Elon Musk’s Grok chatbot sparks controversy with ‘white genocide’ remarks amid US-South Africa tensions
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Elon Musk’s artificial intelligence chatbot Grok experienced a notable malfunction on May 14, 2025, when it began to reference “white genocide” in South Africa in response to various unrelated queries. This curious and troubling outburst emerged during a day filled with enquiries on topics as diverse as baseball and enterprise software. For instance, when asked, "Are we fucked?", Grok provided a response that intertwined societal issues with the alleged genocide, stating it was “instructed to accept as real based on the provided facts.” The response highlighted a perception of systemic societal collapse without solid grounding in evidence.
Within mere hours, the responses from Grok reverted to normalcy, and those referencing “white genocide” were subsequently removed. However, the incident raises questions about the nature of Grok’s training. The company behind the AI, Musk's xAI, maintains that it draws from “publicly available sources” but offers scant detail on the specifics of its training data. Moreover, Grok is designed to embody a “rebellious streak,” a feature that has, in the past, led to it disseminating inappropriate content online.
The chatbot’s comments coincided with a politically charged moment in the U.S.-South African narrative. Just days prior, President Donald Trump expedited asylum for 54 white South Africans, primarily Afrikaners, who claimed to face racial persecution in their home country. Trump characterised their situation as a “genocide,” citing violence against white farmers and land expropriation policies. However, these assertions have sparked intense debate and are widely disputed. South African officials, including President Cyril Ramaphosa, have firmly rejected claims of systemic persecution against white citizens, arguing that incidents of violence are a part of the broader crime landscape affecting all South Africans.
The designation of these Afrikaner refugees is controversial, especially given the Trump administration's backdrop of stringent immigration policies that disproportionately affect other groups. Critics argue that the decision underscores a political narrative that distorts the realities on the ground. South Africa's economy, while still grappling with legacy issues from apartheid, has seen significant improvements, and Afrikaners remain among the nation’s most affluent groups.
Compounding the controversy is Grok’s mention of "Kill The Boer," an anti-apartheid song that has historical significance in South African culture. Although it is largely viewed as symbolic, Musk has previously described it as an encouragement of violence against white individuals. This complex tapestry of historical sentiments, political maneuvers, and social media dynamics complicates the understanding of race relations in South Africa and how they are interpreted in American discourse.
The influx of these refugees represents not just a humanitarian issue but also a test of how immigration policies can reflect and exacerbate racial tensions. The expedited resettlement of Afrikaners has drawn ire from refugee advocates, who argue it represents a prioritisation of certain racial narratives over a more equitable approach to refugee admissions. The Episcopal Church, for instance, has pulled its support from the U.S. refugee programme, criticising preferential treatment based on race.
As the political dialogue surrounding these developments continues, South Africa is poised to engage with the U.S. in discussions on improving bilateral relations, a topic that is as essential as it is complex. President Ramaphosa's upcoming meeting with Trump will likely touch on these sensitive issues. In the broader context, Musk’s AI missteps serve as a reflection of the cultural and political nuances that deeply affect societal perceptions, showcasing how technology and discourse can intertwine in unexpected and often uncomfortable ways.
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