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Abstract 
This article discusses the policy aims of the South African Department of 

Home Affairs (DHA) because it exposes foreign nationals, women and 

migrants to differential treatment in South Africa today. The study involved 

migrant labourers in Polokwane and Gauteng working on the farms, mines 

and industries. Economic opportunities offered by South Africa after 1994 

turned it into a migrant-receiving country, requiring legal control towards 

potential visitors, refugees or foreign labourers to avert the problem of 

fugitives running away from the law. Participants for the qualitative study 

were randomly and conveniently drawn from a sample of Zimbabweans and 

Mozambicans. Media Assisted Interviews (MAIs) also Mobile Instant 

Messaging Interviews (MIMIs) used a mobile messenger, WhatsApp in the 

study. Participants ranged from those with expired visas to those without 

passports at all. The study established a correlation between the 

contemporary immigration policy and the South African Apartheid Aliens 

Control Act of 1991 that restricted foreign African nationals but did not 

restrict white foreign nationals. The South African immigration policy has 

justified both politicians and nationals to act violently against foreign African 

nationals causing great turmoil among migrants in South Africa. The study 

found out that South Africa’s immigration policy criminalises all migrants 

and securitises nationals through fear by reports such as the seven percent 
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proportion of children of foreign natives born in South Africa becoming 

native foreigners. This study is couched in new discourses of decoloniality 

by emphasising on use of regional, continental, and international templates 

to benchmark progressive immigration policy aims for South Africa.  

 

Keywords: Migrants, Criminals, Security, Decoloniality, Labeling, South 

Africa 

 

 

 

Introduction 
South Africa (SA), probably one of the last group of countries in Africa to 

be free from the most heinous of colonial rules, Apartheid, did not only turn 

out to be an economic powerhouse in Southern Africa but one of the highly 

visited middle income countries by other African nationals in Africa (Klotz 

2012). The country is bordered by two oceans (the Indian and the Pacific 

Oceans) and four nations (Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Botswana and 

Namibia). South Africa uses the national constitution to create its acts such 

as the Immigration and Refugee Acts but has lacked a (w)holistic approach 

on how to differentiate legal from illegal migrants, refugees and run-away 

criminals due to its cleavage to the complex Apartheid system’s 1991 Aliens 

Control Act (Ilgit & Klotz 2014; GOSA 1991). Run-away criminals are a 

threat to state security and justify securitization and criminalization options 

although it does not justify use of the colonial template to create such 

legislation (Crush & Pendleton 2004; Vigneswaran 2020). In the history of 

nation-states, sojourners, visitors, tourists, migrants, migrant labourers and 

criminals have been treated with respect especially among Greek societies 

(Seaver 2022). Trading regulations have been cognizance of power and 

hegemony, but respected human beings leading to human inventions and 

civilizations that gave growth in science, education, religion, medicine, 

philosophy, literature, democracy, trade, agriculture, and commerce (Seaver 

2022). This study explored the policy aims in SA’s migration discourses for 

various statuses of migrants (Carens 2008). The study was concerned about 

the blurred lines in the SA policy aims (Bloch 2008) that must be resolved 

by benchmarking against regional, continental, and international best 

practices along discourses of decoloniality (Deacon, Olivier & Beremauro 

2014; Segatti 2011) in the DHA in SA.  
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Background History and Context of State Security in  

South Africa 
State security framework of analysis was developed at Copenhagen School 

of Security Studies (between 1990 and 1995) by international relations 

theorists with interests on controlling potentially dangerous migrants (Farmy 

2016; Buzan, Wæver & de Wilde 1998). Securitisation has implications on 

legal measures used by nation-states to securitise themselves from regional 

insecurity concerns (Buzan 2007; IOM 2019). Legal securitisation shifts 

away from military securitisation (Collins 2016:168). Securitisation is 

distinctly important in international politics so as to avert danger posed by 

an inter-subjective view of irregular regional migration (Buzan, Wæver & de 

Wilde 1998). States rather confirm citizenship upon persons with qualities to 

strengthen national cohesion, identity, and dignity (Biehl 2009). 

Decoloniality interrogates use of identity on territorialisation as a danger to 

human security in a contemporary world with improved travel, transportation 

and telecommunication across borders, ideas and relations. Identity of 

territorialisation risks in developing a stateless mobile population (Castles & 

Miller 2014). Security clustering in geographic regions leads to complexes 

where security becomes threatened as migrants travel from one region to 

another (Buzan & Wæver 2003:41). When a migrant moves from one state 

to the other, he or she interacts with the security of the locals leading to 

security-inter-dependence making our study of the security of locals and 

migrants in SA an interesting subject of discussion. SA is bordered by four 

countries and two oceans around it domiciled by two countries, making it an 

insulator state. SA has become a country at the points of security dynamics 

in relation to theories of international relations in southern Africa. It protects 

the region from developing stateless communities as transcending 

boundaries applies to regional polarity, interdependence, the balance of 

power and alliance system that belongs to regular and irregular migrants in 

regional states (Buzan & Wæver 2003:49; Carens 2008).  

 Further, increased sensitivity towards job security to divert attention 

from government failure led to criminalization of migrant labourers, 

narrowing the definition of citizenship to ethnic and cultural identity, 

legitimacy, recognition and entitlement. Apartheid SA used identity in its 

contract-migrant labour system. Asylum seekers thus are regarded as job 

seekers not protectable under the South African law as the state is not 

obligated as does to its citizens and voters. This has legitimised unjustified 
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xenophobic attacks like Operation Dudula that human rights and 

humanitarian organizations have criticised. Xenophobic attacks, probably 

wrongly ascribed to the self-defense units of the African National Congress 

(ANC) in the 1990s to defend people in KwaZulu-Natal and Gauteng against 

attacks by Inkatha Freedom Party (Zulu: Inqembu LenKatha yeNkululeko, 

IFP) and the apartheid state’s military and police have not been sustained 

(Harper 2022). President, Cyril Ramaposa, denied the claims, saying the 

governing party did not welcome the activity (Harper 2022; The Herald 

Correspondent 2022; Madia 2022; Magakoe 2022; Harper 2022). This 

struggle justifies the couching of this study in the decolonial theory (Sibanda 

2022; Bhengu 2022). Arresting and incarcerating of Nhlanhla ‘Lux’ Dlamini 

is evidence that the operation was not supported by ANC (The New 

Zimbabwe Staff Reporter 2022; Maromo 2022). This makes the opinions and 

actions of individual ministers responsible for foreigners of less effect. The 

divisive and criminalizing mood in the security discourse is therefore 

condemned, especially for conflating migration with illegality, insecurity 

and criminality. Tendency to think that Africans are criminals and fugitives 

while Europeans are investors require a decolonial theory to interrogate SA’s 

past on law-making and practice. The highly intrusive security measures in 

SA have seen the government rounding up undocumented Africans, 

perpetually keeping them in custody without trial, and finally deporting them 

without allowing them to collect their belongings (Hollfelder, et al. 2020). 

This attitude and practice can only be addressed by the theory of 

decoloniality.  

 
 

The Sociological Theories of Migration in Africa 
There are three top sociological theories of migration considered by various 

people-groups and individuals in the world, namely Everrett Lee’s Theory of 

Migration (Ravenstein 1885; De Haas 2008); O.D. Duncan’s Theory of 

Migration (Duncan 2013) and Guy Standing’s Theory of Materialism 

(Standing 1981). This paper is couched on these three Sociological Theories 

of Migration in Africa, which appreciate decoloniality. 

 Lee’s theory, the first one, divides between push factors and 

migration processes. Push factors are associated with problems in the place 

of origin and opportunities in the place of destination. This has to be 

examined in view of obstacles, cost of travel, language barriers and 

individual competencies (De Haas 2008). Migration also is associated with 
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migrants’ characteristics, migration volume, and streams of counter-streams 

of migration (De Haas 2008). Migrants thus select a place of destination 

based on these factors. 

 The second is Duncan’s theory. It associates human movement with 

agricultural activities (Duncan 2013). Duncan argues that migration is caused 

by social change, wherein changes in production processes, market structure 

and wage bills on one hand, while public policies on land, production, and 

product pricing inclusive of other social factors influence migration (De Haas 

2008). Still, such people have personal needs met by their choices such as 

health and safety due to disease and disasters. These factors may include la-

bour needs, the environment (drought, flooding, earthquakes, and snowing), 

conflict and peace as well as availability of natural resources among others.   

 Finally, Standing presents the idea of the Neoclassical Liberal Eco-

nomic Theory (Obeng-Odoom 2012). This theory was first used at Arizona 

School by Andrew Sable as observational and empirical libertarian philo-

sophy (Long 1996). Materialism focuses on demand and supply; wherein 

people consider their relationship with means of production in terms of 

ownership and benefits for their economic sustainability (Obeng-Odoom 

2012). The end of colonialism for instance influenced internal and local 

migration for particular groups of people in a postmodernist capitalist society 

(Standing 1981). Capitalism created classes upon which relations with the 

industry influenced labour supply and wages. Due to increased mechani-

zation, excess labour could not be absorbed because it became expensive in 

relationship to machines leading to human migration. 

 These theories operate in unison as countries whose populations left 

for greener pastures in large numbers had economic, political, and conflict 

challenges as well as productive sectors at home (on farms, mines, and 

industries). These challenges were created by the capitalist industry as it 

mechanized to reduce human-labour needs as people turned to use of 

machines which required specialization. The study is couched to decolonial 

theory as formerly colonized nation-states were not left to function well but 

to be presented as failed states. 

 
 

Methodology  

The study used literature reviews, mobile instant messaging interviews 

(MIMI) from mobile messenger, WhatsApp, to collect in situ data (in the 

real-time life experiences) as COVID-19 made it impossible to meet 
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interviewees in person (Kaufmann, Peil & Bork-Huffer 2021). The study 

contacted Zimbabwean, Mozambican and sympathetic nationals on the 

plight of migrants in Gauteng and Polokwane. MIMIs can be used in doing 

mixed methods designs and is a smart way of nudging research participants 

to elaborate their responses when well prepared and carefully coordinated 

(Kaufmann, Peil & Bork-Huffer 2021:1). The study sought to answer the 

following questions: What does the South African legislation say about 

migrants to SA? What are the experiences of migrants to SA after the 2001 

bill? What can be done about the policy aims and practices affecting the 

living conditions of foreign nationals in SA? Literature filled gaps that could 

not be answered by field studies. Nineteen out of twenty participants in the 

study indicated that they regarded both the threats at home and the 

opportunities in SA before they migrated. Interviewees gave informed 

responses on the migration policy and practice in SA. Ten key informants 

and two focus groups of four people each were conducted successfully. The 

participants were fairly distributed between women and men with eleven 

women and seven men. The study met its reliability and validity tests as 

participants were interviewed while in their own socio-cultural and socio-

technological spaces (Kaufmann, Peil & Bork-Huffer 2021:2) in this 

‘socially distant method’ (Lobe et al. 2020:1), compiling data and ‘from 

home’ (Lupton 2020). This provided voice and written responses to 

inaccessible data in respect of curfews and lock downs (Lobe, et al. 2020; 

Teti, et al. 2020; Ohme et al. 2020:2). Reliability was met by engaging key 

institutions and persons such as the refugee, immigration, and labour 

industries. The study used Statistical Packages for Social Sciences 8 (SPSS 

8) to interpret data. The study met minimum ethical requirements of 

informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity. 

 
 

Study Results 

South African Asylum/ Migrant Legislation 
Many nation-states religiously and judiciously use the security discourse in 

designing migrant laws. The criminalisation of migrants and refugees raises 

concerns on maintenance of the Aliens Control Act (ACA) of 1991 to define 

national identity and unity. ACA in 1991 consolidated five pieces of 

Apartheid legislation to exploit the migrant labour system (GOSA 2002). 

ACA, in 1995, went through a presidential amendment without being 

abandoned as SA’s key immigration legislation (Office of the President 
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1995). In 2001, the new policies remained racial and prejudicial against 

people of African descent (ACMS 2017). Unfortunately, the selective laws 

increased rather than reduced national insecurity in SA. Europeans and 

Asians were co-opted into the South African homelands as opposed to 

African foreign nationals. 

 The new South African government attempted to reconfigure its 

boundaries and change its laws with the Reconstruction and Development 

Plan (RDP) that provided housing to South Africans (DHA 2017); then 

Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) to redistribute land and 

other natural resources without producing a new law (ANC 1994; GOSA 

1996). The Presidential Commission to investigate labour market policy 

(LMP) made far-reaching proposals on immigration (Fauvelle-Aymar 2015). 

The LMP abandoned racist immigration policies to break with the past as it 

accepted African nationals for residence, work, settlement and citizenship. 

However, some ‘Decision makers showed minimal support for immigration, 

a view widely endorsed at the grassroots’ (Crush & McDonald 2001:4). The 

LMP attracted skilled labour to avert the effects of massive brain-drain. The 

ANC shifted its thinking on immigration and accepted neoliberal policies 

only for socioeconomic transformation. The LMP was used to give special 

residence conditions to injured, dead or retrenched former mine workers as 

permanent residents and citizens, especially Mozambicans (ACMS 2017; 

Crush & McDonald 2001; SAMP 1998).  

 The post-Apartheid SA became committed to international ideals of 

refugee protection in 1995 when it signed the UN and OAU refugee 

conventions. ‘This was made more urgent by the fact that SA had become a 

new destination for asylum seekers from elsewhere on the continent’ (Crush 

& McDonald 2001:5). Sweeping powers from ACA before 1994 empowered 

authorities to manhandle African migrants (Crush & McDonald 2001:5). In 

1994, Africans were welcomed without legislative support. This led the spirit 

and letter of ACA to remain intact on how the new regime would treat 

African labour migrants who competed for jobs and space with locals. 

Zimbabweans, Mozambicans and Nigerians in recent trended as causing 

threats to locals socially and economically leading to the lynching of limps 

and killing of African foreign nationals (Mpofu 2022; BBC 2019; Schenoni 

2017; Harding 2012). The South African refugee and migrant policy to stop 

xenophobia was implemented when human rights, non-governmental 

organisations and the courts forced the SA government to be honest 

(Handmaker 2001). In fact, ‘South Africa still lacks a sound and robust 
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refugee determination system, however in its absence; there is a strong 

residual suspicion among South Africans that most asylum seekers are 

economic migrants in masquerade’ (Crush & McDonald 2001:6). The SA 

Minister of Home Affairs reportedly persuaded parliament to harden the soft 

ACA laws, meaning progressive immigration policies can be developed if 

SA removes the Apartheid templates in its parliamentary system (GOSA 

2002). Remembering ACA was crafted by Apartheid engineers, NGOs and 

human rights groups protested but parliament sanctioned new amendments 

and Home Affairs was given sweeping powers and abilities to police internal 

migration (DHA 2017). 

 ACA clearly violated the rights of non-citizens as documented in the 

human rights watch (GOSA 2002; HRW 1998). The authorities hid by saying 

they are only upholding existing legislation until it changes. The influx of 

immigrants from impoverished countries justified the draconian enforcement 

of the law to quell off threats to citizens (Danso & McDonald 2000). By 

2001, using a fallacious methodology by the Human Sciences Research 

Council indicated that as way back as 1995, there were 9 million 

unauthorized immigrants in SA, yet Statistics SA placed the record at 500 

000 in 1999 (Crush & McDonald 2001). This attitude has influenced 

systematic and consistent deportations by the Police and Army since 1995 

using crime statistics justifications wherein the Home Affairs provided 

administrative oversight (DHA 2017). Border controls have been ineffectual 

due to corruption by intrusive and extensive internal military-style policing. 

Arrests and detentions have been done alongside human rights abuses of 

undocumented refugees and migrants without following international best 

practices on immigration policies (GOSA 2002; HRW 1998).  

 
 

Experiences of Migrants in South Africa beyond the 2001 Bill 
Many migrants, despite their legal status in SA, have been labeled illegal 

aliens, especially if they are associated with a chaotic African state. Many 

asylum seekers who turned into migrant labourers on farms, mines and 

industries have not sought for legal stay in SA as their chaotic states did not 

prepare them with travel documents or bogus claimants had caused problems 

with the DHA (GOSA 2002). Such claimants, locals claim, ‘Deprive us 

(locals) of services and jobs because illegal immigrants corrupt officials to 

cover up their crimes’, stated one angry South African from Gauteng. The 

views that non-citizens compete with locals for basic services such as elec-
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tricity, water, housing, women and healthcare are awash in the local media 

and streets. ‘This has influenced locals to be pervasively hostile and intole-

rant towards us (outsiders)’, stated a Zimbabwean respondent. In view of ille-

gality, foreigners are wholesomely brandished as criminals; hence many 

have been ‘falsely accused as perpetrators of crime and violence in SA’, yet 

‘our presence in SA expands their pie and we are not going to stay here for-

ever if our country is restored to normalcy’, stated another Zimbabwean wo-

man in the farms of Tzaneen in Polokwane. Economies are expanded through 

cheap labour, especially in extractive industries like mines and farms.  

 Furthermore, a Zimbabwean in Polokwane responded: ‘The South 

African farming industry depends on illegal migrants from neighbouring 

countries because South Africans work in urban centres and not in dirty on 

the farms’. This was supported by a Mozambican who stated: ‘Since I came 

to the banana fields here in Tzaneen, I have never seen many of the South 

Africans on these farms because they do not like dirt’. These responses were 

also supported by mine workers in Johannesburg who said: ‘Even though we 

(mine workers) were downsized and retrenched in the last five years, new 

workers were recently recruited without national nor gender restriction’. 

Sotho labourers are found on vegetable farms in the Free State, and Shangaan 

and Shona in Mpumalanga and Northern Province respectively. The 

‘contract migration from the region is set to continue for as long as the mines 

want it’ (Crush & McDonald 2001:11) on farms and mines with more and 

more women entering the industry to support children and aging parents at 

home.  

 Further, the post-apartheid law is gender sensitive as it does not 

address women as mates to males but can come on their own without any 

company. A mother of two who came to SA unaccompanied stated: ‘We 

(women) came here alone, but we have eventually gathered our families on 

these farms because this is the only place jobs are readily accessible’. Wo-

men however bemoan of gender discrimination, although it cannot be speci-

fically discussed in this paper. Women were regarded as a potential drain on 

the national economy during the Apartheid era, hence were regarded as de-

pendent spouses to accompany an economically productive men (Crush & 

McDonald 2001:7). These opportunities are seen as encouraging child 

labourers on farms, mines and industries. This calls for decoloniality on pro-

ducing laws in SA. It is unthinkable that SA can ‘produce a siege mentality 

that foolishly imagine that the country [can] erect a security perimeter to 

insulate it from the north’ (Crush & McDonald 2001:8), yet neighbouring 
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countries struggled together with it to attain freed. Thus, SA’s policy aims 

cannot ignore the continued support of regional and international partners.  

 On the Dudula operations, Memory from Maupane in Gauteng said: 

‘Africans from other countries are a threat to white supremacy, and until SA 

understands the Big Africa Debate, the South African economy remains in 

the control of whites, and they continue to Dudula other Africans’. South 

Africa remains racially divided and suffers from lack of identity 

determination as all its systems are insidiously colonised. Thus ‘People will 

continue to die in SA like it’s a warzone until corrupt politicians are kicked 

out’. She argued further:  ‘The recent court application by Afriforum to 

overturn the ban on displaying the old South African flag is an indicator that 

the country still has its own internal racial identity issues to confront’. 

Afriforum is a civil rights organization by Afrikaner nationalists, seen as a 

non-governmental organization that represents Afrikaner interests, 

popularly, white nationalists in South Africa (Powell 2019). The leader of 

Afriforum, Kallie Kriel, raised a voice that Apartheid was not a crime against 

humanity. The court counteracted the statement (Scribd 2019; Modjadji & 

Goba 2018). A decolonial theory can help dismantle the colonial images that 

continue to control attitudes, laws, and practices in SA. Stereotyping 

immigrants as Makwerekwere (SA) and Maburanyuchi (Zimbabwe) is a sign 

of continual euphoria with the past in a freed regional black for trade, 

education, and labour movement (Muzondidya 2010:37–57).  

 Reportedly, the ANC has tried to distance itself from the past by its 

amnesties. It provided a once-off compensation to victims of Apartheid 

immigration policies. On record, there are three amnesties to non-citizens in 

1995 and 1996 and the third was realized later. The first amnesty was 

requested by the National Union of Mine Workers (NUMW) for workers 

who had been in SA for more than ten years. Such persons were offered 

permanent residence in 1995, but nothing for dead, injured or retrenched 

miners back in their own countries (Mares 2017:9-31; ACMS 2017; SAMP 

1997). The second set in 1996 was for proven SADC citizens who had five 

years of residence. The third amnesty was for Mozambicans in SA before 

1992, and those people resided thereafter, and had to spend ten years dodging 

deportation squads until 2001 when legislation offered them permanent 

residence and citizenship. Immigration legislation was however not 

improved, hence a mother in Johannesburg argued: ‘The judiciary and 

legislature in SA still needs to become African before issues of immigrant 

rights are confronted’. 



Gift Masengwe & Bekithemba Dube 
 

 

134 

 Finally, a Zimbabwean teacher reported having met a white South 

African parent of a delinquent student at a private school in Midrand who 

shouted: ‘Why are you here in SA? Why don’t you go back to Africa where 

students are disciplined?’ This attitude is also displayed by black nationals. 

Most participants indicated that they could go home if home was a place to 

stay as the greener grasses in South African had turned sour. However, 

whites had travelled ‘To convert and then conquer, to trade and to teach, to 

learn and to settle’ (Furnham 2012:10). This calls for a decolonial theory 

when interrogating the SA policy and practice.  

 
 

Discussion of the Results 
The ANC government has attempted to articulate new visions on 

immigration as a definer of national identity, and racial or cultural boundaries 

of exclusion and belonging. The history of SA’s policies and migrant 

experiences after Apartheid started ‘Burning the Welcome Mat’ (AllAfrica 

2008). The policy from the 2001 parliamentary bill markedly departed from 

ACA (GOSA 2002). It emphasised skills-based selection of immigrants to 

avert SA’s skills shortage. The Bill unfortunately did not lay a foundation for 

a new beginning on immigrants policy. It had international cleavage, 

borrowed from the USA, but it did not meet international best practices, as 

the USA policy also emphasises on control and exclusion. President Donald 

Trump raised an illegal concern against Mexicans for whom he pledged to 

build a wall because they were bringing drugs into the United States of 

America (Chen 2019).  The USA legislation allows that to be done. It 

remained highly restrictionist while it embarked on racially inclusive nation 

building. It reconfigured and redefined inclusion/exclusion but continued in 

ACA’s suits by use of exaggerated statistics, overstated impact and 

minimized positive effects (GOSA 2002). Like in most postcolonial African 

countries, politicking diminished policymaking. SA legislators remained 

skeptical to migrants and constructed hostile pictures of aliens threatening 

citizen interests. That’s why the Minister of Home Affairs in 1996 felt ACA 

was a ‘sound legal base for effective alien control’ yet calling for 

international cooperation to guarantee South African’s future (GOSA 2002). 

The call was aware of the carnage in KwaZulu Natal, wherein the ANC 

turned towards a skills-based immigration policy as politics between IFP and 

ANC laid hostage to progressive immigration reform in SA.   

 The rise of xenophobia, violence, vigilance, protests, and riots after  
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2001 resulted from the failure of the 2001 Bill to define the difference 

between immigration and foreign policy, leading elites to promote conflict 

and security concerns to protect their hegemony (ACMS 2017; SAMP 2001). 

‘The question underlying this study is why growing xenophobic violence, 

vigilantism and volatility within SA received little attention for so long by 

the country’s foreign and security policy elites’ (Hammerstad 2012:3). Elites 

acted like despots to use the securitisation theory against foreigners 

(especially Zimbabweans) to fuel hostility at the grassroots levels, ‘as 

segments of SA’s poorer citizenry perceived Zimbabwean immigrants as 

threats to jobs, health and welfare’ (Hammerstad 2012:3). ACA thus 

advanced both securitisation and criminalisation theories, turning townships 

and informal settlements increasingly tensile, violent and riotous. This has 

led the authorities to perceive immigration as a potential threat to the 

domestic stability in SA. The elites’ actions have been affected by the 

‘foreign policy discourse of African solidarity’, leading President Ramaposa 

to apologise to the Nigerian government for an attack against its people in 

SA (BBC 2019). This diffused the increasing tensions between the two 

African superpowers and other countries in SADC. 

 Finally, human movement since the Second World War has always 

been regulated by security lenses. Thus, ‘Instead of being discussed as a 

political, social or economic challenge, migration is framed in the language 

of existential and urgent threat, as dictated by the concept of security’ 

(Hammerstad 2012:5). Copenhagen formulated the concept with the insight 

that security concerns result from political battles, and winning disputants 

transfer it from normal politics to urgency, threat and survival in their 

utterances. Utterances by presidents, cabinet ministers, security and defense 

heads, create a sense of crisis because of their positions of authority, power 

and expertise in security policy. Their audience seriously action their pleas 

through violence, looting and destruction of property; which confirms some 

African leaders like President Robert Mugabe (Zimbabwe), President Sani 

Abacha (Nigeria) and President Jose Eduardo Dos Santos (Angola).who 

viewed South Africa as having transitioned little into an African country 

because’white officers were still leading its armed forces, white bureaucrats 

still developing policy in the ministries, and white economic power still 

underpinning SA’s political might’ (Hammerstad 2012:10), hence ‘a white 

country with a black head of state’ (Mail & Guardian Reporter 1997). South 

Africa is exceptionally different from other African countries as it was 

colonised the longest and was one of the last countries to be liberated, but 
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remained insidiously colonised in all its systems (Kynoch 2008:629–45; 

Mamdani 1996). Preferences are given to fairly skinned people, hence need 

for a decolonial theory to interrogate this continued bondage (Dube 2017). 

 
 

Labelling in South African Migration Policies and Practices 
Migration policy and practice categorizes migrants as criminals, creating 

potential threats national and regional security. Unfortunately, international 

politics eliminates passions (Crawford 2014) by generally not taking ‘stock 

of the emotional models that drive political interventions and strategies of 

governance’ (Aradau 2004:255). Securitisation in international politics 

criminalises migration, and triggers emotions of national fear. Laws 

developed from fear generally take an extremist stance. Such policies are 

borne from discourses and frames of labeling. Security policies in southern 

Africa have been framed in this emergence of fear and anxiety. This has 

affected identities, dignities and securities. Labeling in SA, has posed a 

challenge for the ANC government in steering and controlling national 

actions and attitudes towards migrants (Ceyhan & Tsoukala 2002:21-22).  

 Further, the elitist production of policies using ‘an existential threat, 

requiring emergency measures and justifying actions outside the normal 

bounds of political procedure’ (Buzan, Waever& de Wilde 1998:23-24) 

became a disservice towards regional integration. Video footages of 

Zimbabweans being denied medical care were circulated and many people 

reacted, yet the medical practitioners adamantly told patients to get medical 

care from President Emerson Mnangagwa. This justified stance can only be 

criticised in view of the decolonial theory. Elites peddled threats that 

constructed discourses of fear and danger. This has been demonstrated by the 

summary cancellation of of residence statuses and work permits, requiring 

re-applications to justify reasons for staying in SA. The correlation between 

fear and politics, unfortunately, influences personal and corporate reactions 

towards non-nationals. Fear from perceived danger prompts one to have a 

notion of vulnerability and victimization, using migrants as a scapegoat for 

national misfortunes. Fear is thus combated by an amalgamation of national 

strategies that justify and reassure control of the influx of migrants in the 

nation. Labels are created to provide a foundation upon which personal safety 

is guaranteed. Labels determine how nationals interact with migrants, 

notwithstanding the perceptions politicians create to convince and encourage 

backlash behaviour like Operation Dudula against foreigners. 
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 The movement of large populations causes a geopolitical threat to 

the economy and society, including human trafficking, sex working and 

fugitive criminals. Women trafficked for the sex industry suffered the most, 

hence need for ‘the constitution of subjects to be governed through pity or 

risk makes it possible for the vulnerable body of trafficked women to become 

the site of potential dangerous irruptions’ (Aradau 2004: 276). Reports were 

made of migrants who were picked dead in Zimbabwe, South Africa and 

Zambia (Harris 2022; Katumba 2022; The Staff Reporter 2022). Ethiopians 

were reportedly driven in non-ventilated vehicles in Zambia and Zimbabwe 

and died. Similarly, people have died in mines in South Africa, requiring pity 

for those at risk and vulnerable. This militates against conceiving migrants 

as enemies of the state. Media, policy-makers and public officers have 

fuelled these views. The promotion of fear in postmodern and multicultural 

cultures fails to manage the ‘clash of civilizations’ in nation-states. Migrants 

are a threat to national security as well as cultural identity. This threat is real, 

but cannot be promoted by use of fear and vulnerability as generalisations 

are dangerous to migrants’ own securities. Generalised labels that merge 

migrants into a category of criminals is retrogressive when making policies 

for immigrants as it may eventually lead to blood-births that can sour 

regional relations.   

 
 

Use of Ethnic Identity in South Africa’s Migration Processes 
Ethnic identity is used in creating hostile migration laws that secure nationals 

from fugitive criminals just because they ‘are different from us’. Host 

countries normally believe that their cultures are superior to those of 

migrants (Togral 2011; Ibrahim 2005). Ethnic prejudice breaks society as the 

ignorance of migrants’ needs creates a needy category of non-desirables 

(Ibrahim 2005:164). This discourse can broaden the concept of security if it 

links risk and threat to the plight of migrants. Instead of using ethnic 

difference as a source of threat, to which terror and criminality are ascribed 

to migrants, it is risk that poses security threat towards public safety, a 

heterogeneity that cannot be avoided in a postmodern and multicultural 

society. Emphasis on homogeneity in SA has robbed the nation of its stability 

and economic viability because ‘the protection and transformation of cultural 

identity is one of the key issues through which the politics of belonging and 

the question of migration are connected’ (Huysmans 2000:762). Generally, 

ethnic identity is used in constructing the politics of migration, where 
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security threat is embedded in the politics of homogeneity, and therefore 

belonging.  

 The South African migration policy benchmarked the USA policy 

that discriminates against migrants arguing it undermines and weakens 

‘cultural homogeneity’ (Farny 2016:5). By cultural homogeneity, the 

policies in SA have become more exclusive, becoming a concern for 

countries of southern Africa as it has extended rather than departed away 

from the Apartheid regime. The laws have encouraged the assimilation of 

immigrants in their securitisation agenda rather than encourage ‘cultural 

pluralism [that] will lead to interethnic conflict which will dissolve the unity 

of the state’ (Ibrahim 2005: 166). It needs not be disputed that nation-states 

should ensure and provide the security of their citizens, but also should 

develop systems of justice and rights for sojourners as rich cultivators of 

local cultures. Ethnic exclusion that uses difference as a security threat, 

leading to xenophobia in SA, is based on the thinking that one has biological 

superiority that regards new migrants as biological narratives of threat. This 

reflects upon a discourse of ethnic bias that is reinforced by notions of racism 

advanced by Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theories, hence need for a 

decolonial theory.  

 Finally, discrimination that capitalizes on cultural or biological 

differences to exclude other people, is classified a ‘new racism’ by Martin 

Barker (20 April 1946 – 8 September 2022; Barker 1981; Togral 2011; 

Ibrahim 2005). This ideology arises in the context of racist-public discourse 

in the Western depiction of immigrants as a threat. This is subtle racism built 

upon new configurations like ‘preservation of one’s identity, own way of life 

and values in the face of the destabilising and damaging effects of other 

cultures’ (Togral 2011: 220). It is a new cultural dimension of racist practices 

that ‘functions to maintain racial hierarchies of oppression’ (Togral 2011: 

222). South African Xenophobia rose to some level of hatred for Africans of 

neighboring countries that was instigated by South African politicians and 

supported by their policies. The South African immigration law restricts and 

controls migrants of African descent because its laws have hardly delinked 

themselves from their colonial history of Apartheid that stereotypes and 

labels to exclude. They also benchmarked the USA laws that are racist. 

European and Asian migrants have seemed to be phenotypically different 

from African nationals because their racial and economic statuses. The 

practice of xenophobia, also Afrophobia, reveals some degree of self-hate 

and ethnocentric superiority inherent in similar competitors. 
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Conclusion 
The article discussed concerns of migrants in SA. The proportion of migrants 

has posed a threat to state security as it is affecting the identity and security 

of nationals. Migrant workers to South Africa’s farms, mines and industries 

have been accompanied by unrepentant fugitive criminals. Criminals team 

up to commit even deadlier crimes like rape, murder, robberies and terrorism. 

SA has developed policies out of fear despite the SADC protocols on trade, 

travel, labour and tourism. Study participants were drawn from Zimbabw-

eans and Mozambicans on farms, mines and industries. A mobile messenger, 

WhatsApp, was used in Mobile Instant Messaging Interviews (MIMIs). 

Participants of various statuses were used in the study. Literature was also 

useful in outlining the history of the immigration and refugee policy in SA. 

The legislation was found to be criminalizing and securitising. Irregular 

migration by criminals and terrorists in the company of miners, scholars, 

vendors (including thigh vendors), hoteliers and technicians require SA to 

install stricter legislation despite market liberalisation. The study argues that 

state failure should not manipulate differences to create emotions of fear and 

danger useful for labeling and stereotyping all migrants in SA. Identity 

should not be used as the basis of exclusion as it reinforces notions of 

biological superiority. Ethnic and racial superiority can only be averted in 

this insidiously colonised system by use of the decolonial theory. Lack of 

livelihoods for African foreign nationals forces them into crime with the 

resultant xenophobic attacks. This study is couched in discourses of the 

decolonial theory.  
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