Smeg’s
profile, and he celebrates material success through (as mentioned earlier) the flaunting of
his Smeg kettle. His identity as a successful man is linked to his dress and the items he
collects, amongst other things – most of which are linked to consumption.

Consumption-production, a process by which consumption is used to produce
content, ideas, and ultimately markers of identity, is one of the many ways that influencers
connect with their audiences. As such, consumption can be seen as a means through
which identity is created. In a post-apartheid South Africa, a country struggling to
recover from crippling inequality, consumption has contributed to aspiration, freedom
and celebration alongside ongoing structural challenges such as inequality and debt.
Online, consumption plays out in much the same way as offline, serving as a microcosm
of the deep inequalities that the country still grapples with. As followers hedonistically
consume their favourite Instagram influencers content, they simultaneous consume
and produce the markers of identity that they too aspire to, triggered in part by consum-
ing products and services to create their own iconic lifestyles.

Notes

1. A content creator or influencer can be defined as ‘the person behind a social media account
who creates monetized media content with the goal of exercising commercial or non-com-
mercial persuasion, and that has an impact on a given follower base’ (Goanta & de Gregorio,
2021, p. 71).

2. See Lewis and Hames (2011), Dunn and Falkof (2021), Madyibi (2017), Mpofu et al. (2023).
3. See Friedman (2005).
4. Iqani and Kenny (2015). Posel (2010).
5. See also Iqani (2012. 2012a), Iqani and Kenny (2015), Mupotsa (2015), Nuttall (2004), Posel

(2010).
6. Iqani (2012, p. 9).
7. See Adorno and Horkheimer (1972), Iqani (2012), Lee (2003), Perrotta (2001).
8. Bourdieu (1984), Iqani (2012), Miller (2005).
9. Much research has been dedicated to the potential of marketing on Instagram using influen-

cers. See for example (Abidin, 2016; Carah & Shaul, 2016; Lee & Kim, 2020; Silva et al., 2020).
10. While the relationship seems intimate, social networking sites such as Instagram are valuable

mass media forms that can disseminate information to large audiences, albeit on a more inti-
mate level. See for example (boyd & Ellison, 2007).

11. The term social capital was first coined by Bourdieu (1984). This definition has been extended
and theorized further by Putnam (2001), Lin (2001) and others.

12. See Sana (2022).
13. Mupotsa (2015).
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