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Abstract 
Recent statements by South African political leaders emphasize differences 

between citizens rather than highlight similarities. Such politics of exclusion and 

populist politics is a far cry from the ANC’s Freedom Charter statement that 

‘South Africa belongs to all who live in it’, and the designation given to South 

Africa with the advent of democracy in 1994, as the rainbow nation. This article 

reflects on the position of migrants in South Africa over the past 25 years. This 

article highlights the different articulations of South African Rainbowism 

through interrogating the position of migrants in some of the economic 

development policies during this period. The article shows that from Mandela’s 

Reconstruction Economic Development (RDP), Mbeki’s Growth, Employment 

and Redistribution (GEAR) and more recently, Zuma’s Radical Economic 

Transformation (RET), the opportunities and recognition of migrants has 

remained elusive. In addition to the policy shifts, this article reflects on the level 

of representation and inclusiveness promoted in South African party-political 

manifestos. Finally, this paper employs the notion of marginality as described 

by Messiou (2012), and Bell Hooks’ (1990) concept of ‘marginality as a site of 

resistance’ and opportunity.  The rationale here is that, despite the constitutional 

provisions that ‘South Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our 

diversity’, the socio-economic privileging of its citizens over migrants impede 

on the realisation of a just post-apartheid society.  
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Introduction 

Globally, increased migration often results in restrictive regulatory responses to 

migration flows, especially in Europe where increasingly, refugees and asylum 

seekers fleeing wars are framed as a ‘security threat’ and which criminalises any 

act of seeking safety. In June 2018, for example, the world witnessed a ‘cruel 

stand-off’ (CNBC 2018) on the Mediterranean when the governments of Italy 

and Malta refused entry of a vessel with 630 migrants and asylum seekers. This 

position restricted the ability of these migrants from accessing care from 

humanitarian organizations. Equally disturbing was the European Union (EU)’s 

deal with the government of Turkey through which the EU provided Turkey with 

financial compensation to block asylum seekers and migrants from entering 

Europe. Similar developments are playing themselves out subtly within the 

South African context. 

 This article primarily provides an overview of the South African 

migrants’ experience and highlights policy shifts with respect to public 

discourses from the ‘rainbow nation’, with the advent of democracy to recently, 

an almost institutionalised form of xenophobia. By reflecting on the lived 

experiences of African migrants in South Africa, the article notes that while 

initially, Mandela’s rainbow nation and Mbeki’s redevelopment programs were 

inclusive and accommodated foreign migrants in addressing the socio-economic 

inequalities of the past, the last ten years has witnessed an ideological shift which 

purports the idea of the migrant as “the other” and has changed the mood from 

inclusion to marginalization. It is in this context that this article seeks to examine 

South African rainbowism through reflecting on the narratives of migrant’s 

resilience because ‘to be in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the 

main body, living on the edge’ (Hooks 1990).  

 
 

South Africa’s Rainbow Nation – An Elusive Dream? 
The ideal of a rainbow nation was a vision of Nelson Mandela and Desmond 

Tutu who opened up a way for a society that would bring a fresh meaning to the 
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celebration of human life in all its individual uniqueness and thus demonstrate a 

key aspect of ‘aesthetic existence’ (Du Toit 2006: 51). Working towards the 

ideal Rainbow nation has not been without its challenges. Anthea Jeffrey of the 

South African Institute of Race Relations (SAIRR) in her book ‘Chasing the 

Rainbow: South Africa’s Move from Mandela to Zuma’, traces two decades into 

South Africa’s democracy by reflecting on ten crucial policy areas termed the 

‘ten pillars of democracy’ ranging from individual rights and racial goodwill to 

growth-focused policies, free enterprise, and good citizenship. By analysing the 

government’s performance through these pillars, the book reveals how the 

country is struggling to fulfil the hopes that were raised at the dawn of what was 

envisaged as a ‘rainbow nation’. From 1994 under the leadership of Mandela, 

the South African government prioritised focus on job creation and alleviating 

poverty, through provision of social grants and free houses under the 

Reconstruction and Development Programme. Mandela’s Rainbow Nation was 

inclusive and sought to deal with poverty and socio-economic inequality through 

the inclusive economic policies, with little or no politically motivated scape-

goating of foreign migrants. 

From 1999 to 2008 reconstruction and development continued under the 

Presidency of Thabo Mbeki, even though his tenure was marked by a number of 

issues including; being tolerant of incompetent ministers; and failure of his 

administration to condemn xenophobia openly, as mapped by Barney Pityana in 

his recent book Building Blocks Towards An African Century (2018). Despite 

criticisms of these issues, Mbeki was credited for the development and imple-

mentation of the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) program as 

a micro economic strategy for South Africa, although some considered it a neo-

liberal framework which fuelled anger and created divisions within the 

movement (Gelb 2006). Although contested, policies of affirmative action and 

Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) emerged as key drivers to build a black 

middle class. For Moeletsi Mbeki, BEE ‘strikes a fatal blow against black 

entrepreneurship by creating a small class of unproductive but wealthy black 

crony capitalists made up of ANC politicians’ (2011) which led him to conclude 

that policies pursued by the South African government do not promote inclusive 

economic development, because they exclude or marginalise people. 

On the 9th of May 2009 Jacob Gedleyihlekisa Zuma ascended to the 

South African presidency on a wave of popular euphoria and sympathy by voters 

who were frustrated with declining economic growth, slow transfer of wealth, 

rising unemployment and poor service delivery. With his endorsement as the 

https://www.sahistory.org.za/people/jacob-gedleyihlekisa-zuma
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leader of the African National Congress (ANC), came the newer Radical 

Economic Transformation (RET). This program was born out of the ANC’s 53rd 

National Conference at Mangaung in 2012 where it was resolved that economic 

transformation and democratic consolidation will be advanced through ‘radical’ 

economic transformation. In 2017 the ANC assessed economic conditions 

locally and globally, then later adopted the policy for implementation. The 

climate in the country had shifted already, and there were growing protests 

against poor service delivery and economic exclusion, with increasing violence 

against African migrants in particular, who are perceived to be ‘stealing jobs 

from South Africans’ and eroding the few opportunities available to lcoals 

(Crush 2013). This ideological shift against foreigners and the change in mood 

from inclusion to marginalization of migrants in the economic development 

programs, translated into a kind of popular license tract against African migrants. 

While during the periods of Mandela and Mbeki, there was no xenophobia, it 

had now assumed an ideological basis supported by political rhetoric which 

portrayed migrants as a problem, leaving them marginalised in policy 

formulation, as well as excluded from economic participation, work, school and 

health services (Mkhwanazi 2017).  

Giving a renewed sense of hope towards reviving the dream of a rainbow 

nation, President Cyril Matamela Ramaphosa took over as President when 

unemployment had grown to 27% and public health care had deteriorated and is 

seen as incapable of coping with the growing burden of patients (ILO 2018). 

Ramaphosa emerged as the source of hope and inspiration in the restoration of 

the dreams and vision of a rainbow nation. To give hope to the nation, he invoked 

the lyrics of a song by the late struggle and music icon Hugh Masekela called 

‘Thuma mina’ or ‘Send Me’ in a desperate effort to restore confidence in the 

government and as a call to unite South Africans. He pointed out that ‘as South 

Africans we have to ask ourselves whether we have realised the promise of our 

nation’s birth’, and while his speech at that occasion, did not extend a call for 

renewed collective nation building to foreigners’ resident in the country, it very 

narrowly addressed ‘fellow’ South Africans as evidenced in the excerpt from his 

speech below: 

 

In our magnificent diversity, and despite our many differences, the 

people of this country answered the call of Thuma mina (Send Me). In 

their multitudes, South Africans asked not what can be done for them, 

but what they could do for their country. In ways both large and small,  



Migration, Xenophobia, Socio-economic Exclusion, and Rainbowism 
 

 

 

157 

 

both public and private, South Africans set about building a better nation 

(IOL 2018). 

 

Agnes Musonda and Liesbeth Schokaert (2018) in their article, ‘South Africa on 

a perilous path to making criminals of people of the move’ noted the subtle 

moves of the government to stifle migration:  

 

Last year, the Cabinet approved locating the Department of Home 

Affairs within the security cluster (alongside justice, police, military and 

correctional services). It repositioned the department towards adopting 

a new, empowered border management approach and playing a strategic 

role in South Africa’s economic development. Additionally, South 

Africa’s recently adopted white paper on international migration is 

evidence of a trajectory that will conflate migration legislation and 

policy with national security and migrants with skills and capital, and 

shut out unskilled people from the region with more stringent measures, 

including criminalising the undocumented, who keep entering the 

country …. In crude terms, it proposes introducing interventions to 

‘attract international migrants with skills and capital’, and shut out 

unskilled people from the region with more stringent measures 

(Musonda & Schockeart 2018). 

 

In what the Musonda and Schockeart (2018) refer to as a callous policy, they 

argue that the passing of the Border Management Agency Bill by the National 

Assembly set in motion the creation of a centralised authority with sweeping 

powers over South Africa’s ports of entry, including policing and customs. 

Based on the comparisons with the developments in Europe, Musonda and 

Schokaert (2018) conclude that the White Paper paved way towards South 

Africa’s eerie path which is reminiscent of what we have witnessed in Europe 

and they warn that South Africans now face a challenge to:  

 

stand up to prevent a roll-back of protections that vulnerable people 

require when they flee persecution and unliveable conditions back 

home, or witness the institutionalised erosion of humanity and dignity 

we’ve seen globally (Musonda & Schokaert 2018). 
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Conceptualising Marginalisation and Marginality 
The preceding section highlighted how the South African government policy has 

subtly shifted towards marginalising and excluding foreign migrants. This 

section provides an examination of the concepts of marginality and exclusion in 

order to reflect on the experience of migration and economic deprivation in 

South Africa.  

The terms marginality, exclusion, rejection and ostracism can be used 

interchangeably, as attempts to distinguish them has demonstrated that there is 

no significant difference, given that they all indicate a situation that threatens 

humans’ fundamental need for belonging (Leary 2005). While some literature 

focuses on socio-economic and political exclusion (Twenge et al. 2001), others 

have focused on social exclusion. Razer et al. (2013: 152) define social exclusion 

as a state in which individuals or groups ‘lack effective participation in key 

activities or benefits of the society in which they live’ (2013:152). Developing 

on this argument, Armstrong et al. (2011) and Hansen (2012) also agree that 

inclusion and exclusion are two interrelated and interdependent processes, 

although, the latter argues that it is over-simplistic to equate exclusion as being 

the opposite of inclusion (or vice versa). Rejection is understood by Williams 

(2007) as a ‘declaration that other people do not want to interact any longer’ and 

for him, ostracism implies ‘being ignored or excluded, not necessarily with 

negative signs’ (Williams 2007). In view of these debates, this paper understands 

marginality as: 

 

an involuntary position and condition of an individual or group at the 

margins of social, political, economic, ecological or biophysical 

systems, preventing them from access to resources, assets, services, 

restraining freedom of choice, preventing the development of 

capabilities, and eventually causing (extreme) poverty (Gatzweiler et 

al. 2011: 3).  

 

The above definition resonates with the experiences of migration into South 

Africa where African migrants in particular have limited entitlements or access 

to resources and public services. Based upon Gatzweiler’s et al. (2011: 9) notion 

of marginality, South Africa is clustered into what they refer to as ‘causal 

complexes’ or ‘marginality patterns’ - the racial, ethnical and tribal divisions and 

practices that are still prevalent in society. The work of Bell Hooks (1990) titled 

Marginality as a site of resistance (1990), provides a unique contribution. As an 
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American who experienced segregation, Hooks development of ‘a particular 

way of seeing reality’- as a lens to examine a community like hers. She proposes 

that it be ‘looked both from the outside-in and from the inside-out to focus their 

attention on the centre as well as the margins of their communities in order to 

give meaning to their experiences of segregation’. She envisions discrimination 

and marginality as a site of radical possibility, a space of resistance which is 

central to creating a counter hegemonic discourse, with the ability to transform 

the world. Therefore, as she sees it, marginality should not be seen ‘as a sign 

marking the condition of pain and deprivation’ but rather, as a position and place 

of resistance which is crucial for the oppressed, exploited, and colonised people.  

 Messiou’s (2010) work on inclusion, marginalization and education also 

offers relevant insights insofar as she asserts that marginalisation is not a,  

 

unitary entity but has multiple conceptualisations and articulates four 

levels of marginalisation, (1) experienced by the individual; (2) 

experienced by the individual but not recognised by others; (3) the 

individual is construed by others as belonging to a marginalised 

population; and (4) experienced by the individual but denied by the 

individual (Messiou 2012).  

 

In this regard, Joan Mowat (2015: 456) has observed, these categories also raise 

the important question, ‘If an individual does not recognise their life as 

marginalised (which implies that they do not experience their lives in this way), 

by what legitimacy can they be considered by others to be marginalised?’–a 

question which has particular significance for public policy.  

In considering these interpretations for the current analysis, this article 

is mindful of the questions raised by Mowat and will draw on the significance 

of these categories of marginalisation to apply them within the context of 

migration in South Africa. Evidence of the lived experiences of migrants in 

South Africa were documented in a study undertaken by the author in 2015, 

which was conducted by way of interview and focus group discussion with 

migrants in selected protestant congregations around Johannesburg. In 

responding to a question; ‘How do you feel about living in Johannesburg?’,1 

                                                           
1  Focus Group Sequence, 29 August 2015. Yoeoville, Johannesburg, from a 

study conducted towards a PhD. For more details, Mpofu, B. (2015). When the 

people move, the Church moves: A critical exploration of the interface between 
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participants shared their daily interactions with the police and local South 

Africans citing xenophobia and demand for bribes by the police and Home 

Affairs officials as some major challenges they endure. As a result, one of the 

participants proclaimed, 

 

I’m not a fruit that fell from a tree and they must come and eat. I have 

a father, I have a mother, I have friends, I have a family, I have a 

country, and I have a home also. So people must not look us like I’m 

coming from nowhere, I didn’t fall from a tree (Focus group 

participant, 30 Aug 2015)2.  

 

To say ‘I am not a fruit’, implies that the participant felt his human dignity has 

been undermined in South Africa. This statement reflects frustrations with 

corruption and also highlights concerns about food security (fruits) for both 

locals and foreigners who compete for resources. The statement has been used 

as part of the title for this paper because it profoundly highlights that economic 

development and struggles that come with it are not just a reserve for local South 

Africans, all people ‘who live in it’ share in socio-economic and political gains 

or losses of the country.  

 

 
Between Economy and Opportunity: New Biases towards 

Migrants 

Economy, Electioneering and Development 
During the 2019 national elections in South Africa, migration more than before 

featured as an issue on party manifestos. In recognition of this worrying trend, 

                                                           

Migration and Theology through a Missiological study of selected congregations 

within the Uniting Presbyterian Church of Southern Africa in Johannesburg. 

Unpublished PhD Thesis, University of KwaZulu-Natal S.A. 
2 This was one of the statements from Mike (not his real name) the focus group 

participant who shared his lived reality as a migrant engaged in public spaces 

and how he felt unrecognised as human being with a dignity like any South 

African. The focus group participant drew from the metaphor of a tree and its 

fruits to express his frustration with corrupt police officers who demand money 

from migrants every time they see them. 
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Sonke Gender Justice, a regional NGO, published a report titled ‘Gender and 

Migration Analysis of 2019 Election Manifestos’ in which they analysed 

manifestos of nine political parties, paying attention to gender issues and 

assessed the extent to which these manifestos reflected on important policy 

issues such as female representation, gender equality, issues relating to 

LGBTIQA and sexual and reproductive health as well as migration. Most 

notably, the Democratic Alliance (DA) claimed that its plan is to ‘secure 

borders’ because ‘the impact of porous borders and an ineffective, mostly 

corrupt Department of Home Affairs (DHA) has created a situation where we 

are completely unaware of the number of people who come in and out of the 

country’ (Julius 2018). 

With respect to migration, opposition parties like the DA also believe it 

they are ‘... the only party which is willing to tackle the challenge [of 

xenophobia] head on and provide leadership on this difficult and indeed emotive 

issue’. To do this, their manifesto highlights the need to ensure legal migration 

into South Africa and effectively policing of borders and rooting out corruption 

in the immigration processes. According to Sonke Gender Justice (2019), most 

opposition parties hold the view that tightening control of the country’s borders 

will address the socio-economic problems and xenophobia and the report 

laments that migrant as well as sex worker rights are not dealt with in a 

progressive manner or outside the discourse of crime and illegality. Even more 

striking, manifestos of some political parties such as the Freedom Front Plus 

blame South Africa’s performance and declining socio-economic conditions on 

the presence of migrants as it states,  

 

South Africa is the recipient of large numbers of illegal immigrants 

whose potential to contribute to the country has not been assessed. These 

illegal immigrants put immense pressure on already scarce resources, 

such as, water, health care, job opportunities and other social services. 

This is to the detriment of South African taxpayers3. 

 

Like the report by Sonke Gener Justice, the South Africa Migration Project 

(SAMP), in 2012, published a report on the link between food security and 

                                                           
3 The FF Plus 2019 Manifesto. Available at: 

https://www.politicsweb.co.za/news-and-analysis/the-ff-plus-2019-manifesto. 

(Accessed: 22/05/2019). 

https://www.politicsweb.co.za/news-and-analysis/the-ff-plus-2019-manifesto


Buhle Mpofu 
 

 

 

162 

migration, to expose some of the assumptions that inform generally anti-migrant 

sentiments. In the Report, Crush (2012) notes the absence of any systematic 

discussion on the relationship between population migration and food security, 

and explores the question of whether migrants are more food insecure than 

internal migrants (people who move from rural areas to cities for the purpose of 

work), as well as well as whether there are any differences between migrant and 

non-migrant households in where they obtain their food in the city. The report 

noted that, 

  

Migrant households were more likely than non-migrant households to 

patronise supermarkets. The opposite was true with regard to the 

informal food economy. The reason for this difference is not 

immediately apparent but may have to do with the fact that non-migrant 

households would be more familiar with alternative food sources 

compared with recent in-migrants, in particular, who would be more 

likely to know about and recognise supermarket outlets. 

 

The SAMP report reveals that while levels of food insecurity are unacceptably 

high amongst the poor people in South Africa, migrant households have a greater 

chance of being food insecure given that they lack social protection and proper 

documents to access public services, they have no entitlement to anything (Crush 

2012).  

Ngandu (2010) notes that these reports reveal that although South 

Africa’s performance, shifting policies, declining socio-economic conditions are 

result of a protracted socio-economic struggle with successive governments 

attempting to reverse the impact of apartheid since 1994, public and political 

sentiments nevertheless blame migrants for declining fortunes.  

 
 

The Radical Economic Transformation (RET) Program and its 

Precedents 
For many the ANC’s policies of radical economic transformation emerged as a 

mechanism that would circumvent the structures of sustained inequality, and 

provide the poor with access to social and economic upliftment, as imagined in 

Mandela’s rainbowism. Commenting on RET program, Deon Oberholzer (2018) 

observed that ‘Radical Economic transformation done right is economic 

inclusion’. While acknowledging that the extremes between poverty and wealth 
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require a radical economic paradigm, political and public discourse should be 

sensitive to the volatility of the South African context and promote peace and 

stability. In an article that seeks to conceptualise ‘radical land reform’ 

Jankielsohn and Duvenhage (2017) examine similar approaches in the People’s 

Republic of China (PRC), the former Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 

(USSR) and Zimbabwe to draw lessons through comparative analysis indicating 

that land reform requires a balance between existing land rights and food security 

on the one hand, and the urgency for historical redress and redistribution on the 

other and observed that, 

 

A great deal of political rhetoric has been uttered regarding radical 

economic transformation that includes calls for more radical land 

reform proposals. This rhetoric is the source of political mobilisation in 

both the governing African National Congress (ANC), as well as the 

Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) opposition. While the ANC call for 

the end of the willing buyer, willing seller principle in land reform 

policies and legislation in line with their National Democratic 

Revolution (NDR), the EFF support a more extreme expropriation 

without compensation approach. Both these approaches can be 

regarded as forms of radical land reform that are grounded in their 

specific ideological orientations (Jankielsohn & Duvenhage 2017). 

 

Jankielsohn and Duvenhage (2017), further observed that radicals are 

known to challenge the most established values of society and may differ from 

one another in fundamental ways. On the one hand there are radicals who 

postulate the idea, ‘I know the good, extend it’, while on the other side there are 

those who postulate, ‘I know the evil, eliminate it’. While the former may 

promote greater involvement in their approach to politics, the latter may promote 

greater resistance (Stankiewicz 2001:217). Those on the extreme left of the 

radical spectrum are often referred to as hawks, due to the often-violent methods 

employed by them, while those on the right of this spectrum are referred to as 

doves, due to the often-peaceful methods of protest (Stankiewicz 2001). Within 

the South African context, the use of the term ‘radical’ provides political 

justification for leaders who think they ‘know good from evil’ and therefore 

consider  themselves  as  liberators  of  the  masses,  with  little  or  no  

consideration on of the implications for such rhetoric on peace and stability 

Mpofu 2018).  
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Therefore, it is not surprising that the RET program has received mixed 

opinions since it was launched. For example, the Sunday Times4 reported that 

one of South Africa’s richest businessman Johann Rupert described the program 

as ‘a code word for theft’ to the ire of the political leaders who labelled him a 

Capitalist. The South African government hit back, tweeting that it ‘totally 

rejects this narrow perception which only seeks to divide our nation’ and later 

issued public statements to assure investors that the land reform program will be 

conducted lawfully and South Africa will not follow the route taken by 

Zimbabwe. In this section the intention was to highlight how three areas, namely, 

economy, development and electioneering reveal an ideological shift not just 

away from embracing the presence of migrants in Mandela’s rainbow nation, but 

a publicly embraced policy shift against migrants. A closer examination of the 

RET, Election manifestos, service delivery and other developmental priorities 

paints a worrying picture about the place of migrants in a democratic South 

Africa.  

 

 

Seeking Justice from the Margins – Reimaging the Rainbow 

Nation 
Despite some of the government achievements such as improved social security 

through provision of grants, rolling out free education, reducing crime rates in 

some areas, there still remains a huge gap between the rich and poor. 

Additionally, the lived experiences of foreign migrants reflect that they have not 

been integrated or accommodated into the South African communities. As a 

result, they live on the periphery of society where they experience constant 

attacks and exclusion from economic activity as scapegoats of the failure of 

governments’ policies. A closer examination of how migrants survive indicate 

that overall, immigrants are likely to create opportunities for employment5.  

 Drawing on the concept of Hooks Bell, Marginality as a site of 

resistance (1990), migrants have ‘a particular way of seeing reality’ or the causal 

                                                           
4 https://www.timeslive.co.za/sunday-times/business/2017-09-13-radical-

economic-transformation-is-just-a-code-word-for-theft-rupert/ (Accessed on 13 

September 2018.) 
5 See also Raphael Chaskalson, Do immigrants ‘steal’ jobs in South Africa? 

What the data tell us. Available at: https://www.groundup.org.za/article/do-

immigrants-steal-jobs-south-africa-what-data-tell-us/. [Accessed: 24/05/2019]. 

https://www.timeslive.co.za/sunday-times/business/2017-09-13-radical-economic-transformation-is-just-a-code-word-for-theft-rupert/
https://www.timeslive.co.za/sunday-times/business/2017-09-13-radical-economic-transformation-is-just-a-code-word-for-theft-rupert/
https://www.groundup.org.za/author/84/
https://www.groundup.org.za/article/do-immigrants-steal-jobs-south-africa-what-data-tell-us/
https://www.groundup.org.za/article/do-immigrants-steal-jobs-south-africa-what-data-tell-us/
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complexities and patterns of marginality – in their communities. Like Hooks did 

with her experience of segregation, they look both from the ‘outside-in’ and from 

the ‘inside-out’ to focus their attention on the centre as well as the margins of 

their communities in order to give meaning to their fear, xenophobic attacks and 

economic exclusion. This has the following theological implications: 

First, the categories of marginalisation, identified my Messiou (2012), 

are clearly visible within the lived experiences of migrants in South Africa. 

Dealing with discrimination and targeted violence exposes them to marginality 

while neglect of their circumstances by political and security leaders expose 

them to marginality but not recognised by others, especially those in power. For 

a migrant to say ‘I am not a fruit’ this reflects their frustrations with the failure 

of the government to address economic exclusion and corruption which African 

migrants have to endure in their survival on the margins of society. 

Secondly, despite revelations for a shifting rainbowism towards anti-

immigrant policies and rhetoric, as reflected in political manifestos, there is no 

clear program to promote the inclusion of migrants in the South African 

economic development strategy. Migrants continue to be marginalised while 

levels of food insecurity are high. Additionally, migrant households face a 

greater chance of being food insecure given that they lack social protection and 

documentation to access public services (Crush 2012).  

Finally, to focus their attention on the centre as well as the margins, 

means that migrants understand that they are victims of systemic and unjust 

economic practices. But given that the marginality they experience as 

individuals is not recognised by some local South Africans, especially those in 

leadership, they are disadvantaged by the social constructs of them as the “other” 

and are seen as belonging to a marginalised (migrant) population even despite 

their personal circumstances. This disadvantaged position does not stop them 

from pursuing their goals. Hooks has observed, such discrimination and 

marginality become ‘a site of radical possibility, a space of resistance which is 

central to creating a counter hegemonic discourse, with the ability to transform 

the world.’ Therefore, as she sees it, marginality should not be seen ‘as a sign 

marking the condition of pain and deprivation’ but rather as a position and place 

of resistance which is crucial for the oppressed, exploited people. Looking at the 

experience of migration in this way is both transformative and empowering. 

Transformative in that it can inform policy shifts, and empowering in that local 

South Africans can also draw on these survival strategies to exercise patience 

with the government as the country strategically moves to continue redressing 
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the imbalances of the past. In seeking to rekindle the South African dream, 

Mamphela Ramphele (2018) drew on Mandela’s wisdom and had this to say: 

 

Our daily deeds as ordinary South Africans must produce an actual 

South African reality that will reinforce humanity’s belief in justice, 

strengthen its confidence in the nobility of the human soul and sustain 

all our hopes for a glorious life for all [and posed the questions] … ‘do 

you remember the dream we embraced to build ours into a great society 

– a prosperous constitutional democracy united in its diversity? Do you 

remember our commitment to promote human dignity (Ubuntu) and 

banish humiliation and disrespect of our apartheid past? Do you 

remember that we agreed that our democracy would be known for being 

responsive to the social and economic needs of all citizens? Do you 

remember?’. 

 

 

Conclusions 
In providing an overview of the migration experience, and policy shifts, this 

article highlighted that the lived experiences of African migrants in South Africa 

do not mirror the ideal of a ‘rainbow nation.’ The article supports the idea that 

there needs to be a return to the values of the freedom charter and the 

constitution, which states that South Africa ‘belongs to all who live in it’. Given 

the significance of these ideal principles, there is a need for policy makers to pay 

more attention to these values in designing and implementation social and 

economic development programmes. Incorporation of migrants should be at the 

centre of community building and social cohesion as means to enhance peace 

and justice between locals South African and foreign migrants. By analysing the 

political developments beginning with the era of Nelson Mandela’s ‘rainbow 

nation’, through to Thabo Mbeki’s Growth, Employment and Redistribution 

(GEAR), Zuma’s Radical Economic Transformation (RET) and more recently, 

Cyril Ramaphosa’s Thuma mina (Send Me) economic development policies, the 

paper notes that while initially, Mandela’s rainbow nation was inclusive in so 

far as it dealt with socio-economic inequalities of the past through the Rapid 

Development Programme (RDP), Mbeki introduced the notion of the 

developmental state by addressing material inequalities through Growth, 

Employment and Redistribution (GEAR) and the Black Economic 

Empowerment (BEE) program presenting an idea that economic upliftment is 
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for all. However, under the leadership of Zuma, and with growing allegations of 

corruption in the government, people got frustrated by the slow transfer of 

economic wealth, widening gap between the rich and the poor and as a result 

two things emerged; scapegoating migrants as frustrating local people’s access 

to work and wealth, and proposing of the radical economic transformation (RET) 

as means to speed up the transfer of wealth from the rich to poor. The paper 

argues that it is this privileging of South African citizens in the RET programme 

that saw the ideological shift against migrants and the change in mood from 

inclusion to marginalization of migrants in the economy.  

This article also drew on the notions of marginality to posit that the idea 

of the creation of a rainbow nation which was envisaged during Mandela’s era 

was intended to incorporate diverse communities that reside in the country but 

this vision has been eroded by negative sentiments towards migrants. By 

employing categories of conceptualisations of marginality developed by 

Messiou (2012) and the concept of ‘marginality as a site of resistance’ crafted 

by Bell Hooks (1990) article demonstrates that despite being side-lined through 

economic policies and divisive political rhetoric which portray migrants as a 

problem, migrants continue to make enormous contributions in the various 

sectors of the South African economy and their resilience is proving that ‘to be 

in the margin is to be part of the whole but outside the main body, living on the 

edge’ (Hooks 1990). The article suggests that reimaging South Africa and 

addressing such marginalisation will require a just and humane approach 

grounded on the ideals enshrined in the constitution and other international 

legislative and policy instruments which protect the rights of all humanity, 

especially the vulnerable such as migrants and refugees. 
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