
INTRODUCTION

Migration between Zimbabwe and South 
Africa is not a new phenomenon; there is a long his-
tory between the two countries that is influenced by 
their geographical closeness, shared economic con-
nections, and unequal development in Southern 

Africa. Historically, South Africa's stronger econ-
omy and job market have attracted Zimbabwean 
migrants, a trend that started before the economic 
and political problems of the early 2000s (Crush et 
al., 2017). Migration between the two countries is 
part of a larger trend of labour movement in South-
ern Africa, with a long trend of people moving 
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across borders for better job opportunities and in or-
der to provide support for their families. Over time, 
these movements developed into strong relation-
ship networks across borders with the establish-
ment of kinship and community ties, which led to 
migration being more manageable and less risky. 
These ties made mobility easier as they provided 
information, temporary accommodation, and initial 
access to labour markets. As a result, migration be-
came a structured and socially embedded liveli-
hood rather than a response to crisis (Chivige & Al-
faro-Velcamp, 2023).

Figure 1: Estimated Zimbabwean Migration 
Trends to South Africa (2000–2022) 
Source: Compiled by the author using data from Statistics South 

Africa (2022)

Figure 1 illustrates the significant increase in 
Zimbabwean migration to South Africa between 
the early 2000s and 2022. Although South Africa 
and Zimbabwe have historically shared strong mi-
gration ties, migration flows rose sharply during the 
early 2000s as Zimbabwe experienced severe eco-
nomic decline, political instability, and rising un-
employment. The figure shows that migration in-
tensified particularly between 2007 and 2009, a pe-
riod associated with Zimbabwe’s economic crisis 
and hyperinflation. During this period, both skilled 
and unskilled Zimbabweans crossed into South 
Africa in search of employment opportunities, 
safety, and improved living conditions. As Moyo 
(2024) notes, worsening economic conditions and 
persistent unemployment intensified everyday in-
securities, making migration to neighbouring South 
Africa a rational and often necessary survival strat-
egy. In this context, migration became part of 
broader household coping mechanisms aimed at 
economic resilience and social survival. 

Zimbabwean migrants have long formed part of 
South African history; however, their reception in 
local communities has always been a politically 

and socially sensitive issue.   In the early stages of 
increased migration, many South African commu-
nities responded well to Zimbabwean migrants 
with sympathy and understanding, recognising the 
economic and political hardships that had forced 
many to leave their country. However, over time, 
local communities began to lose all empathy; the 
prolonged presence of foreign nationals, as well as 
the increase in numbers, led to frustrations amongst 
residents, especially in areas characterised by un-
employment, inequality, and pressure on public ser-
vices (Crush et al., 2017).

Over time, this created an environment in 
which foreigners were viewed with suspicion and 
as competitors of locals over limited economic and 
social resources. South African communities 
stopped viewing Zimbabwean migrants as merely 
neighbours in need but as threats to their own 
means of survival. Demographic estimates place 
Zimbabwe as the leading source of migrants in 
South Africa, with over one million people be-
lieved to be resident in the country; this is an indica-
tion of the depth of migration linkages between the 
two countries (Statistics South Africa, 2025). As a 
result, scholars have noted that narratives framing 
migrants, especially Zimbabweans, as competitors 
for jobs and contributors to crime have become in-
creasingly commonplace in media reporting and 
everyday discourse (Mbuyisa, 2021).

Attitudes toward migrants are greatly influ-
enced by pre-existing material conditions in com-
munities. In areas affected by unemployment, 
housing shortages and informal labour markets, 
competition over resources often becomes person-
alised at a local level (Chikohomero, 2023). Zim-
babwean migrants are highly visible in informal re-
tail, domestic work, construction, and small-scale 
entrepreneurship, as a result of socio-economic 
pressures in South African communities. Their par-
ticipation in these sectors generates perceptions that 
they are undercutting wages or displacing South 
African workers, even where empirical evidence of 
systematic displacement remains inconclusive 
(Landau, 2011).  This has led to a social narrative 
that frames migrants as direct competitors within 
already precarious communities, contributing to 
enmity and hostility within communities and lead-
ing to neighbourhood-level confrontations, infor-
mal evictions, exclusion of migrants from local 
trading spaces, and public protests demanding 
stricter immigration enforcement (Crush et al., 
2017).

Moyo and Zanker (2020) argue that in commu-
nities’ migration is no longer regarded through a 
humanitarian, developmental, or regional coopera-
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tion lens but is increasingly framed as a threat to 
South Africa’s national security, public order, and 
economic stability. Mbuyisa (2021), contends that 
this has given rise to narratives framing migrants, 
especially Zimbabweans, as competitors for jobs 
and contributors to crime in media reporting and 
everyday discourse. Such perceptions, Crush, et al. 
(2017) postulate, have been linked to recurrent 
episodes of xenophobic hostility, some of which 
disproportionately affect Zimbabweans given their 
numerical concentration and visibility in informal 
sectors.  Therefore, migration in the region is fre-
quently debated within broader discussions about 
unemployment, economic inequality, and access to 
public services (Akinrinde & Tar, 2021; Nicolai & 
Gellwitzki, 2025).

African political theorists also provide impor-
tant insight into these dynamics. Murenje and 
Sibanda (2026)argue that xenophobia in South 
Africa reflects a broader crisis of citizenship, where 
national belonging is narrowly defined and often 
used to exclude non-nationals during periods of so-
cial and economic pressure. Rather than viewing 
xenophobic hostility as irrational, they placed it 
within political discourses that differentiate be-
tween “citizens” and “foreigners” in moral as well 
as legal terms. Similarly, Nyamnjoh (2017), em-
phasises the fluid and negotiated nature of African 
identities, arguing that belonging on the continent 
has historically been flexible and relational, yet it is 
increasingly framed in rigid, exclusionary ways in 
contemporary political contexts. These perspec-
tives suggest that tensions around Zimbabwean mi-
grants are linked to broader struggles over citizen-
ship, nationhood, and post-apartheid identity.

Most scholarship has explored the social and 
political dynamics surrounding migration in South 
Africa. Murenje and Sibanda (2026) have exam-
ined issues such as migrant vulnerability and the re-
curring episodes of violence directed at foreign na-
tionals in certain communities, whilst Muchemwa 
and Batisai (2024) explore how social networks 
and integration influence the residential choice of 
Zimbabwean migrants. Previous studies on migra-
tion have also focused on policy analysis. Moyo 
and Zanker (2020) trace the evolution of South 
African immigration policy, showing that even be-
fore the Zimbabwean crisis, migrants were often 
treated through a security lens. Amit et al. (2012) 
document the bureaucratic barriers migrants faced 
when trying to access refugee reception offices, re-
flecting an institutional culture of suspicion and ex-
clusion, whilst Vorvornator and Enaifoghe (2024) 
explore the renewal and administrative challenges 
surrounding Zimbabwean special permits.

However, less attention has been paid to how 
migration-related tensions are socially constructed 
and reproduced at the community level through ev-
ery day public discourse, local narratives, and per-
ceptions of belonging. Existing scholarship often 
focuses on national policy debates or large-scale 
xenophobic violence, while giving limited attention 
to how ordinary community interactions and public 
discussions shape perceptions of Zimbabwean mi-
grants within local settings. At the community 
level, grievances are often a combination of insecu-
rities about unemployment and service provision, 
and anxieties about national identity and belonging, 
which lead to broader structural frustrations by lo-
cal communities being unleashed on migrants. In 
this article, “community-level grievances” refers 
primarily to frustrations within low-income urban 
communities, especially townships and informal 
settlements affected by unemployment and limited 
access to resources.

 This study addresses that gap by examining 
how social tensions surrounding Zimbabwean mi-
grants are constructed and articulated within South 
African communities. Rather than focusing primar-
ily on migration policy or violent outbreaks, the 
study analyses how migrants become associated 
with crime, unemployment, pressure on public ser-
vices, and outsider status through public narratives 
and community discourse. Using a social construc-
tivist framework, the article demonstrates how mi-
gration-related tensions are shaped not only by ma-
terial socio-economic conditions but also by so-
cially constructed meanings, identities, and percep-
tions.

According to social constructivist scholars, so-
cial realities are not simply objective conditions but 
are shaped through shared meanings, interactions, 
and collective interpretations (Wendt, 1999). In this 
view, perceptions of threat, belonging, and identity 
therefore develop through social discourse rather 
than automatically from material circumstances. 
They may be viewed as team players, neighbours, 
friends or as part of the community, but may also be 
framed as hostile or competitors for scarce re-
sources, all this due to interpretations that are pro-
duced and reproduced through public discussions 
and the media (Jani, 2025). Thus, migration be-
comes entangled within broader debates about 
identity, security, and social order.

A common practice in South African public de-
bates is the association of migrants with unemploy-
ment, rising crime, and the lack of adequate public 
services such as health care and education. These 
narratives shape how local communities view mi-
grants and affect daily interactions within commu-
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nities (Ngubane, 2025). In this context, the social 
constructivist perspective places emphasis on how 
tensions arise as a result of socially constructed per-
ceptions of foreign nationals, not on the tensions 
being a result of economic and social inequalities 
(Wendt, 1999).

The study addresses the research question: How 
are social tensions surrounding Zimbabwean mi-
gration constructed and articulated at the commu-
nity level in South Africa? The focus on the com-
munity level is important because securitising polit-
ical discourse does not operate only at the state or 
elite level but also shapes everyday social relations 
within local communities. In South Africa, tensions 
surrounding Zimbabwean migration are most visi-
ble in economically marginalised urban communi-
ties, particularly townships and informal settle-
ments where competition over employment, hous-
ing, informal trade, and public services is highly 
concentrated (Landau, 2011; Misago, 2017).

 These local spaces become important sites 
where political narratives about migrants are repro-
duced, experienced, and contested. Examining the 
community level therefore makes it possible to un-
derstand how broader securitising discourses trans-
late into social tensions, exclusionary attitudes, and 
occasional violence against migrants. This will be 
done by an examination of the causes of commu-
nity-level tensions linked to Zimbabwean migrants; 
particular attention will be paid to the way migrants 
are described and labelled in public spaces and 
neighbourhoods. The purpose of the article is to an-
alyse how these tensions are framed within public 
discourse and everyday community interactions us-
ing a social constructivist approach. In doing so, the 
article contributes to a deeper understanding of mi-
gration dynamics between neighbouring countries 
and highlights the role of social meanings and per-
ceptions in shaping community responses to migra-
tion.

While existing scholarship on migration in 
South Africa has extensively examined xenopho-
bia, migration governance, border control, and 
labour market tensions (Landau, 2011; Misago, 
2017), much of the literature focuses primarily on 
state policy, national political debates, or episodes 
of violence. Less attention has been given to how 
perceptions of Zimbabwean migrants are socially 
constructed and reproduced within everyday com-
munity contexts through media narratives, public 
discourse, and local interactions. Existing studies 
often discuss migration as a broad political or socio-
economic issue without sufficiently examining 
how threat perceptions are formed and articulated 
at the community level (Moyo & Zanker, 2020). 

This study addresses this gap by examining 
how Zimbabwean migration is constructed within 
public discourse in South African communities and 
how these narratives contribute to social tensions 
surrounding employment, security, and belonging. 
Drawing on constructivist theory, particularly 
Wendt’s understanding of socially constructed 
identities and threat perceptions (Wendt, 1999), the 
study contributes to broader debates on migration, 
discourse, and community-level securitisation in 
South Africa. 

METHOD

The study employs a qualitative research design 
in the examination of how Zimbabwean migration 
is represented and interpreted within South African 
public discourse. Particular attention is given to 
sentiments about foreign nationals as discussed in 
media reporting, civil society documentation, and 
policy-related commentary. In this context, the 
analysis is guided by an interpretive approach that 
emphasises the role of discourse in shaping social 
understandings of migration. Studies have shown 
that in most cases, migration debates do not emerge 
solely from demographic realities but are often con-
structed through public narratives that link migrants 
to broader concerns about employment, security, 
and access to public services (Chikohomero, 
2023).

This study employed a qualitative research de-
sign using qualitative content analysis to examine 
how Zimbabwean migration is represented and in-
terpreted within South African public discourse. 
Qualitative content analysis was selected because it 
allows for the systematic examination of meanings, 
narratives, and representations contained within 
textual material relating to migration and commu-
nity tensions (Bowen, 2009; Creswell, 2007).

The study relied on publicly available docu-
mentary sources consisting of media reports, civil 
society publications, migration research reports, 
and government policy documents published be-
tween 2017 and 2025. The selected timeframe was 
chosen because it coincided with heightened public 
debates surrounding immigration enforcement, 
xenophobic incidents, anti-migrant mobilisation, 
and renewed discussions about migration gover-
nance in South Africa.

A purposive sampling strategy was used to se-
lect documents relevant to the study’s research 
question. Documents were included if they: dis-
cussed Zimbabwean migrants or foreign nationals 
in South Africa; referred to community tensions, 
migration perceptions, unemployment, crime, pub-
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lic services, or belonging; contained discussions re-
lating to interactions between migrants and host 
communities; and were produced by recognised 
media outlets, government institutions, civil soci-
ety organisations, or migration research institu-
tions.

The final dataset consisted of approximately 53 
documents, including newspaper articles, policy 
documents, institutional reports, and publications 
from migration research organisations. Media 
sources included News24, Mail & Guardian, 
Sowetan, and Daily Maverick due to their exten-
sive reporting on migration-related developments 
and public debates in South Africa. Additional doc-
umentary sources included reports from the Inter-
national Organization for Migration (IOM), the 
South African Human Rights Commission 
(SAHRC), the African Centre for Migration & So-
ciety (ACMS), and the South African Department 
of Home Affairs.

Each document was treated as a unit of analysis. 
The analysis focused on identifying recurring nar-
ratives, representations, and discursive patterns sur-
rounding Zimbabwean migrants within South 
African communities. Data analysis followed an 
inductive thematic coding process. The documents 
were read repeatedly to identify recurring ideas, 
keywords, and patterns relating to migration per-
ceptions and community tensions. Initial codes in-
cluded references to crime, unemployment, labour 
competition, pressure on public services, outsider 
status, insecurity, and national belonging.

The codes were subsequently grouped into 
broader analytical themes based on recurring pat-
terns across the dataset. Four dominant themes 
emerged from the analysis, and these were: the as-
sociation of migrants with crime; perceptions of 
pressure on public services; perceptions of unem-
ployment and labour market competition; and the 
framing of migrants as outsiders.

The interpretation of these themes was guided 
by a social constructivist framework, which em-
phasises how meanings, identities, and perceptions 
are socially produced and reproduced through dis-
course and public interaction (Wendt, 1999). The 
study therefore focused not only on what was said 
about migrants, but also on how migration-related 
meanings were constructed and circulated within 
public discourse and community discussions.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study outlines the response of South 
African communities to Zimbabwean migration. 
The results reveal recurring narratives through 

which Zimbabwean migrants are framed in public 
discourse. It is noted that these narratives do not 
emerge in isolation but develop within environ-
ments marked by unemployment, service delivery 
challenges, and heightened concerns about secu-
rity. Four dominant themes appear across the data: 
the association of migrants with crime, perceptions 
of pressure on public services, perceptions of un-
employment and labour market competition, and 
the framing of migrants as outsiders.

In South African communities’ public discus-
sions surrounding migration associates foreign 
Zimbabwean nationals with criminal activity. The 
media reports analysed revealed that most commu-
nity members often blame migrants for the rising 
crime levels. It must be noted that although many 
public and policy narratives refer broadly to mi-
grants or foreign nationals, these discourses often 
implicitly target Zimbabwean migrants, as they 
represent one of the largest migrant communities in 
South Africa. During protests in the local township 
in Zandspruit, a resident interviewed in a news re-
port blamed criminal activity in the area on Zim-
babweans, stating that “it is them who rob the peo-
ple… the carjackers is them” (VOA, 2009).

Similarly, community protests have also some-
times explicitly framed Zimbabweans as responsi-
ble for crime. During xenophobic unrest in 
Limpopo, protesters marched through the streets 
carrying placards declaring that they were “tired of 
Zimbabwean criminals” and demanding that they 
leave the community (Netsianda, 2015). These 
forms of public messaging demonstrate how gener-
alized concerns about crime may become directed 
toward Zimbabwean nationals in particular during 
periods of community tension. Such statements il-
lustrate how broader narratives about crime and in-
security may become specifically associated with 
Zimbabwean migrants within local communities. 
As a result, broader anti-migrant narratives fre-
quently shape perceptions and experiences of Zim-
babwean migrants in particular.

In continuation with the crime narrative, reports 
in the Daily Maverick and News24 document how 
community protests about safety sometimes evolve 
into confrontations targeting foreign-owned busi-
nesses or migrant communities (Nxumalo, 2025; 
Simelane, 2022). In a letter to the editor published 
in The Sowetan in January 2025, a member of the 
public links rising crime rates in South Africa to un-
documented immigrants and calls for stricter mi-
gration controls. The writer claims that undocu-
mented migrants are “overcrowding our jails” after 
committing “all sorts of heinous crimes” in the 
country. The letter further associates migrants with 
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cable theft and illegal mining activities, arguing that 
foreign nationals are “burrowing our grounds, 
stealing our precious minerals,” which allegedly 
costs the country billions of Rands (Lata, 2025). 
Such sentiments expressed in public discourse, al-
though not supported by empirical evidence, con-
tribute to fuelling hostility and tensions within com-
munities.

Similar sentiments appear in the Mail & 
Guardian, where community members involved in 
protests in Diepsloot argued that undocumented 
foreign nationals were responsible for criminal ac-
tivities in the area, with one resident stating: “We 
know them, we live with them. They break into our 
houses at night and rape us” (Moyo, 2020). Such 
statements show that migrants are viewed with sus-
picion in communities and are seen as hostile indi-
viduals who threaten the social fabric. These per-
ceptions go beyond individual sentiments and ex-
tend into the larger public debates that surround mi-
gration in South Africa (Chekenya, 2024).

Reports by the Mail & Guardian also indicate 
that most criminal activities are attributed to foreign 
nationals. Issues such as drug trafficking and organ-
ised crime, when discussed in public spaces, are 
linked with foreigners, although no formal statistics 
support such claims (Coetzee, 2019). In addition, 
similar sentiments arose during the xenophobia 
episodes in Johannesburg, with residents blaming 
migrants for crime and social disorder. This goes to 
show that migrants are usually used as scapegoats 
during periods of social instability (Njanji, 2019).
These views, though a reflection of individual or 
community perceptions that lack verified evidence, 
contribute greatly to the shaping of public attitudes 
toward migrants. The reproduction of these narra-
tives by the media further cements the framing of 
migrants as security threats in communities. An un-
derstanding of how such narratives circulate within 
public discussions and the media is thus imperative 
for the analysis of the social dynamics that underlie 
migration-related tensions in South Africa (Sitto-
Kaunda, 2024).

Apart from the association of migrants with 
crime, another emerging theme is the belief that mi-
grants place a strain on public services. Local com-
munities have repeatedly complained about over-
crowding in clinics and schools, which they at-
tribute to the presence of foreign nationals. Accord-
ing to the International Organization for Migration, 
migrants commonly settle in densely populated ur-
ban areas where infrastructure is already strained.
In such contexts, residents often experience daily 
frustrations when accessing healthcare services, 
housing opportunities, or social support systems 

(IOM, 2020). Media reports studied indicate that 
these frustrations are sometimes directed toward 
migrants who are perceived as competing for 
scarce resources.

The Mail & Guardian in July 2025 reported on 
members of the anti-immigration movement 
March and March preventing foreign nationals 
from accessing healthcare services at a hospital in 
KwaZulu-Natal. The chairperson of the movement 
justified the action by arguing that undocumented 
migrants were “taking resources away from South 
Africans” and were responsible for placing pres-
sure on public health services (Bega & Mzangwe, 
2025). She further claimed that migrants were 
“draining” healthcare resources funded by taxpay-
ers and receiving medical treatment and medication 
at the expense of South African citizens.

The analysis revealed that the contest over ac-
cess to health care is not a recent development in 
South African communities. In 2022, Mbhazima 
Shilowa reported in News24 that activists from Op-
eration Dudula, an anti-immigration movement 
protesting outside a clinic in Pretoria, sought to pre-
vent undocumented migrants from accessing 
healthcare services. The author similarly observes 
that some South Africans perceive immigrants as 
“placing pressure on already strained public health-
care services” (Shilowa, 2025).

Beyond healthcare, similar tensions have also 
emerged around migrants’ access to public educa-
tion. Debates surrounding the enrolment of migrant 
children in South African schools have also increas-
ingly become a site of contestation within commu-
nities. Media reports indicate that anti-immigration 
activism has also extended into the education sec-
tor. Reporting by eNCA documented activists from 
Operation Dudula visiting schools in Soweto and 
warning principals against enrolling undocumented 
migrant children for the 2026 academic year. The 
group argued that undocumented pupils contribute 
to overcrowded classrooms and place additional 
pressure on already strained educational resources 
(Shaikh, 2025).

Similar incidents have been reported in other 
parts of the country. In January 2026, News24 doc-
umented protests by local parents outside Adding-
ton Primary School in Durban, where demonstra-
tors claimed that South African children were being 
denied placement because schools were prioritising 
foreign national learners. The main argument of the 
protesters was that the presence of migrant pupils 
contributes to overcrowded classrooms and places 
additional pressure on already limited educational 
resources (Nxumalo, 2026). Such narratives frame 
migrants as competitors for scarce public services, 
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leading to the perception that migrants undermine 
the welfare of local citizens. As such narratives cir-
culate within communities, they can reinforce ex-
clusionary attitudes and heighten tensions between 
migrants and host populations.

Perceptions of unemployment and labour mar-
ket competition emerged strongly in media ac-
counts of tensions between migrants and host com-
munities. Newspaper reporting reflected frustra-
tions expressed by residents who believe that the 
presence of foreign nationals reduces employment 
opportunities for South Africans, particularly in 
low-skilled sectors and informal economic activi-
ties. This is seen through coverage in the Sowetan, 
during a protest in Tshwane, where residents ar-
gued that employment opportunities in their com-
munities should prioritise citizens, stating that 
“jobs in our communities must be prioritised for 
South African citizens” (Moloi, 2025). Many a 
time, community members frame migrants as di-
rect competitors for scarce jobs in a context charac-
terised by persistently high unemployment. Local 
newspapers often capture this through interviews 
with residents in communities where tensions have 
occurred. For example, reporting in the Sowetan
during community protests over the presence of 
foreign-owned businesses showed how economic 
competition is perceived at the community level. 
Local business owners interviewed in the report de-
scribed difficulties competing with foreign shop 
owners, noting that migrants often sell goods at sig-
nificantly lower prices, which creates tensions 
within local markets (Sowetan, 2018). Similarly, a 
resident interviewed during demonstrations in 
Mahikeng argued that there were limited job op-
portunities in the town and complained that “for-
eigners came in large numbers… and are causing a 
problem for our small businesses” (Pĳoos, 2018).

Further reporting by News24 on informal 
labour markets revealed that many locals feel that 
migrants have a better chance of being hired for in-
formal work, as they claimed that many employers 
prefer hiring migrants because they are perceived 
to be more willing to accept lower pay and longer 
working hours. One local stated that “immigrants 
will take R100 or even R50” while locals refuse to 
work for such low pay (Mutandiro, 2019). The res-
ident suggested that this practice disadvantages lo-
cal workers who are already struggling to secure 
employment in an economy with limited job op-
portunities.  These media reports help shed light on 
how labour market competition is understood at the 
community level. Coverage in the Mail & 
Guardian also documents how unemployment 
anxieties shape community attitudes toward mi-

grants. In reporting on anti-immigrant protests in 
Pretoria, residents complained about the presence 
of foreign nationals, revealing that they are the rea-
son why locals find themselves unemployed. This 
goes to show that economic frustrations within 
communities are usually directed towards foreign-
ers regardless of the circumstances (Whittles, 
2017).

Reports in Daily Maverick similarly note that 
during anti-migrant protests, the overwhelming 
sentiments of foreign nationals being responsible 
for unemployment usually arise in public discus-
sions. In particular, locals believe foreigners have 
taken over the informal sector, especially fields like 
construction, domestic work and informal trading, 
leaving locals with limited livelihood opportunities 
(Simelane, 2022). These claims thus render mi-
grants as economic competitors in an already 
volatile labour market. As a result, labour market 
competition becomes an important narrative 
through which migration is understood and con-
tested at the community level (Akinmade et al., 
2025).

Lastly, the question of belonging and national 
identity frequently arises during discussions about 
migration. Media reports and civil society docu-
mentation reveal that migrants are often described 
in ways that emphasise their status as outsiders 
within local communities (Chiumbu & Moyo, 
2018). Statements collected by the African Centre 
for Migration & Society show that many residents 
frame migration debates around the idea that em-
ployment opportunities and state services should 
prioritise South African citizens (Murahwa & Mis-
ago, 2025). Similarly, the Institute of Security Stud-
ies research on Understanding conflict between lo-
cals and migrants in SA revealed that an over-
whelming emphasis is placed on the ‘otherness’ of 
foreign-born migrants. Furthermore, cultural and 
linguistic differences worsen the differences be-
tween foreign-born migrants and locals. In every-
day discussions reported in local newspapers, mi-
grants are commonly referred to simply as “for-
eigners,” a label that reinforces distinctions be-
tween citizens and non-citizens (Chikohomero, 
2023).

Public discourse in South Africa frequently 
constructs migrants as outsiders who do not fully 
belong within the national community; this is often 
reflected through media reporting. Commentary in 
the Mail & Guardian notes that migration dis-
course commonly creates a division between “in-
siders” and “outsiders”, where foreigners are per-
ceived as threatening the identity of the host society 
(Winkler, 2017). Similarly, the Sowetan documents 
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community sentiments where residents reveal that 
they feel as if they are foreigners in their neighbour-
hoods due to the overwhelming dominance by for-
eign nationals in every sector of the community 
(Tshabalala, 2022). This has led to tension and vio-
lent outbursts from local communities. News24
documented xenophobic discourse on social media 
in which users called for “all foreigners” to leave 
the country (Khoza, 2017). These narratives reflect 
how migration is not limited to economic and secu-
rity debates but cuts across all sectors, including de-
bates about nationality and belonging (Gamage & 
Nyiayaana, 2026).

The dataset of this study also included policy 
statements and government-related documents. 
These documents provide insight into how migra-
tion is managed at the state level, as well as the 
measures and response tactics to migration-related 
issues. For this study, the analysis focused on the 
White Paper on International Migration for South 
Africa as a key policy framework guiding migra-
tion governance. The document outlines the gov-
ernment’s approach to migration management, em-
phasising the need to balance economic develop-
ment, regional mobility, and national security con-
siderations. An analysis of the document revealed 
that within the South African government, policy 
debates on migration are often centred around is-
sues of strengthening border management and se-
curity as well as on ways of mitigating the presence 
of unregulated foreigners. This is an indication that 
migration governance is an important component 
of national security and crime prevention strategies 
in South Africa (South African Department of 
Home Affairs, 2017).

It was noted that within official discourse, mi-
gration is often framed as both an opportunity and 
a challenge. On the one hand, policy documents ac-
knowledge that migration can contribute to eco-
nomic growth, skills development, and regional in-
tegration. On the other hand, policy discussions 
also emphasise concerns related to irregular migra-
tion, border management, and pressures on state in-
stitutions. The South African Department of Home 
Affairs highlights the importance of strengthening 
immigration controls while also developing mecha-
nisms to regulate labour migration and protect na-
tional interests (South African Department of 
Home Affairs, 2017). These policy priorities reflect 
broader debates within South Africa about how to 
manage migration in a way that addresses both eco-
nomic needs and public concerns about security, 
employment, and service delivery.

Human rights institutions, on the other hand, of-
ten challenge these migration-crime narratives, stat-

ing that these allegations are dangerous and give 
rise to xenophobic tendencies. The South African 
Human Rights Commission cautioned on official 
statements that link foreign nationals with crime af-
ter the Deputy Minister of Police, Mr Bongani 
Mkongi, publicly stated that foreign nationals were 
responsible for crime in Johannesburg.  According 
to the Commission, these claims lacked factual sup-
port and risked inciting anti-migrant violence 
(SAHRC, 2017). The Commission further empha-
sised that attributing criminal activity to foreign na-
tionals as a homogenous group was misleading and 
could contribute to heightened social tensions 
within communities. This shows that while some 
public narratives associate migrants with criminal 
activity, institutional actors caution against general-
isations that may reinforce xenophobic attitudes.

From a constructivist perspective, the findings 
demonstrate that perceptions of Zimbabwean mi-
grants as economic and social threats are not natu-
rally occurring or objectively fixed, but are socially 
constructed through discourse, interaction, and 
shared meanings within society (Wendt, 1999). 
Constructivism argues that social reality is shaped 
by ideas, identities, and collective understandings 
rather than material conditions alone. In the South 
African context, migrants become associated with 
unemployment, crime, and pressure on public ser-
vices not simply because of their physical presence, 
but because these meanings are repeatedly pro-
duced and reinforced through political rhetoric, me-
dia reporting, and community discussions.

Wendt (1999) argues that identities and interests 
are formed through social interaction. The findings 
of this study support this argument by showing how 
Zimbabwean migrants are frequently represented 
as “foreigners,” “outsiders,” or competitors within 
local communities. These labels shape how mi-
grants are perceived socially and politically. Over 
time, repeated narratives linking migrants to eco-
nomic hardship and insecurity contribute to the for-
mation of collective perceptions that migrants 
threaten local livelihoods and social stability (Lan-
dau, 2011).

The findings further demonstrate that threat per-
ceptions surrounding migration are intersubjective, 
meaning they are created and sustained collectively 
through shared beliefs and public discourse. News-
paper reporting, community protests, and public 
debates repeatedly associate migrants with unem-
ployment, informal economic competition, and 
criminality. Although empirical evidence support-
ing systematic labour displacement or criminal re-
sponsibility remains inconclusive, these narratives 
become socially meaningful because they are con-
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tinuously circulated through public communication 
channels (Huysmans, 2006; Moyo & Zanker, 
2020). 

Constructivism also helps explain why migra-
tion tensions vary across social contexts. In eco-
nomically marginalised urban communities where 
unemployment, poverty, and service delivery frus-
trations are severe, migrants become visible sym-
bols through which broader socio-economic anxi-
eties are expressed. The issue is therefore not mi-
gration alone, but the social meanings attached to 
migration within specific political and economic 
environments (Misago, 2017). Wendt’s construc-
tivist approach highlights that communities re-
spond not only to material realities but also to the 
ideas and interpretations through which those reali-
ties are understood. 

The study reveals that discourse plays an impor-
tant role in reproducing distinctions between “in-
siders” and “outsiders.” Public narratives reported 
in newspapers and community discussions often 
portray South African citizens as rightful beneficia-
ries of employment opportunities and state ser-
vices, while migrants are represented as external 
actors competing for scarce resources (Landau, 
2011). Through this process, national identity and 
belonging become socially constructed in exclu-
sionary ways. These narratives reinforce the per-
ception that migrants do not fully belong within the 
national community, thereby legitimising exclu-
sionary attitudes and, in some instances, hostility 
toward foreign nationals.

In addition, the findings also show evidence of 
coexistence and cooperation between migrants and 
residents in workplaces, religious spaces, neigh-
bourhood markets, and everyday social interac-
tions (Crush & Tevera, 2010). This is important 
from a constructivist perspective because it demon-
strates that identities and social relationships are not 
fixed or inevitable. Just as negative perceptions are 
socially produced, more cooperative and inclusive 
relationships can also emerge through positive in-
teraction and shared experiences. This reflects 
Wendt’s broader argument that social realities are 
continuously shaped and reshaped through human 
interaction (Wendt, 1999).

Overall, the findings support the constructivist 
argument that migration-related tensions are 
shaped less by objective demographic realities and 
more by socially constructed meanings, identities, 
and narratives. Political discourse, media reporting, 
and everyday community discussions all contribute 
to shaping how Zimbabwean migrants are under-
stood within South African society. Migration 
therefore becomes not only a material issue but also 

a socially constructed phenomenon shaped by col-
lective interpretation and public discourse.

The findings of this study demonstrate how nar-
ratives linking migrants to crime, unemployment, 
and service shortages circulate widely within pub-
lic discourse. Such narratives are strengthened by 
public discussions and media reporting; over time, 
the repeated framing of foreign nationals as the 
cause of broader social and structural economic 
problems leads to social unrest, hence fuelling 
community tensions (Akinrinde & Tar, 2021). In 
many South African communities, experiences of 
economic hardship, insecurity, and inadequate ser-
vice delivery create environments in which resi-
dents search for explanations for their difficulties. 
Migration becomes one of the interpretive frame-
works through which these frustrations are articu-
lated. Zimbabwean migrants, because of their visi-
bility in informal trade and urban neighbourhoods, 
often become focal points in these discussions 
(Chikohomero, 2023).

CONCLUSION

This study examined how social tensions sur-
rounding Zimbabwean migration are constructed 
and expressed at the community level in South 
Africa from a social constructivist perspective. The 
findings indicate that the presence of foreign nation-
als alone does not give rise to tensions, but it is cou-
pled with the lens and environment through which 
migration is viewed at the community level. Media 
reports and community dialogues often associate mi-
grants with crime, labour market competition, and 
strain on public resources, contributing to percep-
tions that position migrants as sources of insecurity 
and economic threat. These narratives play an im-
portant role in shaping community attitudes, often 
leading to the scapegoating of foreign nationals for 
broader structural challenges such as unemploy-
ment, inequality, and limited service provision. De-
spite all this, everyday interactions between migrants 
and residents demonstrate that community relations 
are not defined entirely by conflict but also include 
forms of coexistence and economic cooperation 
within neighbourhoods and informal markets. The 
study therefore suggests that the social and discur-
sive framing of migrants within public debate ampli-
fies the migration-related tensions, thus highlighting 
the need for policy approaches that address underly-
ing socio-economic pressures while promoting more 
balanced public narratives about migration. Future 
research could further examine how local gover-
nance practices and community engagement initia-
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tives shape interactions between migrants and host 
communities in different urban contexts.
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