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ABSTRACT 

 

The thesis analyses forms and levels of social exclusion of Zimbabwean migrants in the 

South African labour market and society. The research reveals that migrants face social 

exclusion through unruly practices of public officials and institutional bias. At community 

and individual level migrants are devalued and stigmatised by the local South Africans and 

other Zimbabwean migrants. To some extent Zimbabwean migrants participate in their own 

exclusion as they are divided along regional and ethnic lines. 

The thesis proposes an analytical framework for understanding the social exclusion of 

Zimbabwean migrants emphasising on how devaluation of migrant identity narrows the 

existing structure of opportunity, leading to various coping mechanisms some of which are 

deviant. The thesis proposes a moral and pragmatic view in understanding the social 

exclusion of migrants from a cosmopolitan perspective where migrants are citizens of a 

global world.  

Using a qualitative methodology the research provides an in-depth analysis of the life 

histories of fifty eight (58) ‘documented’ and ‘undocumented’ Zimbabwean men and women 

in Kempton Park and Tembisa. The research was carried out in 2012. 

Migrants respond to social exclusion by using social capital in the form of family/kinship, 

ethnic and church networks. Zimbabweans mainly rely on bonding rather than bridging social 

capital. To a greater extent, migrant networks help them to ‘get by’ and simply survive. The 

few that have managed to ‘get ahead’, have made use of networks with South African 

residents and other individuals outside their migrant network systems. These have facilitated 

acquisition of fake identity documents, jobs and other necessities. Family networks are 

beginning to repel migrants because of the economic pressures they face leading to the 

weakening of ties among Zimbabwean migrant family members.  

 

KEY WORDS : Asylum; Church; Devaluation; Discrimination; Family, Friends; Migrants; 

Permit; Social Capital; Social Exclusion; Social Networks; Xenophobia; Zimbabweans. 
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 

 

Asylum seeker’s permit - it is given temporarily to foreigners who have applied for asylum 

on the basis of political persecution. This is provided for in the Refugees Act number 130 of 

1998.  

Chibaro - term used by Van Onselen (1978) to describe how Africans in Northern and 

Southern Rhodesia disliked forced labour by the Rhodesia Native Labour Bureau where they 

were bonded on long term contracts for low wages and poor working conditions in Rhodesian 

mines.  

Chimurenga - Zimbabwean liberation struggle against colonial domination. 

Dabulapu – a method used by undocumented migrants to cross the border illegally, going via 

forests in the company of impisi. 

Documented migrant - this is a migrant who has legal stay by virtue of having the necessary 

documents such as passport and permit. 

Gukurahundi - brutal mass killings of Ndebele speakers believed to be supporters of Joshua 

Nkomo (leader of ZAPU) by a North Korean trained fifth brigade special unit of the 

Zimbabwe army. It happened in the Midlands and Matabeleland Provinces of Zimbabwe. It 

started in 1983 and ended in 1987 with the signing of the Unity Accord between ZANU and 

ZAPU. 

Impisi - Zimbabwean men who help undocumented migrants to cross the Limpopo River for 

a fee. They are hired by the malayitsha. 

Immigrant - refers to migrants in a foreign country. This term is used interchangeably with 

the term migrant regardless of whether the migrant is documented or not.  

Kota – this is a sandwich comprising two pieces of bread, cheese, sausage, polony and any 

sauces.  

Labour migrant - also referred to as the economic migrant whose main goal is to find 

employment in the receiving country. 
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Magumaguma - these are Zimbabwean men who ‘patrol’ the forests and border areas and 

mainly loot goods, clothes and money from potential migrants who use the dabulapu method 

to cross the border to South Africa. They sometimes kill and rape (especially female) 

potential migrants. 

Malayitsha - Zimbabwean cross-border taxi operators who ply the cross-border (Zimbabwe-

South Africa) routes. They transport undocumented migrants for a fee. In rural areas the price 

for transportation can be one or two cattle. 

Naturalisation - a process of acquiring citizenship in South Africa by virtue of having parents 

or relatives that are citizens in South Africa. 

Operation Murambatsvina/ Restore Order - the systematic destruction of buildings and 

structures defined as illegal that took place in 2008 in towns and cities of Zimbabwe. It left 

most urban residents poor, homeless and unemployed. 

Spaza - a small usually unlicensed shop that sells food and other small household items in 

townships/ high density areas. 

Stokvel - revolving clubs where members meet fortnightly or every month-end to pay 

subscriptions that are invested and later shared by members. Stokvels are a form of social 

security for the poor. 

Undocumented migrant - a migrant who is defined as illegal by virtue of not having all the 

required documents needed to stay and work in South Africa such as a passport, visa or 

permit. Such an individual is also referred to as an irregular or clandestine migrant.  

Vapostori - members of the Independent African Apostolic Church.  





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 

 247 

accommodates at least two Zimbabweans, this has not really changed the relations between 

migrants and locals. Migrants are mainly viewed as sources of money. Their relations only go 

as far as they can pay rent. Relations are superficial and have no depth. Although these purely 

commercial relationships are products of the modern, capitalist way of relating to those that 

are not intimately related to an individual, they lead to loneliness. This explains why most 

migrants claim that they have no local friends. Almost all migrants under study do not trust 

South Africans, do not wish to marry them and do not want to work with them. Migrants still 

attend their own churches carried over from Zimbabwe and relate with locals ‘when 

necessary’. Stereotypes abound about South African men as lazy and violent while South 

African women are viewed as loose and only interested in money. Such attitudes especially 

among the lower classes create barriers of integration.  

 

9.3.2. Zimbabweans are in South Africa for the long haul 

 

This study reveals that Zimbabwean migrants will still be in South Africa for a long time 

because they believe the economic opportunities are still far much better than those that exist 

in Zimbabwe, even though they participate in the South African labour market on 

disadvantaged terms. They have created networks and relationships that help them to survive. 

For some migrants, even if they decide to move, they may not necessarily go back to 

Zimbabwe. They have become trans-nationals and cosmopolitans who belong to different 

countries. While trans-nationality might have its advantages, I concur with Maphosa (2011) 

that the situation of most Zimbabweans in South Africa is largely that of multiple exclusions 

rather than multiple involvements. Migrants do not enjoy the full benefits of belonging in any 

of the countries they find themselves. They belong neither to South Africa nor Zimbabwe. 

They are in-between and they feel like strangers everywhere. One migrant argued: “as soon 

as you go (from Zimbabwe) it seems like you are immediately replaced”. 

9.3.3. The major agents of social exclusion 
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The research revealed the major agents of social exclusion as the hospitals, banks and police 

and other Zimbabwean migrants. At home and in public transport, local South Africans are 

perceived as discriminatory. The South African government itself has passed strict immigrant 

and economic policies that have had the effect of excluding Zimbabweans by limiting their 

structure of opportunity. Zimbabweans themselves exclude each other by engaging in 

tribalism and regionalism. Petty jealousies create disharmony and disintegration. The 

stereotypes that they have as Ndebele vs. Shona and as Zimbabweans vs. South Africans have 

not helped the case for inclusion or integration either.  

9.3.4. The common coping mechanisms used by Zimbabwean migrants 

 

Social capital lessens social exclusion. Social networks such as family, friendship and 

religious ties, help migrants survive social exclusion by aiding such tactics as faking and 

changing identities, sourcing accommodation and employment and provision of cash as and 

when it is needed. But these have their darker sides. Church networks do not question lack of 

documents and some forms of deviance such as the faking of documents by migrant church 

members. They seem to ‘understand’ that migrant life is difficult. However, by not 

problematising this behaviour, they may be ultimately doing a disservice to their members, 

who remain excluded as long as they do not have proper documentation. Some migrant 

networks themselves enmesh migrants in patron-client relationships that may be difficult to 

escape. The migrant patrons mainly take advantage of newly arrived migrants who are the 

most vulnerable. Migrants believe that sometimes relatives are their ‘worst enemies’ in so far 

as abusing them is concerned. 

 

9.4. Policy implications and recommendations 

 

9.4.1. Policy implications  
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• South Africa must come up with proper integration mechanisms for migrants since 

migrants are there to stay. The covert support that politicians render to locals in their 

bid to force Zimbabweans to ‘go back home’ will not solve the Zimbabwean issue. 

These actions will only have the negative effect of hardening Zimbabweans and 

driving them even further underground where they may even engage in bad 

behaviours in order to survive. They already see death in South Africa as part and 

parcel of what they have to deal with as foreigners. It is part of the calculated risks of 

being a foreigner. Therefore death will not deter them. 

• Migrant entrepreneurs are potential sources of employment even for South African 

locals. It would be in the interest of the South African government to support these 

activities with capital and other resources rather than ignoring them.  

• Migrant workers are potential sources of tax. The government must come up with 

ways of engaging them in order that they contribute to SARS. That way, their use of 

public services can be legitimated. In any case, migrants are mainly of the younger, 

hardworking, and self sufficient age groups (below 40); they are not the most 

demanding when it comes to using public funds.  

• There must be a proper migration management strategy that de-emphasises the power 

of the police and curbs corruption.  

• The police and nurses as public citizens are undermining South Africa’s constitution 

that values equality without regard to a person’s creed or status. They are also 

infringing on universal human rights. 

• There is a need for a paradigm shift among South African officials whose definition 

of a foreigner is that of a black migrant. There is generally no distinction between a 

documented and undocumented migrant in terms of the harsh treatment they receive 

in the hands of these bureaucrats and locals. More specifically, public officials (for 

example nurses) need to be trained in dealing with migrant-specific issues. They are 

evaluated by migrants as insensitive. 

• The Zimbabwean government must show interest in the migrants’ welfare in South 

Africa. An appraisal of newspaper articles reveals that every month at least one 

Zimbabwean dies brutally at the hands of South African mobs. The Zimbabwean 
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government has never protested formally against this behaviour. The Zimbabwean 

government officials may be evaluated as vindictive if they lack eagerness to 

intervene on behalf of migrants; thus, further entrenching the migrants’ perception of 

a home government that does not care about them, thereby abandoning them to their 

fate at the hands of South African mobs.  

• Even where the Zimbabwean government has tried to show enthusiasm for migrants, 

it has mainly concentrated on skilled migrants such as teachers, doctors and engineers 

only. But even these complain of strict re-engagement processes for returnees 

(Chikanda 2011).  

• There still is a need for proper documentation and creation of a database of 

Zimbabwean migrants by the Zimbabwean government which currently uses 

guesstimates.  

• If the strategies of attracting Zimbabweans back to their country are to succeed, then 

the salaries of civil servants in Zimbabwe need to be raised. This is especially true for 

teachers, who are still lowly paid compared to their counterparts in South Africa. The 

Government of Zimbabwe (2010) revealed that 90% of teachers are demoralised by 

their poor salaries. The situation is still the same; teachers are among the lowest paid 

civil servants. 

• The government of Zimbabwe must strongly consider allowing dual citizenship for 

those in the Diaspora and create opportunities for the same people to participate in the 

economic and political affairs of their country. They are currently not allowed to vote. 

Under current circumstances those that acquire foreign citizenship must renounce it if 

they want Zimbabwean citizenship.  

• In order to facilitate meaningful remittances, the Zimbabwean government must help 

Zimbabweans to participate meaningfully in the South African labour market by 

brokering relationships and agreements that protect Zimbabwean workers against 

abuse and exploitation in employment. Remittances come from meaningful jobs. 

Some migrants are not employed in their professional capacity, thus their skills are 

not being fully utilised. Zimbabwe could learn from Asian countries like Bangladesh 

and India which have administrative structures set to help recruit and protect 

migrants. In Bangladesh there is the Bureau of Manpower, Employment and Training 
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(BMET), while in India there is the India’s office of the Protector of Emigrants which 

operated under the Ministry for Indians Overseas (Castles and Miller 2009).  

• Ultimately a regional macro-economic convergence is recommended since there is no 

escaping the fact that problems in one country affect other countries. The reality of 

SADC’s existence must begin to be felt. During the economic crisis of Zimbabwe 

migrants scattered regionally to Mozambique, Malawi, Botswana, Zambia and South 

Africa thus affecting the whole SADC region. 

 

9.4.2 Recommendations for further study 

 

• The cross border transport networks must be further studied to show how potential 

migrants use social and migration specific capital, to determine the patterns of 

crossing the border used by undocumented migrants. Further research must collect 

data from the malayitsha and the impisi (migrant smugglers) themselves to understand 

more about their operations. 

• There is a need to find out if there are gender specific differences in the routes and 

methods used to cross the border by undocumented migrants. 

• Further research must be carried out to find out if South Africa is still a destination 

country or it is now being used as a transit country as migrants move towards other 

countries. In my research some migrants argued that South Africa was not their 

ultimate destination as they were aspiring to go elsewhere, for example, the United 

Kingdom.  

• In terms of the living and sexual practices among migrants, research must determine 

how the process of ‘shacking up’ or ‘just living together’ as migrants call it, affects 

the marriage and family institutions and the children that result from such 

arrangements. Research must be directed towards understanding the quality of life of 

children of Zimbabwean migrants both in South Africa and Zimbabwe. 
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• Coping mechanisms involving the obliteration or disguise of migrant identities are 

quite stressful. Research must begin to understand the health impacts of these migrant 

strategies.  

• Further research needs to be carried out on the self-employed Zimbabwean migrants 

and their potential to create employment in the South African labour market. There is 

already evidence of entrepreneurship among Zimbabweans (26% of the sample are 

entrepreneurs) and research must be directed towards understanding the challenges 

and opportunities faced by these individuals and the role they play in the South 

African labour market. 

9.5. Conclusion 

 

This study of Zimbabwean migrants in Kempton Park and Tembisa reveals their perceptions 

on social exclusion in the labour market and the general South African society. The study 

proposes an analytical framework with ten propositions that aim to show the causes, agents 

and solutions to social exclusion. It shows that migrants have a devalued stigmatised identity. 

The study reveals how migrants cope with this situation through several coping mechanisms 

that involve use of social capital and social networks with local South Africans and other 

Zimbabwean migrants. Migrants use family/kin, friendships and religious networks to 

sponsor the migration costs, housing and employment. The structure of opportunity in South 

Africa is narrowing, forcing migrant networks to repel new migrants, weaken and terminate 

relationships. The majority of Zimbabwean migrants are just ‘getting by’ rather than ‘getting 

ahead’ in Johannesburg. The institutions that are largely exclusionary towards Zimbabweans 

are hospitals, banks, police and to some extent, schools. Employers capitalise on the 

precarious positions of migrants whose legal status is weak and unclear (such as those 

waiting for regularisation or using asylum papers) and exploit them, exposing them to poor 

working conditions and little pay. Therefore migrants are not totally excluded from the labour 

market; they participate on disadvantaged terms. Be that as it may, most migrants still think 

that their economic situation is much better in South Africa than it would be in Zimbabwe. 

And not all of their struggles can be attributed to social exclusion; some are just 

consequences of harsh global economic trends.  
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APPENDICES 

 

10.1. Research questions 

The questions mainly revolve around three themes; the individual’s biography; their appraisal 

of their situation in South Africa and how they fare in the South African labour market; their 

coping mechanisms (these were studied through understanding their participation in social 

networks). 

 

10.1.1. Interview questions for Zimbabwean migrants in Johannesburg 

The individual’s migration trajectory 

1. Demographic characteristics-age, sex, race, religion, educational qualifications, 

marital status (are you married to a Zimbabwean or not? If not married would you prefer to 

be married to a Zimbabwean?). 

2. Length of stay in SA 

3. Reason for leaving Zimbabwe and reasons for choosing South Africa 

4. Prior to coming to South Africa were you employed? In what sector? 

5. Are there any friends/ relatives (both here and back home) that aided your entry in 

finding accommodation and jobs and generally settling in? What specific support did you get 

and from whom?  

6. Did you experience any opposition back home from people who did not want you to 

come (especially in the case of female migrants)? 

7. Did you move directly to Johannesburg, or did they approach Johannesburg in steps, 

that is, did you perhaps first work on farms on Limpopo to earn some money to finance the 

last step to Johannesburg (assuming that Johannesburg is indeed their final destination)?  

8. Does the migration experience differ for men and women? 

9. How often do you return to Zimbabwe? When last have you been back? Any 

constraints in returning to South Africa once you have visited home? Are these constraints 

perhaps a factor in your not visiting home? 
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10. How do you communicate with friends/family members back home? How, and how 

often, do you manage to remit money/goods back home? 

 

The individual’s appraisal of their situation and how they fare in the South African labour 

market 

 

11. How many options do you have in terms of places to stay and work in South Africa? 

Friends and family elsewhere? Is there a possibility of a place to stay or a job elsewhere? 

12. What is your sector of employment in Johannesburg? What proportion of 

Zimbabweans is employed at the same organisation? 

13. What rights do you enjoy as a worker in this sector? 

14. Which areas of employment do you feel you included into or excluded from due to 

your being foreign? Why do you think that is so? 

15. Do you know of any Zimbabweans that are worse off or better than you? 

16. What pressures come with being a foreigner- in the community, at work or any other 

area? 

17. What is the reaction of SA locals towards you? Other Zimbabwean migrants? 

18. Do you have a permanent job, or do you work on an intermittent/piece job basis? Any 

other possibility (self-employed, housewife, dependent, student, unemployed and looking for 

work). 

19. Do you contribute to any social security/social insurance or pension fund? 

20. Do you have a bank account in your name? Is it possible to get a bank loan? 

21. What do you think of the climate for doing business in South Africa? Do you foresee 

any constraints to being self-employed? 

22. Would you say that some South African employers prefer Zimbabwean workers? 

Why? In which sectors are those employers? Alternatively, do some South African employers 

prefer to employ South Africans? Why? In which sectors are these employers? 

23. Have you made any use of public services (such as health and education facilities) in 

South Africa? What was your experience of that? Any constraints? Hostility?  

24. Do you feel the secure situation in South Africa? Do you feel discriminated against? 

Have you had any experience of common crime, Xenophobia? 

25. What are your future prospects in South Africa? 
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Coping mechanisms 

26. How do you try to -fit in, manoeuvre in a foreign land? Do you speak any local South 

African language? How does speaking a local language help you? 

27. What are the relationships like among Zimbabweans in South Africa? Supportive or 

not? Do you trust co-ethnic members? Are these your friends? 

28. If you have job now, how did you hear about that job?  

29. Where do you sleep at present? How permanent/secure is your access to that place? 

Do you own or rent this place/part of the place? 

30. Are your neighbours also from Zimbabwe? What proportion of the neighbourhood 

where you stay is inhabited by Zimbabweans/other foreign Africans? 

31. How do you get to work/place to study from where they sleep? Do you make use of 

public transport? What is your perception of it (safe, reliable, cheap, or not)?  

32. Are there any other members of your immediate and extended Zimbabwe family 

living with you? If you have children do they go to school?  

33. Do you belong to any church group? Does that church cater only for Zimbabweans or 

also for other groups? How helpful has the church been to you? 

34. Have you made any local, South African friends or other foreign non-Zimbabwean 

friends? Do you trust them? Do these friends help in dealing with: police officers, Home 

Affairs, employers, finding accommodation etc.? 

35. Have you joined any local organisations, such as cultural, sporting and political 

associations, trade unions/ workers’ association etc.? 

36. Are you a member of a local savings club? Is this for Zimbabwean Shona or Ndebele 

only? Does it also include local South Africans? 

37. If you have a financial or social problem, who would you approach? 

38. What is the frequency of your contact with family members/Zimbabwean 

friends/relatives in Johannesburg per week? 

39. How often do you share meals or have get together activities with your 

relatives/friends from Zimbabwe? 

40. Have you ever been arrested? What happened? 

41. How do you avoid being arrested or deported? 

42. Have you ever been deported? What happened? 

43. Is your stay in South Africa legal/illegal? 

 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION! 
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10.2. Consent form 

 

My name is Chipo Hungwe and I am a doctoral student in the department of Sociology at the 

University of South Africa. As required by my studies I am conducting a research on 

Zimbabwean migrants in South Africa. The aim of the research is to understand the lives of 

Zimbabweans and their feelings of inclusion into and exclusion from the South African 

society. I would like to interview you asking questions relating to your life history. This 

interview will take approximately 1 hour and if you are agreeable I would like to record our 

discussion on audiotape. 

Since this is a purely academic exercise I guarantee that your information will be treated with 

utmost confidentiality and anonymity. Your name will not be used in any part of the report 

that will be produced by this research. Your participation in this research is voluntary and 

where you feel uncomfortable you may refuse to answer questions and opt out of the 

research. 

Consent 

Researcher: I Chipo Hungwe will not implicate any individuals by discussing the details of 

our conversation.  

Signed: ..........................................Date                                         

Participant: I understand that the information I provide in the interview will not be linked to 

me personally. I agree to take part in the research 

I agree that our conversations can be recorded  

Signed                                                                         Date                                                           
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