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Abstract: The main argument developed in this article is in three parts. First, foreign Africans, 

especially entrepreneurs who operate near the lower end of the income-generation spectrum in 

South Africa, have experienced sporadic xenophobic attacks from locals since 2008 because of 

feelings of relative deprivation. Second, sections of South African society use extreme violence to 

express social discontent. Third, the underlying factor of feelings of relative deprivation could be 

managed through training in skills and entrepreneurship, using the multi-billion rand social grants 

system as an inducement. This analysis applies Alexynsky’s (2007) extension to the relative 

deprivation theoretical framework of migration. This article argues that managing training to reach 

as many South Africans in low-skilled occupations as possible could lift them out of poverty, 

reduce or eliminate feelings of relative deprivation, and thus address the root causes of xenophobia 

and end the attacks. To induce as many low-skilled South Africans as possible to embrace the 

training suggested here, parts of the multi-billion-rand social-grant system, which is operated in the 

country, could be made conditional upon participation in acquisition of trade, professional and/or 

entrepreneurship skill programmes. This could move South Africans out of the low-skill economic 

activities and make foreign Africans who want such more welcome. 
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1. Introduction 

The violent expressions of xenophobic sentiments against foreign Africans and others that 

erupted across South Africa in 2008, 2012 and in 2015, and took the government and the security 

agents by surprise could have been anticipated (Aleksynska, 2007; Bauder, 2006; Piore, 1979: 35-7, 

45-6). In the context of South Africa’s history and body polity, the received neoclassical theory of 

migration and the extension to the relative deprivation version of the new economics of migration 

theory, predict both the discontent that caused the attacks on foreigners and the group that 

perpetrated the attacks. So the upheaval should have been expected and proactive measures taken to 

forestall and/or manage it.  The two main theories of international migration explain not only the 

factors that drive cross-border migration, but also the impact that the flow produces on groups in 
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sending and receiving countries.  The circumstances in each country – the level of enlightenment of 

the population, the strength of the legal and judicial systems, respect for rule of law, the state and 

dynamics of the economies, access to resources and distribution of income and wealth, availability 

of secondary labour market jobs and attitudes of locals towards such, and even the history of a 

country (Jeeves and Crush, 1995; Omer-Cooper, 1987: 150) – all play a role in shaping local 

response to the in-flows of migrants.   

South Africa has the largest economy and the best infrastructure on the African continent and 

so offers economic opportunities for those who could identify them and who have the human capital 

to exploit them.  These potential opportunities have been attracting both political and economic 

refugees, with or without academic qualifications and with or without vocational training and/or 

entrepreneurial experiences – from the continent and beyond.  The long porous borders also make it 

easy for undocumented migrants to enter the country.  The impact that these in-flows of migrants 

has had on especially the lower tiers of South African society, the violent reaction that has been 

erupting, and how this could be managed in the future are examined in this article.  Because 

xenophobic attacks on foreign Africans in South Africa is a relatively recent development, not much 

academic work has been done on it, so this essay will sometimes draw on media reports in 

developing some of its arguments. 

2. Theoretical Explanations of Dissatisfaction of Locals  

and Xenophobic Attacks 

Two broad strands of the theories of international migration may be drawn on to explain the 

sentiments for and root causes of xenophobic attacks in South Africa.  The first and older
1
 of the 

two broad strands is the neoclassical theory of international migration, which has microeconomic 

and macroeconomic versions.  The second is Oded Stark’s new economics of migration, which 

emphasises relative deprivation as a push factor in migration. 

2.1 The neoclassical theory and xenophobia 

The microeconomic version of the neoclassical theory presents international migration 

decision-making within the context of individual choice.  It states that, other things equal, rational 

individuals would decide to migrate when a cost-benefit analysis of their migration produces a 

positive net return. (Kim and Cohen, 2010; Harris and Todaro, 1970; Sjaastad, 1962; Todaro, 1969, 

1976, 1980; Todaro and Maurszko, 1987)  Thus, an individual’s involvement in international 

migration is perceived as a form of investment in human capital – migrants incur costs at the initial 

phases of migration in expectation of future earnings that should more than compensate for the cost.  

When time, t, is counted from the point the migration decision is made and n measures the number 

of years from the decision to migrate to return or retirement of the migrant, the expected net returns 

from migration may be given as: 

0)0()]()()()()([)0( 032
0

1 
 CdtetYtPtYtPtPENR rt

d

n

     (1) 

where ENR(0) is the expected net return to migration calculated just before departure at time 0; t 

represents time; P1(t) is the probability of avoiding deportation from destination (which is 1.0 for 

legal international migrants and less than 1.0 for undocumented international migrants); P2(t) is the 

                                                           
1 For this reason Stark and Taylor (1991b) refers to it as “the received theory of migration”.  
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probability of finding employment at the destination area 
2
 (which would be 1.0 for migrants who 

come to South Africa as entrepreneurs); Yd(t) is an estimate of the income that the migrant could 

expect in South Africa on the basis of her/his portable human capital; P3(t) is the probability of 

finding employment in the sending area (which is 1.0 for those who are employed at the time they 

are contemplating migration and [1–u] on average for those unemployed, where u is the 

unemployment rate in the sending area; Y0(t) is the earnings the prospective migrant could expect in 

the sending area, which would be related to his/her human capital and living standards in the area; 

‘e’ is the base for natural logarithm; ‘r’ is the discount rate; and C(0) is the sum of the costs of 

migrating. 

Equation (1) suggests that the rational worker/entrepreneur would migrate if ENR(0) 0 .  

Thus, labour migration flows will tend to be from labour-abundant low-income areas to labour-

scarce areas or from skill-abundant to skill-scarce high-income areas.  It would also suggest that an 

improvement in economic opportunities at the destination would increase real net expected earnings 

there and the probability of migration, while an improvement in the economic opportunities at the 

origin would reduce the probability of migration; that individuals with human capital characteristics 

that increase expected earnings in destination relative to origin will be more likely to migrate; and 

that circumstances like social networks that reduce migration costs would increase the probability 

of migration. 

The macroeconomic version of the neoclassical theory of international migration is derived 

from the internal migration counterpart, which postulates that internal migration is caused by 

differences in the supply of and demand for certain categories of labour among geographical areas 

in a country, and that these manifest themselves in differences in market wage rates (Lewis, 1954; 

Ranis and Fei, 1961; Harris and Todaro, 1970; Todaro, 1976; Kim and Cohen, 2010).  When the 

differences in demand for and supply of labour are across national borders, the earnings differentials 

they generate cause international labour movements.  The implications of the macroeconomic 

version of the theory are similar to those of the microeconomic version. 

In the case of South Africa, perceived earning differentials draw in migrants from most of 

Africa and beyond.  At the lower end of the market, the inflow does not address shortages, but 

increases labour supply and reduces wages.  This worsens an already skewed income distribution in 

the eyes of South Africa’s low-income earners and causes resentment towards a category of 

migrants – commonly expressed as: “they have taken our jobs” (Kellett, 2002).   

It is argued later in this paper that the government of South Africa could, through productivity-

enhancing education and training of unskilled and/or unemployed South Africans, especially with 

emphasis on entrepreneurship and self-employment, drastically reduce the numbers of South 

Africans whose perception of some foreign Africans as competition generates resentment and 

xenophobic attacks. 

2.2 The relative deprivation theory and xenophobia 

When Stark (1984a) first applied the concept of relative deprivation to modelling rural-to-

urban migration, he admitted that “the ideas … [were] exploratory and illustrative and [had] not yet 

been subjected to complete and formal empirical verification”.  Since then empirical verifications 

with data from a number of countries have upheld the ideas and raised his hypotheses to the status 

of a distinct theory – the new economics of migration – that has shed considerable light on the 

                                                           
2 In practice apprehension and deportation could result from efforts to find work, but it is assumed that 

the two events are independent so that the probability of staying and working at the destination is 
given by P1(t)P2(t) in equation (1). 
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process of and issues involving international migration (Stark and Taylor, 1989, 1991a, 1991b; 

Quinn, 2006; Aleksynska, 2007). 

Aleksynska (2007) extended the relative deprivation model to cover xenophobia – and 

possibly xenophobic attacks – by using it to explain the formation of attitudes towards foreigners 

that could help in addressing the root causes of xenophobia and, thus, in proactively dealing with it.  

The basis of this extension to the model is that there are differences between natives and foreigners, 

which are perceived by natives and which play a role in shaping their attitudes toward foreign 

residents.  This version of the theory can therefore be used in analysing and shedding light on the 

xenophobic attacks that erupted against some foreign African residents in South Africa in May 2008 

and April 2015. 

If each individual/household in the community compares his/its income to those of every other 

member/household of the community, then the “interpersonal income comparisons … [will be] 

internalised [by the individual/household], thus generating psychic costs, … frustrations, … relative 

deprivation …” (Stark, 1984b).  A community member or household with income y is then 

relatively deprived if: 

 

hy

y

dxxFhyRD )](1[)(      (2) 

where, F(x) is the percentage in the reference community with income of x or less, so [1 – F(x)] 

represents the percentage of households with income higher than the income range [x+Δx], h[1 – 

F(x)] is the deprivation from not having income in the range [x+Δx], h(0) = 0, and h’ > 0 because 

the feeling of deprivation is an increasing function of the percentage of households with income 

larger than x, and y
h
 is the highest income in the community.  

 

Some relatively deprived members of the community will migrate in the hope of improving 

their position in the community’s income distribution.  Their departure decreases F(x), raises [1 – 

F(x)] and thus makes other community members more relatively deprived, which rekindles a spurt 

of migrations by members of households in the community that seek to improve their position in the 

local income distribution and thus their utility. 

In this context, a household’s utility depends on both its real (absolute) income and its relative 

deprivation, and so the household’s utility function is given by:  

00)),(,( 
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where U is the household’s utility level, y is its real income, and RD(y) is the relative deprivation 

associated with that income. 

 

When applied to migration decision making, equation (3) means that household i would send 

out migrants if:  

U(y
i
1, RD

i
1) > U(y

i
0, RD

i
0)      (4) 

where U defines household i’s utility, y
i
1, y

i
0 denote income level with and without migration, 

respectively, and RD
i
1, RD

i
0 denote relative deprivation with and without migration, respectively. 

 

When applied to feelings of community members in receiving countries about migrants, the 

focus of the analysis shifts from home communities.  This is where Aleksynska’s (2007) introduces 

the concept of ‘relative valuation’, which becomes relative satisfaction when the feeling about 

migrants is positive and relative deprivation when it is negative.  So, utility of members of the 

destination community (e.g. South Africa) is a function of income and relative valuation.  That is, 
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In equation (5) RV is a feeling of either relative satisfaction which boosts utility (when 

∂U/∂RV > 0) or relative deprivation which depresses utility (when ∂U/∂RV < 0).  The feeling of the 

destination community towards migrants will depend on the relative strengths of relative 

satisfaction and relative deprivation. Obviously, income, ease of access to land, and social services 

(education, health, housing, etc.) influence RV. In this respect, locals have to answer two questions. 

First, “What is my individual (or household’s) well-being compared to other locals?” This is 

answered with reference to the local community’s income distribution. Or, in terms of the equations 

developed, and focusing on relative deprivation if the individual’s (household’s) income is yi, by 

 

h

i

y
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n dzzFyRD )](1[)(                                     (6) 

The second question is: “What is my individual (or family’s) well-being compared to foreign 

residents?” Locals answer this question by placing themselves in the income distribution of foreign 

residents.  Or, again in terms of relative deprivation and an income of yi, by 
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where the cumulative income distribution for foreign residents is given by 


y

dxxgyG
0
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So, the feeling of relative deprivation of an individual (or household) in the receiving 

community would stem from the individual’s (household’s) position in the income distribution of 

the reference group of locals and also his position in the income distribution of the reference group 

of foreign residents.   

The individual relative deprivation that results from this comparison affects the individual’s 

utility function – as in equation (6) above – and “results in personal enhancement strategies” (Stark, 

1984b), such as a decision to migrate, seek out or accept opportunities for training, etc.  However, 

such strategies may also include such untoward activities as pick-pocketing, housebreaking, armed 

robbery, car hijacking, etc., depending on the moral fibre of the individual or household and also on 

the social context. 

Also, a group of locals will be relatively deprived, on the basis of a comparison of average 

incomes of the two groups, if:  

 
hy y

dxxxgdzzzf
0 0

)()(            (9) 

The world systems theory (Fawcett, 1989; Massey et al., 1993; Zlotnik, 1992) and dual labour 

market theory (Priore, 1979: pp.35-47) of international migration argue that the expansion of 

capitalism from its core areas to peripheral countries displaces many workers, some of whom are 

attracted to jobs created in the secondary segment of the labour market in the capitalist countries.  

This means that, because migrants mainly go into such secondary labour market jobs available in 

the rich countries, the average income of locals will be much higher than that of migrants, which 

will result in relative group satisfaction and more positive attitudes towards foreign residents.  

However, in spite of this generally more positive attitudes towards foreign residents that is expected 

in rich countries, the theory indicates that some groups could have negative attitudes.  This is 

because the population in such rich countries is not homogeneous with respect to income; it falls 
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into different income strata and some in the lower income groups will feel relatively deprived in 

comparison with immigrants.  Mayda’s (2006) study of fourteen OECD countries confirms that in 

industrialised countries, low-skilled and low-educated locals tend to have stronger anti-immigrant 

attitudes than other local.  Though she attributed this to direct competition, the finding confirms the 

prediction of the relative group deprivation model. 

In middle- and low-income countries, including South Africa, it is possible for the average 

income of migrants to be similar to, or even higher than, that of locals.  This is because the labour 

market in such countries has high levels and rates of unemployment (with a significant proportion 

of the population living in poverty), low levels of human capital and, therefore, low wage levels for 

a large proportion of the labour force – all of which depress the average wage of locals.  For South 

Africa, because of the apartheid system that denied the black majority access to quality education 

and training for decades, migrants tend to have comparatively higher levels of human capital, 

including entrepreneurial capabilities, higher motivation, and, therefore, tend to generate higher 

incomes on average, which results in relative group deprivation for locals. This generates negative 

attitudes towards foreign residents, especially the entrepreneurial group.  And, like individual 

relative deprivation, group relative deprivation generates strategies that aim at improving the 

situation of the group as a whole.  For example, in the case of labour unions, collective bargaining 

(backed by the threat of strike action) is such a group strategy; for underprivileged locals, 

xenophobia and expulsion of foreigners is also a group strategy. In South Africa xenophobia is 

expressed violently for reasons given in section 3. 

3. Violent Expression of Social Discontent in South Africa 

Analysts who have followed the history of South Africa since the inception of the apartheid 

system usually reach this unanimous conclusion: South African society has since then become 

intrinsically violent (Ashforth, 2005; Fair and Astroff, 1991; Gould, 2014; Harris. 2003; Hindson, 

Byerley and Morris, 1994; Lockhat and van Niekerk, 2000; Pillay, 2008).  Pillay’s (2008) view – 

that “violence impacts on South African society at physical, psychological and structural levels” – 

sums up the situation. However, a volume like Ashforth (2005), would be required to tease out the 

view that “high levels of violence continue to mark [South African] society” (Harris, 2003), and 

that it has so far not veered off the tracks of its violent past.  But that is not the purpose of this 

section; a few media reports and academic sources will be used to demonstrate the fact that it is the 

violent nature of South African society that had manifested itself in the way resentment toward 

foreigners has been expressed – i.e. in violent xenophobic attacks. 

The apartheid system was the embodiment of state-sanctioned violence that not only 

undermined the rule of law, but also generated violent reaction from those oppressed by the system: 

the forced removals of people and rezoning of residential areas by race, the land repossession, the 

Sharpeville massacre of women protesting against the pass laws in 1960, the violent and brutal 

crushing of the 1976 students’ uprising in Soweto, etc., demonstrate the former; the counter attacks 

on the state by the Mkhonto weSizwe (a Zulu expression for ‘Spear of the Nation’), the armed wing 

of the African National Congress (ANC), which often affected innocent parties on both sides, the 

latter.  President Zuma was referring to this history of tit-for-tat violence when he stated in his 

briefing on the xenophobic attacks of April 2015 that “there has been a failure by the leadership [of 

the ANC] to explain to the broader majority that while the armed struggle was a necessary but last 

resort to force the end of apartheid, it was not the way to resolve problems” (Ikalafeng, 2015).  But 

it may be an understatement to say that, for South Africans as a group, as shown by the examples 

below, the way to resolve individual problems or to express community concerns to the authorities 

is through violence.  
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How do South African commuters express dissatisfaction with the railway service provided?  

They burn some coaches (BBC News, 2005).  How are concerns about taxi routes expressed by taxi 

owners and drivers?  They engage in taxi wars and killings (Khosa, 1992; Sekhonyane and Dugard 

2004).  How do communities express dissatisfaction with service delivery or with Municipality 

border re-demarcations?  They conduct protest matches that end up with locking of schools, burning 

of Municipality buildings, cars and ambulances, and even burning of schools and libraries (Hans, 

2012; SAPA, 2014)!  When negotiations with employers do not go their way, labour unions 

organise protest matches that often turn violent – though the Marikana incident and subsequent 

massacre of workers are exceptional in the post-apartheid era (Alexander, 2013).  Also, there have 

been killings of white farm owners to express dissatisfaction with the slow pace of government land 

reforms; and assassinations of political opponents, including ruling party members who complained 

about corruption (Bruce, 2013).  All of this confirms the point that South Africa is a violent society 

because many South Africans use violence to solve personal and community problems; and in their 

dealings with government, South Africans seem to have concluded that to get the attention of and 

response from government they need to use violence.   

4. Violent Xenophobic Attacks in South Africa 

The ancient Greek origin of the term xenophobia makes the sentiment also an ancient one.  It 

is not difficult to see how fear of foreign migrants living in a host community mutates to suspicion, 

dislike, and/or even hatred of the group – because of their different habits and ways of doing things.  

But this fear need not be expressed violently.  So, in terms of its spontaneity and rate of spread, its 

extent and mode of implementation, and its ferocity and viciousness, the spurt of sporadic 

xenophobic attacks on predominantly foreign African residents in South Africa that started in and 

around the Alexandra township in Johannesburg on the night of 11
th
 May 2008 and escalated a 

week later, spreading to other parts of the country, was a watershed in the history of migrant-host 

relationships in Africa.  Also, the novelty of the xenophobic attacks of May 2008 prompted analysts 

to raise questions about the identification, analysis and management of the determinants of attitudes 

toward migrants in South Africa (Crush, 2008).  The discussion above on the relative deprivation 

theory of migration in particular has addressed some of those concerns by identifying the root 

causes of the resentment and the factors that made its expression violent.   

The analysis of xenophobia in South Africa in this section draws heavily from first-hand media 

reports of what happened, then draws on views from the two broad arms of international migration 

theory to show that, in the context of South African history and social reality, theory predicted the 

violent expression of xenophobic sentiments, the group that perpetrated the attacks, and how the 

situation could have been managed proactively.  Some suggestions are therefore made on how to 

manage the root causes of the attacks and thus ensure that they do not recur in future.   

The May 2008 attacks started when some residents in the Joe Slovo informal settlement in the 

Alexandra area of Johannesburg attacked the “shacks” of their non-South African neighbours
3
, 

demanding that they return to their countries.  It was generally ‘operation loot and burn’, but when 

resistance was encountered also ‘operation kill’.  The splashing of images of the Alexandra attacks 

in the media could have evoked sympathy and condemnation from the citizenry, but instead it 

ignited similar attacks in both formal and informal settlements in other parts of the country, 

                                                           
3  Because officials of the Department of Home Affairs were not involved in the identification of 

foreigners, some relatively darker complexion South Africans were mistaken for foreigners by the 
mob and were subjected to the treatment meted out to the foreigners, in spite of their protestations. 
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showing that the resentment towards foreign Africans was not only a Gauteng or Western Cape 

feeling; that it was nationwide.  Black South Africans, whom the rest of the continent had 

sympathised with for suffering injustices under apartheid and had supported during their liberation 

struggle, were meting out their own brand of injustice to foreign Africans – many of whom, 

ironically, come from front-line states that had sheltered South African exiles and had assisted them 

in their struggle against apartheid.  

The major xenophobic attacks of May 2008 had pre-shocks that did not attract much attention 

from the authorities; and the attacks of April 2015 are the post-shocks.  Kellett (2002) listed a 

number of the pre-shocks: in August 2001 rioters in Kwanobuhle township in Port Elizabeth looted 

Somali-owned shops and a mosque; two months later in October locals attacked Zimbabweans in 

the Zandspruit informal settlement outside Johannesburg during which 74 homes were burnt and 

more were looted; and a clash between foreigners and locals in Du Noon in the Western Cape 

forced 70 Angolans to flee the area. Also, in January 2002, four people were killed in clashes 

between locals and migrants in the Joe Slovo informal settlement in the Western Cape.  In spite of 

the geographical spread of these attacks, they had common characteristics: they occurred in poorer 

neighbourhoods, especially in informal settlements; the victims were mainly foreign African 

residents who were gainfully employed or running their own businesses; and they generally involve 

looting and burning, with isolated cases of murder.   

The reasons given for the attacks in 2001, 2002, 2008 and 2015 are the same: foreigners are 

“stealing” our jobs – either because employers prefer them from a productivity point of view or 

because they accept lower wages; they are impeding our access to services; they are responsible for 

crimes in the area, including selling drugs and running prostitution rings; they are “stealing our 

women”; etc. (Cox, 2009; Kellett, 2002).  The timing of the massive May 2008 attacks and the 

speed with which it spread across the country, clearly indicates either that a lot of organising went 

into it or that the national economic climate was just right for such an attack.  The climate that was 

suitable for orchestration and manipulation of xenophobic sentiments was created by, on the one 

hand, the economic threats of the period – rising crude oil prices, interest rate hikes, rising food 

prices, and jobless growth (Hatton and Williamson, 2004) – and, on the other, a leadership crisis 

caused by the then Mbeki versus Zuma camps in the ruling ANC, and the two centres of power they 

represented in the country.  The culture of violence discussed above made it easy for the harsh 

economic climate of the time to erupt into violence against foreigner Africans who seemed to be 

doing better than locals. 

The way the in-migration occurred also contributed to the xenophobic sentiments.  On 

attainment of political independence in 1994, South Africa had the largest economy in Sub-Saharan 

Africa and was therefore attractive to other Africans; and they came: from academics and 

professionals to skilled artisans, shop owners and street vendors; from teachers, shoe repairers and 

salon operators (some of whom operated in tents by the side of roads) to unskilled persons looking 

for menial work.  All these migrants brought with them skills and attitudes to work that the 

apartheid system had not allowed black South Africans to acquire.  Some filled yawning gaps – 

created by both the apartheid Bantu education policy for black people and the exodus of 

professional and skilled white South African – in the skill profile of several establishments. Some 

were self-employed and established themselves as entrepreneurs who created jobs for locals, but 

others also competed with locals for places in the unskilled labour category.  The new arrivals were 

free to mingle in local communities, unlike those who had participated in the earlier mine migrant 

labour system and were confined to hostels.  Thus many new migrants found opportunities for 

business that increased both their income levels and their income distribution position in their 

communities. The improvements in their economic circumstances did not go unnoticed by their 

South African neighbours.   
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Another boost to the xenophobic sentiments in South Africa may have been statements 

attributed to important public figures.  For example, Mr. Mangosutho Buthelezi, Minister for Home 

Affairs in 1994 was reported to have informed parliament that it was not in the spirit of the 

Reconstruction and Development Programme, the country’s blueprint for development at the time, 

to let South Africans “compete for scarce resources with millions of aliens [from other African 

countries] who are pouring into South Africa” (Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation, 

2008).   

5. Xenophobic Attack on Foreign SMEs:  

Effects on Transfer of Entrepreneurship 

The popular belief mentioned above among South Africans that immigrants ‘steal’ jobs from 

the local population (Crush et al., 2013) has been repeatedly refuted by current research, which 

shows that, with the exception of highly qualified immigrants who fill vacant positions in public 

and private establishments, most immigrants create employment for themselves and even for some 

locals (Crush et al., 2013; Fatoki, 2014; Skinner 2015).  The drive into entrepreneurship, no matter 

how small the level of operation, originates both from the fact that most African migrants come 

from economies with historically more advanced entrepreneurship ecosystems than that of South 

Africa (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2016: 17) and from the difficulty in entering paid 

employment in South Africa because of the high unemployment rate (estimated to be between 24% 

and 30% by the “strict” and between 33% and 40% by the “expanded” definitions) and the tacit 

preference for locals in lower job categories (Fatoki, 2014; Landau, Ramjathan-Keogh andSingh, 

2005; McCutcheon, 2010; Statistics South Africa, 2015; 2016).  Chinomona and Maziriri (2015) 

and Skinner (2015) have argued that it is more the limited prospect of paid employment in South 

Africa that drive migrants in the country into entrepreneurship and raise their economic 

participation rates above those of locals than their countries of origin. In this regard, Kalitanyi's 

(2007) study of African migrant entrepreneurs in Cape Town revealed that 96% of them employed 

South Africans, and a survey conducted by the Southern African Migration Programme also 

confirmed that migrant entrepreneurs do in fact create jobs for unemployed South Africans (Crush 

et al., 2013; Skinner, 2015). 

Xenophobic attacks on small businesses owned by foreigners have affected not only the 

smooth running of such businesses, but also the economies of the towns and cities in which the 

attacks took place – and indeed the economy of the country. In most xenophobic attacks, migrant 

entrepreneurs are beaten up and their shops looted and/or burned, causing the migrants to flee to 

places of safety. As mentioned earlier, in extreme cases, some migrant entrepreneurs were murdered 

(Chinomona andMaziriri, 2015; Wilkinson 2015).  Years of entrepreneurial endeavours are thus 

destroyed in a matter of hours or days; and the South African economy is indeed the ultimate loser, 

as migrant entrepreneurs do make positive contributions to the economy in many respects: they pay 

competitive rents for the premises they use to local landlords or to City Councils (Washinyira, 

2015; Wilkinson, 2015); they provide affordable goods and services at convenient locations to 

locals, especially the low-income groups in rural areas or ‘townships’ within cities; they source 

their stock in bulk from local wholesalers, supermarkets and factories in the formal economy and in 

the process pay VAT that increases the tax base of the country (Skinner 2015; Washinyira 2015; 

Wilkinson 2015); and they transfer entrepreneurial skills to their local partners (Kalitanyi, 2007). 

Thus, in addition to rendering some South Africans unemployed, the looting and burning of shops 

owned by migrants deny many South Africans access to reasonably priced goods and services in 

their localities; they thereafter have to travel longer distances to access those goods and services 
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from more established businesses and at much higher prices (Chinomona andMaziriri, 2015; 

Skinner 2015; Wilkinson, 2015)     

Finally, Skinner (2015) and Washinyira (2015) have identified migrant entrepreneurs as 

economic change agents because of the transformations brought about in certain townships by their 

modus operandi: they have introduced diverse products and created business opportunities for many 

locals; they have introduced scarce manufacturing skills; they also sell on credit to some of their 

customers, thus making it possible for poorer households to obtain necessary supplies when they are 

financially challenged and thereby building up customer loyalty.  It is for these reasons that some 

South Africans risked their lives to protect the shops of some migrants during the xenophobic 

attacks (Skinner 2015; Washinyira 2015). Such goodwill has encouraged many migrant 

entrepreneurs to stay on in South Africa in spite of repeated xenophobic attacks.  However, Choane, 

Shulika, and Mthombeni (2011) could see a situation where continued xenophobic attacks would 

make migrants move out of South Africa with their resources and entrepreneurial expertise to other 

economies that are more tolerant and accommodating of foreign entrepreneurs.  This is the prospect 

that supports Tevera’s (2013) view that xenophobic attacks weakens the positive effects of 

migration on human and economic development into which South Africa could be tapping, and so 

government action is needed to stamp out the practice. 

6. Manage Xenophobia Attacks  
Using the Social Grants’ System as Inducement for Training 

The South African government’s actions so far towards discouraging xenophobic sentiments 

have been short-term moral suasion, such as the “We are African” logo that was frequently repeated 

on SABC TV Channel 404 soon after the April 2015 attacks. A similar moral suasion employed in 

the aftermath of the 2008 attacks failed to prevent the 2015 attacks, indicating that more than moral 

suasion is required to wipe out xenophobic sentiments in South Africa.  Planning and implementing 

a longer-term solution, which addresses the skill deficiency that plague many black South Africans 

may be a better way to manage the root cause of the persistent tides of xenophobic attacks.  South 

Africa already has structures in place that could be effectively managed to develop the skills of 

underprivileged citizens for them not to view unskilled work as their only source of livelihood, nor 

life in “shacks” as their destiny – as many generations have done during and after apartheid.  South 

Africa has an education and training programme for adults
4
 into which more unskilled workers and 

unemployed persons could be drawn. The problem that would need to be addressed is how to 

induce the millions of underprivileged persons to go for training when their concern is how to 

provide each day’s basic necessities. This is where the multibillion rand social grants system comes 

in. The management of this social grants system could direct it toward serving as inducement for 

unskilled persons searching for low-level work to want to acquire skills
5
. Stipends should be paid to 

all unskilled persons who register for entrepreneurship-oriented training in trade skills and 

entrepreneurship to stay on till completion. This system should be managed in the same way as the 

stipends paid to school-leavers who have not qualified for tertiary educations for them to get into 

internship and ‘learnership’ programmes. Managed in this way, the grants that have boosted the 

incomes of poor households and provided some relief from the scourge of persistent unemployment, 

                                                           
4 The Adult Basic Education and Training programme (ABET) provides basic literacy and numeracy and 

marketable skills to uneducated and/or unskilled adults, most of whom are unemployed. 
5 The amount budgeted for social development, including social grants, could be redistribution to 

include allowances for unemployed persons acquiring specified market-relevant skills. R157.92 billion 
was budgeted for social development for 2015/16 (National Treasury, 2015). 
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poverty and inequality in South Africa (National Treasury, 2015: 295), could become the means of 

encouraging acquisition of skills and entrepreneurship that will draw many underprivileged persons 

out of low-income activities and relative deprivation. 

While unskilled and semi-skilled South Africans are receiving the training that could make 

them self-employed entrepreneurs, any shortages of unskilled workers would be eased by the 

availability of foreign African willing to do such work.  Such an arrangement may create an 

environment in which unskilled South Africans will be grateful to those foreign African who would 

want to be engaged in low-level work in South Africa, and, in a sense, hold down the socio-

economic ladder for the South African to climb higher.  At the moment unskilled South Africans 

see foreign Africans seeking work in the unskilled labour sector as unfair competitors because the 

latter are willing to accept lower than prescribed wages.   For example, it was mentioned earlier that 

the main reason for the attacks on Zimbabwean farm workers in De Doorns (Western Cape 

Province) and in Polokwane (Limpopo Province) reported in November 2009 was that 

Zimbabweans were accepting R40 a day wage, while locals want R70 or R80 a day (Reuters, 2009).  

Under the system proposed here, the willingness of foreign Africans in the county to perform tasks 

that locals will do only when the wage rate is raised could significantly be exploited for growth; and 

the presence of such foreign workers would not lead to the resentment which had fuelled the violent 

expressions of xenophobia that South Africa has witnessed since May 2008.  Creating opportunities 

for upward mobility in the labour market for locals through training would remove the threat that 

foreign Africans have posed in the past and thus reduce, if not completely eliminate, xenophobic 

sentiments derived from this threat.  Management of this proposal could hold the key to a long-term 

solution to the problem of xenophobia and xenophobic attacks on foreign Africans in South Africa. 

7. Conclusion and Recommendations 

Xenophobic sentiments of South Africans, especially towards other African residents, soared 

to its highest level and were manifested in vicious attacks in many parts of the country in May 

2008.  However, it is when the attacks were repeated in some parts of the country in April 2015 that 

condemnation came from many African leaders and threatened South Africa’s economic and 

political leadership position on the continent.  The discourse in the media since then has emphasised 

the need to address the root causes of xenophobic attacks, their impact on entrepreneurship, and 

possibly how to eradicate them.  This paper has contributed to the discourse by first drawing on 

migration theory to explain the reasons for the negative attitude of segments of the South Africa 

population toward foreign Africans: their presence in especially the lower tiers of the labour market 

that depresses wages to the disadvantage of locals, their superior human capital that reduces the 

welfare of locals by generating feelings of relative deprivation, and their superior entrepreneurial 

skills that raise their earnings profile and evoke envy.  Also, the paper has shown that it was 

possible to identify the segment of the population that will most likely carry out the attacks against 

foreigners.  This is important in suggesting an approach for attenuating xenophobia and eventually 

eliminating the attacks: correct the negative attitude towards foreigners by turning relative 

deprivation into relative satisfaction through training.  Secondly, the paper’s summary of evidence 

that South Africans have, especially since the introduction of apartheid, used violence to express 

individual and societal discontent, has helped in explaining the viciousness of the attacks on foreign 

Africans that has worried Africans and the global community.  This suggests measures, again 

through training and moral suasion, to mitigate the violent nature of the society by removing the 

underlying sense of injustice from years of oppression and the anger those years have brewed in the 

oppressed. 
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Finally, the paper identifies an existing instrument that could be used to facilitate the 

implementation of the suggested approach to reducing xenophobia and stopping the attacks – the 

social welfare grants’ cash transfer system.  Considerable training infrastructure has already been 

put in place in South Africa, but there is need to whip up the desire among the unskilled and 

unemployed to access training and improve their human capital.  Part of the cash transfer system 

could be linked to acquisition of skills and training in entrepreneurship.  This will make it possible 

for many South Africans to either move from the secondary to the primary labour market or start 

viable businesses of their own, and thus reduce the numbers that see some groups of foreign 

Africans as competition.  Xenophobia may not be easy to eradicate completely because the 

partiality that feeds it seem to be engrained in human nature: it is usually put at the family level at 

nepotism, at the ethnic group level as ethnicity or tribalism, at the national level as nationalism, and 

at the race level as racism.  However, the measures suggested in this paper could help to gradually 

change attitudes toward foreign Africans from xenophobia to comradeship, which will make the 

attacks eventually grind to a halt.  Even if it should take a little more time to move South African 

society off the path of its violent past, acquisition of skills, especially by unskilled and unemployed 

black people, will with time redress the human capital damages of apartheid and wipe out the anger 

this has fomented. Stamping out xenophobia and the xenophobic attacks that go with it will 

contribute to human, social, business and economic development in South Africa – a worthwhile 

endeavour indeed. 
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