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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Overview 

This case study presents findings of a research conducted by the African centre for Migration & Society 

(ACMS) in Diepsloot Ward 95 in April 2016 and May 2017. Part of parallel research conducted in 15 other 

South African communities, this study aims to document and explain the status of social cohesion across 

the country. More specifically, it aims to identify the causes of group-based conflicts, communal violence, 

and patterns of violent exclusion. Through these efforts, the research can contribute to developing more 

effective intervention programmes by relevant stakeholders together with members of the community to 

promote social cohesion and peaceful cohabitation.  

The findings presented here are informed by qualitative individual interviews and focus group discussions 

with residents and relevant key informants conducted between 18 and 24 April 2016 as well as between 3 

and 16 May 2017. The research process involved conducting qualitative interviews with relevant 

stakeholders. A team of four ACMS researchers spent ten days in the area and conducted a total of 37 

individual interviews and 3 focus groups discussions. Participants included South Africans and foreign 

residents as well as key informants including representatives of the local authority, community leaders, 

faith-based and community based organisations. The research instrument (or interview guides) is included 

in Appendix I. We rely on secondary literature to provide additional background and insight. Recognising 

that perceptions drive social interactions and mobilization as much as facts1, our approach documents and 

where possible distinguishes between the two. 

1.2 Primary Findings and Conclusions 

Diepsloot hosts a diverse community beset with significant socio-economic and social cohesion challenges. 

The following is a brief overview of the study’s main findings with regard to social cohesion in the area:  

1. Negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders: Local residents and their leaders generally 

hold strong negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders living in their midst. Local 

residents blame foreign nationals for most of the socio-economic ills the area faces. 

2. Limited social and institutional interactions: While social interactions between locals and outsiders 

are inevitable; both groups feel that these relationships are limited due to a number of reasons 

including negative perceptions and suspicion between the two groups, a lack of sense of belonging 

for outsiders and a fear of risky identity exposure, particularly for those without legal status. 
                                                           
1 See for example Misago, J. P. (2011). “Disorder in a Changing Society: Authority and the Micro-Politics of Violence” in Landau, L. B. 
(ed.) Exorcising the Demon Within: Xenophobia, Violence, and Statecraft in Contemporary South Africa. Wits University Press 
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3. Lack of trust in local authority and community leadership: There is a general lack of community 

trust in local authority and community leadership structures. These structures are distrusted 

because they are perceived as incompetent and corrupt. 

4. Lack of peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms: In the eyes of the public, distrusted local authority 

and community leadership cannot possibly offer trusted and fair conflict resolution mechanisms. It 

is for this reason that residents often use mob justice and violent public protests to resolve 

personal and communal conflicts and disagreements. Mob justice or vigilantism is clear evidence of 

a lack of rule of law which puts everyone at risk. Perhaps even more worrying is the fact that some 

community leaders, who are supposed to be active custodians of the rule of law, are also involved. 

5. Violence against outsiders: Violent attacks on foreign nationals have become a regular occurrence 

in the area and are likely to continue because there are no preventive measures or interventions in 

place. The main drivers of the violence include i) perceptions that link locals’ sense of socio-

economic deprivation (real or perceived) with the presence of outsiders; ii) local politics that uses 

violence and the eviction of outsiders as a tool to consolidate or claim power; and iii) lack of trusted 

conflict resolutions mechanisms as mentioned above. 

6. Interventions and responses to violence: There is usually no response to threats of violence despite 

the fact that violence is usually organised and planned in open public meetings. The police usually 

respond to the outbreak of the violence, disperse perpetrators and facilitate evacuation of the 

victims to places of safety instead of protecting them and their property in situ. The impact of social 

cohesion dialogues and conversations regularly organised by the civil society since the 2008 

violence remains to be seen as negative perceptions prevails and violence against outsiders 

continues;  

7. Impunity: Perpetrators and instigators of the violence against outsiders are rarely arrested and held 

accountable and this sense of impunity means that they can and indeed do strike again whenever it 

suits their purpose; 

8. Bleak future for local-outsider interactions: While some expressed optimism due to increasing social 

relations (e.g. intermarriages) and utilitarian exchanges, most residents predict that relations will 

not improve anytime soon particularly with the new generation (local children) learning from the 

old and adopting negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviour. 

Following this introduction, the report offers background information in terms of socio-economic data on 

the research site. It then presents the study’s findings in detail. The final section of the report summarises 

these key findings and their implications.  
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2. BACKGROUND INFORMATION 

Diepsloot is a densely populated township in the north of Johannesburg Metropolitan municipality, in the 

Gauteng Province, South Africa. It is made up of formal and informal settlements. It was established in 1995 

as a transit camp for people who had been relocated from Zevenfontein (1994) and Alexandra (2001). 

People were to stay in the transit camp until land became available where proper houses were to be built. 

The promise never materialised and the ‘transit camp’ developed into a permanent fixture.  

Image 1: Map of Diepsloot and Surrounding Areas 

 

 

The site for this research is Extension 1, a largely informal settlement area which is the most affected by 

violence against foreign nationals in Diepsloot. It falls within Johannesburg’s Ward 95, an area that is 1.7 

square kilometres in size with a total population of 46,238 individuals living in 22,985 households. Table I 

(below) describes the sociodemographic and socioeconomic characteristics of Ward 95, based on 

information from the 2011 South Africa Census and the Independent Electoral Commission. 

Table I: Socioeconomic Characteristics of Ward 95, Diepsloot, Johannesburg  

Variables Characteristics 

Sociodemographic 
Total Population 46 238 

Number of households 22 985 

Head of household 72% are headed by men; 
28% of households are headed by women.  
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Age 42% of the population are aged between 10 -29 years; 
22% are under the age of 18.  

Gender 44% of the population are female;  
56% are male. 

Linguistic diversity 24% of the population speak Sepedi at home;  
18% speak IsiZulu at home; 
14% speak Xitsonga at home;  
9% speak Venda at home;  
8% speak Ndebele at home.  

Ethnic Diversity 99% of the population is Black African.  

Migration 77.5% of the population were born in South Africa;  
17% were born in Gauteng;  
22% were born outside South Africa;   

Education levels 71% completed Grade 9 or higher  

Socioeconomic  
Employment 35% of the population of over the age of 15 is unemployed or 

not economically active.  
Income levels 28% of households have an annual income of R0;  

15% have an income between R10 000 - 20 000;  
28% have an income between R 20 000 - 40 000;  
14% have an annual income of R40 000 - 75 000.  

Poverty rate 38% of households have an annual income of below R 9 600. 

Household types 86% of households are shacks/informal dwellings; 
9% are classified as houses 

Service Provision 
    Water 90% of the population receive water from a regional/local 

service provider 
    Electricity 10% of households have electricity for some cooking, heating or 

lighting;  
26% of households have electricity for all three;  
64% have no electricity. 

    Flush toilet 81% of the population have access to a flush toilet either with a 
septic tank or connected to sewerage system.  

    Refuse disposal 89% of the population have access to regular refuse removal by 
a local authority or private company.  

Political affiliation and voting behaviour  

Voter turnout (2014) Of the 18 464 registered voters, 44% voted in the 2016 
municipal elections. 

Voting patterns (2014) 64% voted for the African National Congress (ANC);  
26% voted for the Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF); 
7% voted for the Democratic Alliance (DA).  
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3. FINDINGS  

3.1 Nature of Community, Social Interactions, and Collective Efficacy 

Confirming census data, respondents indicated that Ward 95 in Diepsloot hosts a highly diverse population 

in terms of mixed ethnic groups and nationalities. Residents consider Pedis to be the majority followed by 

Zulus, Tsongas, Sothos, Shangaans and Vendas. International migrants (considered outsiders) come from 

different countries including Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Malawi, Ethiopia, Pakistan, and Nigeria. 

Zimbabweans and Mozambicans are perceived to make up the majority of non-citizens. Zulu and Sepedi are 

the dominant languages. Christianity is the dominant religion. When asked about the population’s 

composition, a local Ward councillor stated:  

We talk of Diepsloot today as a community that has an estimation of over two hundred and fifty to 
three hundred thousand people. We have got people from all walks of life, South Africans from all 
the provinces. We use mostly Zulu, but there are also other languages such as Northern Sotho, 
Shangaan, Shona from Zimbabwe, etc. We also have people from neighbouring states, 
Zimbabweans, Malawians, Mozambicans, Batswana eh. . . and now we have got a growing number 
of the Pakistanis, and these other people who are here run grocery shops.2 

Respondents indicated that main spaces of social interactions include churches and religious activities; 

workplace, political rallies, sport activities, self-help groups such as youth, women and men groups, 

stokvels, and taverns. One resident described his social interactions in this way:  

I spend my social time with my other business colleagues at a local club. We will be playing Jazz 
music and we are all men. Our members are from this community. Besides socialising using this 
platform, we also take time and discuss about our businesses, we try and help each other. We give 
each other some money, something synonymous with stokvel. Last year, we were giving each other 
R40 000 after every fortnight. Now that the economy is not doing well, we have reduced the 
amount to R15 000. The good thing is we still do this.3 

For another respondent, taverns are the main space for recreation, socialisation and entertainment. He 

stated: “We drink beer, that’s one entertainment here in Diepsloot; I can say is common. When a person is 

saying they are going out or to have fun they are going to drink”.4 Understanding these spaces and the 

localised nature of social interactions may be useful for interventions aiming to improve relations between 

groups. 

With regard to collective efficacy (i.e. when community members work together to solve common 

problems), respondents indicated that despite various differences (e.g., due to religious and political 

affiliations) community members are able to mobilize and fight collectively to solve common challenges 

such as poor service delivery and crime. As evidence, respondents point to frequent collective service 
                                                           
2 Interview with Ward 95 Councillor; Diepsloot, 18 April 2016 
3 Interview with a South African male, member of a local business forum; Diepsloot, 18 April 2016 
4 Interview with a South African male, Diepsloot Ext 1, 21 April 2016 
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delivery protests and mob justice. When someone blows a whistle, people come out of their homes to 

collectively attend to a major disturbance; this usually ends in mob justice. One respondent for example 

stated: “…like if they say a woman was attacked in her shack and raped, tomorrow people will attend the 

meeting in numbers to discuss and try to solve the problem.”5 Another respondent indicated that it is the 

community leaders who mobilise residents for collective action: 

Remember there are street committees; so once a street committee says we have a problem; 
people are being mugged blah, blah, blah, then the message is spread across the community. It’s 
not like the councillor will come and say, no! Most of the things happen because people work as a 
collective. Basically people work as a collective; it’s not because of a particular individual. Hence I 
will always emphasise the fact that before all this, before politics, before the police station was 
introduced, it was just the community, it was just the Diepsloot community solving its problems.6  

According to other respondents, mobilization against foreign nationals is another example of people 

coming together for a common cause. One respondent stated:  

There might be cases when the community comes together but not always. Start protesting about 
foreigners here and see how popular and fast that movement may grow. Many people here seem 
not to like foreigners; no wonder why when such protests happen, many people participate. They 
will be singing; ‘Foreigners must GO!’7  

In addition to community common struggles, other things that bring community members together include 

social events such as weddings and funerals.  

3.2 Profile of Outsiders 

Respondents indicated that they consider all foreign nationals to be outsiders, not only in Extension 1, 

Ward 95 but across Diepsloot generally. As noted earlier, foreign nationals living in Extension 1 come from 

different countries including Zimbabwe, Mozambique, Malawi, Ethiopia, Pakistan and Nigeria. 

Zimbabweans and Mozambicans constitute the majority of the foreign population.  

3.2.1 Social/institutional interactions and public participation 

According to respondents, foreign nationals in the area have limited social interactions with locals. Foreign 

respondents did not frequently participate in social activities apart from church. Reasons vary from not 

having time because of work, lack of trust, not feeling welcome in local social groups or fear of identity 

exposure through participation. One non-national resident stated that foreign nationals find it difficult to 

socialise with locals due to lack of trust:  

                                                           
5 Interview with a South African male respondent, Diepsloot Ext 1, 21 April 2016 
6 Interview with A South African respondent; Diepsloot, 20 April 2016 
7 Interview with a South African male respondent, Diepsloot, Ext 1, 19 April 2016 



 
Diepsloot Social Cohesion Profile | 8 

You can't trust them. They may pretend to be good to you for a moment but later on you will realise 
that they will be after something. Some of them do not work. We have a friend whose property and 
money was stolen by some of the people he considered to be his friends. It was around 9pm when 
they came and pointed a gun at our friend. They took his money and some other valuables that 
were in his shack. They threatened to kill him. … Such incidences make us not trust other people 
that we don’t know about their backgrounds; so we prefer to be around people that we know. But it 
doesn’t mean that we do not associate with the locals, we try as much as we can to maintain our 
distance because anything can happen here in Diepsloot.8 

Foreign nationals also report not attending or participating in public meetings because they are not told of 

the gatherings; do not feel welcome, or fear negative consequences would result from identity exposure 

through participation. One foreign respondent described the condition as follows:  

In most cases, we do not even know when such meetings happen. They do not communicate with 
us. Sometimes they call for those meetings but we just don’t attend because we feel they won’t be 
our meetings. […] We do not want to force ourselves to be accepted and to fool ourselves that we 
belong here. You can go to those community meetings but you won’t feel comfortable among the 
locals. They will not even give you an opportunity to speak out. You don’t feel free to talk because 
you won’t know what they will be thinking of you. People here are free to say whatever they want. 
They can even tell you to go and attend a meeting in your own country, what will you do then? We 
see it fit that we don’t interfere with their things because we do not know what they think of us  . . . 
We are not free at all. Some locals try to make us feel comfortable but we know for sure that when 
violence erupts, they won’t be able to protect us.9  

Similarly, local respondents indicated that participation in public meetings and engagement with 

community leaders is a risk that many foreign nationals are not willing to take:  

I don't even think that they [foreigners] even engage any community leaders on some of the 
problems that they face in their daily lives. By trying to express their views about the challenges 
that they are facing, they fear that they might end up being in trouble with community members or 
that they might be sent back home for complaining too much in a foreign land.10  

Similarly, foreigners residing in the area face difficulties in interacting with institutions of authority and 

service provision. Such distancing is even more acute for foreign nationals without legal documents or 

papers legalising their stay in the country. While foreign nationals, regardless of their legal status, have 

access to clinics, those without proper documents generally stay away from most institutions unless their 

lives depend on it. They often do not report crime or violent attacks as they feel police are corrupt (they ask 

for bribes to ignore their lack of documentation or they ignore them because they accuse them of being 

responsible for most of the violence); their children have problem getting access to schools and they 

cannot open bank accounts, which makes them easy targets for criminals who are aware that foreigners 

always keep cash on them or in their residences.  

                                                           
8 Interview with a Mozambican national, Diepsloot Ext 1, 21 April 2016 
9 Interview with a Mozambican national; Diepsloot, 21 April 2016 
10 Interview with a female South Africa respondent; Diepsloot Ward 95, 20 April 2016 
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With regard to access to education for example, respondents indicated that foreign children face 

difficulties. One foreign respondent stated: “There are kids of foreign nationals who are not accessing 

education here. There are many of them. The issue of documents is limiting the majority of foreign kids 

from attending school here. They can’t register.”11 Another foreign respondent echoed similar sentiments 

stating that “ […] in situations where children have no birth certificates or children have but parents do not 

have passports, children end up facing difficulties in accessing schools. It is also difficult to send the children 

back home because there is usually no one at home to look after these children.”12 

In a focus group discussion, foreign respondents also identified poor documentation as (a) limiting their 

chances of getting employment, (b) limiting access to banking services and (c) ensuring they do not get 

equal protection from law enforcement. One group member stated:  

In most cases, we cannot find other employment opportunities because they will request for 
proper documents. This is one of the reasons why we decided to do our own things. Nobody 
bothers you about documents when you will be selling your products. These days it is even difficult 
to get asylum documents from the DHA. You can go there and spend some days without being 
served especially when you do not have money to pay bribes. For this reason, we also miss other 
opportunities that come along our way.13  

For another group member, not being able to open a bank account is a serious problem because it makes 

foreign nationals easy targets for criminals. In his words:  

We are given equal treatment in hospitals. If you get sick now and you go to the clinic, they treat 
you as a patient not as someone without proper documents. In fact, they do not even ask about 
documents. We however face challenges when we try to open accounts in banks. They require 
proper documents so we end up investing our money in different gadgets, like electric gadgets. We 
do not even keep these things with us here because we are easy targets when violence erupts. 
Criminals will know that we will be having either money or some other valuables because they are 
aware that we do not bank cash. When we buy our things, we quickly send them back home. This is 
not our  country, we are not relaxed.14  

Another group member confirmed what many other foreign respondents described as unfair treatment by 

the local police. He responded when asked to describe to describe his relationship with the police: 

The way they provide their services, unlike at the clinics, is very unfair. They are very biased and 
they favour the locals. For instance, if you go there and report your case, they will ask you about 
the documents especially when the case will be involving a local. They will not take your matter 
seriously and in some instances, you will even be surprised that nothing will be done to the person 
you would have reported. They will treat some issues as trivial in nature. They can even tell you 

                                                           
11 Interview with a Zimbabwean national; Diepsloot, 22 April 2016 
12 Interview with a foreign national; Diepsloot, 21 April 2016 
13 Foreign focus group discussion; Diepsloot, 24 April 2016 
14 Ibid 
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that you should go back to your country and sort your own issues. This has happened to me several 
times and now I do not even engage them [police] if I face problems.15 

Many other foreign respondents shared similar views in that they face challenges in accessing government 

provided services and in that corruption (in which foreigners are themselves involved) is making the 

situation even worse. One respondent stated:  

In many instances where the government is involved, people without documentation like passports 
or permits lack access; and then with other services that are non-governmental, people with 
asylum papers can access. We also have a Christian organization called Hunters & Tracers that we 
have, and we try to help those without documents to go to Home Affairs to apply for asylum 
papers. But there are challenges that these people encounter in the process, there is corruption 
there and some Zimbabweans are involved in this corruption. They hinder fellow immigrants from 
accessing services by acting as go betweens and requesting bribes before these people can get into 
Home Affairs. … There are certain stamps that are required and these people charge R100 to stamp 
papers for you but these stamps are usually invalid . . . So many people end up giving up in the 
process because they continue to pay bribes and to be given papers with fake stamps that are not 
valid.16 

Local respondents confirmed that, compared to citizens, foreign nationals indeed face more difficulties in 

accessing services and opportunities in the area. One local resident for example responded when asked 

whether all people in this community have equal access to opportunities and service delivery regardless of 

their nationalities and legal status:  

I would lie on that one; I think this depends with institutions. For instance, in clinics, they can assist 
everyone regardless of where you come from. Outsiders have access to basic health facilities here. 
When it comes to opportunities however, sometimes the issue of citizenship and legality applies. 
You are more likely to access opportunities if you are a local citizen than you are if you are an 
undocumented outsider. In some cases, the more you interact with people here, the more you 
improve your networks and therefore increase your chances of accessing opportunities.  

3.2.2 Foreign nationals’ main livelihood activities  

Respondents, both local and foreign, indicated that most foreign nationals in the area are self-employed 

mainly in informal businesses (spaza shops, street vending, shoe repairers, hair salons, etc.). Some also 

have casual and formal employment in and outside of Diepsloot. Somalis, Ethiopians, Pakistanis are mainly 

involved in spaza shop business. Malawians, Zimbabweans and Mozambicans mostly survive off piece jobs 

and street vending. One foreign respondent answered when asked what foreigners do to survive or 

generate income in the area:  

As I told you before, majority of them are Malawians and Mozambicans and Zimbabweans. The 
Mozambicans are very active guys. They are productive people. Even their women work on street, 

                                                           
15 Ibid 
16 Interview with a foreign respondent; Diepsloot 21 April 2016 
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peddling. They know something about the business. They are good people. They work in every 
aspect. They are a business minded people. … Zimbabweans are mostly poor people. They are not a 
business minded people but they still work. They will always keep asking you for a job. They also 
are skilled people like electricians, cleaners, etc.17  

Another foreign respondent shared similar views stating that: 

The majority of the Ethiopians own spaza shops. The Malawians are mainly employed as gardeners. 
The majority of Zimbabweans work as construction workers, security guards or are doing informal 
trading. Some own spaza shops as well. Zimbabweans are so much into semi-skilled work like 
carpentry, art, building, plumbing, etc.18  

A local female respondent echoed similar sentiments. She stated when asked about livelihood activities of 

foreign nationals:  

They do different things. Some women walk door to door looking for any piece-jobs, like washing 
blankets or cleaning rooms for either food or a small amount of money. They can charge R70 a day 
to do all the household chores. The majority of women are domestic workers. They get paid about 
R1500 per month. The majority of domestic workers are outsiders. Men work in the construction 
industry. Others are informal traders. … If we talk about the Somalis, we will be talking about 
business people. They are known for their activities. People do not have negative perceptions 
towards them. We also have good relations with Zimbabweans because they can work and they can 
provide for their families. That is why we end up marrying them or being involved in relationships 
with them. Nigerians … I don’t understand them. You will never understand them. They are so 
much into different dealings like gold exchange and drugs. 19 

Respondents also reported that foreign nationals with papers and skills work in the formal sector and the 

Special Dispensation Permit has assisted many Zimbabweans in this regard as one respondent attested:  

Many foreign nationals here are working in different sectors especially construction. Some came 
with their skills like engineering or as electricians and they are doing well. There has been a number 
of people who benefited from the Special Permit Dispensation program so through that scheme, 
many people managed to find work in different sectors. Others are however not working and some 
of them are surviving by selling scrap metals.20  

Asked about the difference between locals and foreigners with regard to livelihood and income generating 

activities, respondents indicated that locals are not as business minded and are generally choosy. One local 

respondent for example stated: “they [foreigners] start their own businesses but the big difference is that 

South Africans are choosy when it comes to kind of work they accept but the Zimbabweans take 

anything.”21 

                                                           
17 Interview with Somali national; Diepsloot, 21 April 2016 
18 Interview with female Zimbabwean national; Diepsloot, 20 April 2015 
19 Interview with a South African female respondent; Diepsloot, 19 April 2016  
20 Interview with a Mozambican national; Diepsloot Ext 1, 21 April 2016 
21 Interview with a male South African; Diepsloot, 19 April 2016 
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3.2.3 Community perceptions about outsiders  

According to respondents, local residents in Extension 1 generally hold negative attitudes towards 

foreigners whom they perceive to be the main reason behind most of the socio-economic ills the 

community is facing. Foreigners in the area are perceived as more qualified/skilled and therefore more 

competitive in business and job market; which locals see as unfair advantage. So according to locals they 

steal jobs and contribute to the increasing unemployment rate and kill local businesses due to increasing 

competition. The Ward 95 Councillor for example believes that foreigners are generally more skilled than 

locals. He stated:  

For example, if we are to compare a Zimbabwe and South Africa academically, and on skills you 
know etc., South Africa still lags behind. … And because our people won the democracy; that really 
doesn’t say anything about preparing people economically and even mentally; we were not 
mentally ready to be where we are today … you look for particular skills in South Africa, you get 
very few people, we didn’t prepare our people.22  

Foreigners are perceived as criminals who commit most of the crime in the area; steal women; and strain 

public services. When asked how local residents perceive foreigners in the area, one respondent whose 

views were shared by many other respondents said that they are seen as criminals, they are accused of 

rape and other crimes, especially Zimbabweans, stealing jobs, etc. One respondent was evidently convinced 

that foreigners steal job opportunities that legitimately belong to locals. In her words: “Another challenge 

that I am facing is competition from outsiders. People coming from other countries are prepared to work 

for very low wages, like R2500 a month. The majority of us South Africans would not work for such low 

wages. They are taking our employment opportunities by accepting low wages.”23  

For some local respondents however, these generalized perceptions such as stealing jobs and 

disproportional criminality are more often than not unfounded. One local respondent for example stated:  

It is generally believed that they are responsible for crime, stealing jobs, women, etc. But from my 
own understanding, I do not understand why they are accused of stealing jobs because some of the 
jobs that they do, like working as security guards, construction workers and as gardeners are some 
of the jobs shunned by the locals. In fact, I don’t think they are stealing jobs. This is just a 
perception of those who do not want to work, people who are used to be spoon-fed by the 
government. People here do not want to work, they are not innovative and they fear 
competition.24  

Another local respondent echoed similar sentiments: 

These people do different things and some of them do very bad things. But then again we cannot 
conclude that all outsiders are involved in bad things here. I can use the saying: One bad potato 

                                                           
22 Interview with Ward 95 Councillor, Diepsloot, 18 April 2016 
23 Interview with a female South African respondent; Diepsloot Ward 95, 19 April 2016 
24 Interview with a South African respondent; Diepsloot, 19 April 2016,  
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does not spoil the whole bag! Not all foreigners are involved in doing crime or any bad things. We 
all know for instance what the Nigerians do. You rarely find them in the streets selling vegetables or 
fruits for their survival. They like dealing with drugs too much. However, it’s not only the outsiders 
who are involved in different criminal activities. The locals are also doing crime and in some cases, 
it will be blamed on the outsiders. […] It’s a general perception amongst many people that 
outsiders are criminals. The truth however remains that crime is being committed by different 
people of different nationalities, locals and outsiders.25  

Zimbabweans are widely perceived to commit the most crimes in the area. Respondents justify these 

accusations by pointing to a gang of Zimbabweans who commit crimes together with South African gangs. 

They particularly target other foreigners, especially Zimbabweans. For some foreign respondents, it is 

people like these who give all foreigners a bad name. One Zimbabwean national for example responded 

when asked why Zimbabweans are hated in the area: 

That is a very good question. People here assume that all Zimbabweans are the same and they are 
coming from the same areas. They forget that we are different people. There is a group of people 
from Matabeleland North in Zimbabwe, in an area called Tsholotso. Those are the people who are 
known for a number of bad things, they steal and rob people so people end up saying all 
Zimbabweans are doing crime here. Those people have been migrating to South Africa way before 
things were unstable in Zimbabwe. Most of them do not have proper basic education. They would 
drop out of school from tender ages and come to South Africa. They would join their brothers or 
relatives and form gangs here.  When we come here from Zimbabwe, they are quick to notice us 
and in some cases, they are the same people who attack us because they know that we work and 
we can hustle to find money, not in a bad way. We are hard workers and they do not want to work. 
They are good when it comes to gambling and they spend a lot of time doing that and robbing 
people. They can rob anyone but if you are a Zimbabwean, you are more likely to be at risk. They 
can even beat you up like they did to me a fortnight ago. The community just identifies them as 
Zimbabwean and therefore they assume all Zimbabwean are just like them. … This is our main 
problem we as Zimbabweans. There are a few bad apples among us who are spoiling all of us. As a 
result, the community will just say you Zimbabweans are responsible for all the bad things in this 
country. When the community members approach, they will not even give you time to explain. 
They will just attack you. … The police here are not effective, people apply mob justice. The 
moment they realize that you are a foreigner, it will even be worse. They will start telling you that 
you shouldn’t be here in the first place and now you are doing bad things again.26 

According to respondents, this trend continues to date. A Zimbabwean national stated: 

If I can answer, since you ask how we are living with the South Africans, especially from the last 
time you were here, I have not seen anything bad towards outsiders. But, some problems are 
caused by some outsiders, especially people from Zimbabwe, they are the ones who continue to 
burglarise houses, they kill with guns, they kill with axes. […] Yes, it is continuing. […] We know it is 
Zimbabweans because sometimes they get arrested, and when they are arrested the station 
commander sometimes calls me to come to the police station. And in some cases, if you go to the 
places where they are targeting people you will find that it is them and you can tell from their 
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language.  They use a type of swearing that is different in Venda or any other language and when 
the South Africans hear it, they mostly point at the Khalangas27.28  

3.3 Socio-economic Conditions  

The Extension 1, part of Ward 95, is an informal settlement area where most people live in shacks 

assembled from scrap metal, wood, plastic and cardboard, and face high levels of poverty mainly due to 

high unemployment rates and lack of service delivery. According to respondents, the main challenges the 

residents of the location face include high unemployment rates particularly among the youth (most of the 

unemployed surviving on petty trade, casual labour and social grants); crime and violence; poor service 

delivery (lack of tarred roads, electricity and running water in the shacks area; lack of street lighting that 

promotes crime; shortages of schools, clinics). Existing services cannot satisfy high and increasing demand 

due to overpopulation and overcrowding: respondents reported for example that residents must arrive at 

the clinic at 3am or 4am to access services. There is no hospital; serious cases have to be referred out of 

Diepsloot. According to the local ward councillor, housing and unemployment are the main challenges. He 

responded when asked about the main problems in the community:  

It’s housing and unemployment, but housing comes as a result because there is an influx. In fact in 
Diepsloot we have got a problem of an influx of people who are coming from different areas, from 
Zimbabwe, South Africa, Pakistan, Malawi, Botswana, Mozambique, Giyani, Swaziland, and 
Cofimvaba, Eastern Cape, Matatiele, KZN. We have got everybody coming into Diepsloot 
community because of the strategic positioning of it. So as a result when people come here they 
become residents. You can’t tell a person, you came yesterday, no, they have got the right to raise 
issues, and for benefits etcetera, so I look at the issue of housing and this unemployment as the 
major concern that one really cannot sleep. Cause everywhere you hear about the uprisings its 
housing . . . resolving unemployment and housing would help resolve many other issues. 
Unemployment, I think if it can be resolved, young people can be able to buy themselves houses, 
and if it’s resolved, young people can be able to pursue their education, and if it’s resolved the 
issue of congestion as a result of movement to other areas, relocations, at least that can also be 
resolved. And eh, the housing, if government build houses and do away with shacks, I think we 
need to put policy, that everybody who wants to have tenants, they mustn’t exceed 4, that can be 
better because if it’s 4, one can be able to build a brick and mortar four roomed house, so that at 
least living conditions can change for the better, but also we could be able to manage issues of 
water and electricity services. Because imagine one person has got 10 shacks and eh, and in every 
shack there is a mother, a child and a father, and you know. […]It’s one household; it’s a burden to 
the delivery of services by any entity. It can be Joburg water, it can be Eskom; City Power, etc.29  

Other local residents similarly indicated that poor service delivery, unemployment and crime are the major 

concerns. One respondent for example stated: “The main problem is electricity, crime and unemployment; 

we also don’t have proper houses like you see 6 shacks in 1 yard.”30 For another local respondent the main 
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problem is lack of water and sanitation: “the main problem is sanitation and water. You can even go now 

and see on the street the kind of running water around and the smell and I will ask you if you will be able to 

live in this kind of conditions for two days; I don’t think you will agree. This place actually is for people who 

are very poor and they don’t have choice.”31 Many other respondents indeed confirmed that congestion 

hampers services such as sewage and rubbish removal. They also indicated that crimes including rape, 

assaults, robberies and house break-ins are a major problem in the area, which is also notorious for its 

history of public violence, particularly taxi violence, violent service delivery protests, vigilantism and mob 

justice (see later discussion on history of group violence). The Diepsloot police station commander 

confirmed that crime was indeed concerning in the area. In his words: 

You see, the crime in this area, it would be assaults, yeah, people are assaulted. Murders are a 
problem in this area, you know, they lead to assaults. Yeah, and intrusion in people's houses is also 
an issue, because it doesn't take the perpetrator much effort to enter into a house. I mean mostly 
in informal settlements it's not really formal houses, in a shack you just unscrew the zincs and 
you're in, so that's the challenge, or you just break the lock of the door and you're in. So that's the 
challenge. So intrusion is one of the problems that we are experiencing; rapes are also a concern in 
this area, because when perpetrators intrude the house and find that it's only females, they rob 
and rape. That's a challenge.32 

3.4 Community Leadership and Conflict Resolution  

3.4.1 Leadership structures and their relationship with the community 

The dominant leadership structure is the country’s ruling party, the African National Congress (ANC). Party 

leaders control local government (i.e., ward councillor, ward, block and street committees). Residents also 

point to the presence of the South African Police Service (SAPS) that opened this year (2016) in Diepsloot; 

Community Policing Forum (CPF); civic associations such as South African National Civic Organization 

(SANCO) and political parties including ANC, the Democratic Alliance (DA) and the Economic Freedom 

Fighters (EFF).  

According to respondents, most residents consider community leadership structures legitimate but do not 

necessarily trust them because they perceive them to be ineffective, corrupt, and/or nepotistic. Most 

community members recognise the ward councillor as the leader and the CPF as their main first contact 

when they need protection. The police and street committees are particularly distrusted because they are 

perceived as ineffective and corrupt. One local respondent for example stated:  

 The problem is in some cases, you will come to realise that some members of the police are the 
ones involved in crime as well. Instead of fighting crime in this community, they are in some cases 
promoting it. The truth is you wouldn’t be surprised when some of these members of the police 
belong to a certain gang of criminals. Mind you, criminals are very clever. In some instances, they 
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look for someone, a police officer, who will cover up their tracks. These things are happening . . .  
Community members do not trust the police. I don’t think they really do. The problem is if 
something is to happen now, the police will take time to respond. Sometimes they can even come 
very late when the incidence will be over, perhaps burglars would have left the scene. But you 
would have notified them when a robbery will be in progress. There is absolutely no trust between 
the police and the residents. It is even worse in extension 1.33   

Another respondent confirmed this lack of trust between residents and the police:  

There is no trust and respect between us and the police. People here can chase away police by 
stoning them with bricks or may block roads when they don't want police intervention, for instance 
in service delivery protests. The police are chased away in this community. [. . .] It is because they 
are corrupt and we know they won't do justice if you report cases to them. You can commit a 
crime, they take you from the crowd and before you even reach the police station, they would ask 
for a bribe or threaten you with a long jail term. They will release you if you bribe them. We have 
lost trust in them. You can find a person smoking dagga or nyaope in front of them. These drugs 
are dangerous but people here do not care, the police even know this and they do not make raids 
or arrest people in this community. I only interact with them when they give me some work to do, 
like washing their cars.34 

According to respondents, the lack of trust in police is the main reason why residents often take the law 

into their own hands. One local respondent for example stated when asked about the relationship between 

the police and the community:   

The police can’t be trusted; that is why sometimes when there is crime people take matters into 
their own hands. I also don’t trust the police, my ex-boyfriend burnt my shack; we called the police 
they came here took him then after an hour he was walking on the streets again and that means I 
am not safe. . . when they are called, most of the time they don’t respond quickly; that’s why we 
rely on the CPF in the community.35 

Other respondents indicated that even with the opening of the police station in Diepsloot, their distrust 

remains because they have not seen any significant changes in terms of effectiveness or crime statistics. 

One respondent for example stated:  

From my personal perception, I just don’t trust the police, that’s the thing. That thing of the 
community protecting itself is still in my mind. So whether there is a big police station here in 
Diepsloot for me, I don’t see any changes. [. . .] I have lived without the police station, I look at the 
changes in term of crime statistics from when the police arrived, I wouldn’t want to lie to you, I 
don’t think there is any difference. [. . .] It’s nice to have a police station, people can go there and 
make affidavits eh, and domestic violence whatever but the overall crime statistics of Diepsloot I 
don’t think the police have been that effective.36  
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While some respondents indicated that street committees are helpful in solving problems, others stated 

that they do not trust them. Those who perceive them as helpful stated that they use the power they have 

to solve problems. One of the respondents for example stated when asked whether residents find street 

committees useful: “Yes a lot. Like in a case where a person wronged you, you can’t approach that person 

and you can’t call your parents so you will have to call the street committees and explain to them what 

happened as they have the powers to resolve such.”37 Those who do trust the committees indicated that 

they are corrupt, biased and charge for what is supposed to be a voluntary service. One of them for 

example stated when asked whether the street committees were doing their jobs: “Not at all because when 

you have a problem with your neighbour, you must pay like R100 so that they can solve it. I do not know 

how they were selected. I think they started by volunteering but you must have the R100 if you want the 

problem solved. It is a problem; they don’t look at both sides of the story, they only try to defend the one 

who pays the money.”38 

3.3.3 Conflict resolution mechanisms 

3.3.3.1 Mob justice  

The lack of trust in police and community leadership structures discussed above helps explain why extra-

legal mechanisms are the most trusted conflict resolution mechanisms followed by calling CPF, Street 

Committees and SAPS. Mob justice is considered a particularly effective deterrent for people who commit 

crime and violence in the area. It generally involves beating and burning criminal suspects to death. One 

respondent stated when asked how residents deal with crime and violence in the area: 

Instant mob justice, they catch you stealing, raping or doing any criminal activity, you are dead; it’s 
very simple. This is how people deal with issues especially in Extension 1. They do not take you to 
the police station because once they take you there, in two days’ time you will be out and be back 
in the same community again.39  

For local residents, mob justice is their ‘only justice’ as stated on respondent: “. . . if you commit crime they 

will beat you. By the time the police come you will be dead; because people believe that’s the only 

justice”.40 Another resident shared similar views:  

If the community finds someone who committed a crime such as robbery they burn him alive. The 
rule here is that if a car hits you, that car must be burnt and that driver must be killed. If someone 
robs something and he is caught, they do what is called here ‘Vimba’, which is burning that person 
alive using a tyre.41  

                                                           
37 Female focus group discussion; Diepsloot Ward 95, 20 April 2016 
38 Interview with a South African respondent; Diepsloot, Ward 95, April 2016 
39 Interview with a South African respondent; Diepsloot Ext1; 19 April 2016 
40 Interview with a South African respondent; Diepsloot Ward 95, 19 April 2016 
41 Interview with a Somali national; Diepsloot Ward 95, 21 April 2016 



 
Diepsloot Social Cohesion Profile | 18 

Another respondent confirmed that mob justice is rife in the area and is easy to organise:  

There is no proper organisation, any person can organise a group. People would, upon hearing a 
whistle, come out from their rooms and attend the scene where the whistle would have been 
blown. That time, you would see a person surrounded by the mob and people would start attacking 
without even understanding what would have transpired. These days, people start by looking for 
clarity or do a research on what would have happened before rushing to attack someone. Now, 
things are changing, we can even engage the police and they will arrest the culprit. Some people 
still believe in mob-justice but other people have repented. We are tired of killing people! We 
rather take them to the police and the police will deal with them in a legal way. But there are still 
offenses that we still not engage the police. If you rape, and if you kill someone here, we kill you 
too. If you steal some minor issues, community members can take you to the members of the CPF 
and they will give you a few lashes and they will leave you.42  

Echoing the previous statement, other respondents indeed confirmed that some community leadership 

structures also get involved in mob justice. Indeed, some respondents reported that some members of the 

local CPF are in prison because they beat someone to death. One respondent stated: “CPF are respected 

because the past it was difficult; it was a must that you respect them because they used to beat people up. 

Most of those people are now in prison because they took matters into their own hands, they once beat 

some guy who died at the hospital”.43 

3.3.3.2 Community protests 

As elsewhere in South Africa, Diepsloot residents see public protests as effective in dealing with conflicts 

between community and local authority particularly over service delivery. Residents use public protests to 

attract authorities much needed attention to their concerns and grievances. One respondent explained why 

protests are regularly organised:  

[…] people can block the streets to protest for service delivery; even you if you can look around you 
can see the toilets here and our health is at risk; so you will see the protest has to happen. People 
are tired; they have given up on promises; they feel forgotten; protests are the only way they can 
get their issues resolved.44 

In general, residents do not believe the local authority and community leadership structures have the 

capacity to effectively resolve individual and/or group conflicts in the area. One respondent expressed 

views shared by many in this regard: “From what I have seen, in the contest of crime, service delivery and 

xenophobia, etc., local leadership is always poor in resolving these issues. I don’t know if it is the lack of 
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capacity by the police services and community leaders. We don’t have the capacity for resolving crime and 

other conflicts in this area.”45 

3.5 History of Group Conflict and Violence 

Diepsloot (and Extension 1 in particular) has a long history of group-based conflicts and violence. The area 

is particularly notorious for political conflicts, taxi violence and violent public protests. With regard to 

political tensions, respondents reported that there used to be conflicts between political parties where 

certain people could not go to areas controlled by another party. Respondents reported these conflicts do 

not exist anymore but political tensions (silent war) remain between rival parties, particularly between ANC 

and EFF. One respondent for example stated when asked about group tensions in the community:  

There are many of them. One good example is the political tension that is always there between 
the ANC and the EFF. They are always accusing each other of one thing or the other. EFF for 
example says ANC has done nothing for this community. They are always in conflict and accusing 
Zuma of the Nkandla corruption.46  

Respondents also indicated sometimes individual conflicts lead to group violence. They point to a recent 

example when a Zimbabwean robbed a Mozambican and people from Mozambican communities organized 

themselves and attacked Zimbabweans. One respondent for example stated:  

[…] yes there was violence between Zimbabweans and Mozambicans in the area. It was a severe 
violence between the two groups. They hurt each other so much and a lot of houses and properties 
were damaged and finally the government stepped in and resolved the issue. . .  One of the groups, 
Zimbabweans, robbed members of the other group and the robbed group followed those 
perpetrators and as a result, the violence broke out.47 

Respondents also cited violent public protests as another type of group violence. Recent incidences of such 

protests took place in 2007, 2009, 2013 and 2015. These protests are regularly organised around poor 

service delivery and other community concerns or dissatisfactions. When asked about public protests, one 

resident noted that:  

This is a violent community, issues of violence happen every time. Recently, there were service 
delivery protests in extension 1. The residents there were asked to leave the informal settlement, I 
think the government wanted to relocate them to other locations but they refused. They started 
burning tyres and blocking roads. They even attacked motorists. They say they can’t be taken away 
from a location close to their sources of livelihoods or workplaces.48  

Organising these protests is apparently easy given the high number of unemployed people in the informal 

settlement. One respondent stated when asked how violent protests are organised: 
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There are many people in this community who are not working. They spend time in the 
communities doing nothing. This is when they will start mobilising ideas as they just sit and talk 
about everything. Some things start as small issues but grow big as some people join in until it 
becomes a major issue with the support of a number of the residents.49 

Taxi violence is an equally regular occurrence in the area. Respondents indicated that taxi owners and 

or/drivers often fight over routes and commuters. Most respondents shared the views expressed by this 

respondent who stated: “Sometimes owners disagree on roads ownership and stop other taxis from 

operating on that route and if they operate, that’s where they start to fight. The community members as 

passengers they come for transport and get killed in the process.”50 

Another prevalent type of group violence is xenophobic violence or violent attacks on foreign nationals 

living in the area. According to respondents, these attacks are also a regular occurrence but the main waves 

were in 2008, 2013, 2014 and 2015. See details in the following section. 

3.6 Violence against Outsiders: Profile, Purpose, Causes, Responses and Implications 

3.6.1 Profile of the violence 

According to respondents, violence against foreign nationals in Diepsloot is a regular occurrence and 

usually starts in Extension1, the main site for this research. One resident for example responded when 

asked whether there has ever been violence against foreigners in the area:  

Cases of violence against foreign nationals always happen here. It’s only that some of these cases 
happen in private spaces and some of these things do not receive any media attention. These 
things always happen but then at times the cases do not get public attention. . . A lot of these 
things start in Spain [Extension 1]. That area is something else. Whenever we have such issues of 
xenophobic attacks, if you can trace very well, you will find out that they start from there before 
spreading to other sections.51  

However, not forgetting these regular bouts of violence, respondents reported that the main waves of 

violence happened in 2008, 2013, 2014 and 2015. In 2008, all foreigners were targeted and evicted from 

the area regardless of nationality or occupation. Local residents destroyed, looted and burnt down 

businesses and houses belonging to foreign nationals. Attackers (mostly youths, according to most 

respondents) targeted all foreign nationals irrespective of their nationality, age or gender. Some South 

Africans belonging to minority groups such as Shangaans and Pedis were also attacked, deliberately or by 

mistake.52 Recent attacks target specific national groups or people in particular occupations. In 2013, 

foreign shop owners were attacked and their shops looted as residents sought to avenge the deaths two 
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men killed in a shooting incident at a spaza shop. More than 150 foreign nationals are displaced.53 In 2014, 

a local teenager overdosed on drugs and locals attacked all Nigerians, considered the source of drugs. One 

resident described what happened:  

I was here when they were protesting against the Nigerians here. They were saying that Nigerians 
are criminals and organize crime. Hence they destroyed the shops of the Nigerians. They were 
burning places and destroying the Nigerian shops; the whole people in the township; they were 
thousands. When they started the violence, they broke down the shops of the Nigerians and they 
vandalized their shops. Even they vandalized this shop in front of us. . . Nigerians ran to the police 
station to save their lives but now they are back. They chatted with the people and finally re-
opened their shops.54 

In another violence episode in 2014, locals attacked and chased foreign away from the area after they were 

accused of being responsible for the killing of two children who were found dead in the toilet. One of 

participant in the attacks described what happened when asked whether he remembered any recent 

incidence of violence against foreign nationals:  

The most recent incident that I remember was in 2014 when there were two kids who were found 
dead in the toilet. They had no private parts when they were discovered and people believed that 
the foreigners were responsible for the death of these young kids. There was a huge outcry from 
the community and we did not want to see any foreigner in this community so we were chasing 
them away. The person who killed them stayed a few shacks from here. The person who killed 
them was a Swathi from Swaziland. We were driving out everyone who was an outsider, including 
those who own shops like the Ethiopians and the Pakistanis. We did not know who to trust so we 
were driving out everyone. I participated in these attacks because I had seen the girls who were 
killed with my own eyes earlier that morning. I was hurt. [. . .] The attacks were as a result of anger; 
so basically, we just wanted everyone out of this community. Of course, we also saw a chance to 
take their goods and groceries because we did not want them back in this community. We were 
cleaning the whole extension.55 

In 2015 a local youth attempting to steal from a foreign owned spaza shop was shot dead. Community 

members immediately organised attacks on all foreign shops owners. Shops were looted, destroyed, and 

owners displaced. One respondent explained what happened:  

There was another guy, a Somali or Ethiopian who shot another boy there in another shop on the 
top there. And the community they start to fight there. They want to chase foreigners away. They 
must go back to where they came from. All local people, the community, they start fighting, they 
broke the shops, they took the stuff and they fought saying foreigners must go back to where they 
belong.56  

3.6.2 The Logics of Violence  
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According to respondents, the most obvious motive for violence is criminal opportunism in terms of looting 

that provides direct material rewards for many participants. One local respondent for example stated: “The 

Somalis and other outsiders who have businesses here are always targeted because of their businesses; 

people know that if they attack them, they get something from the attacks. They always keep large sums of 

money with them.”57  

Notwithstanding this criminal opportunism, most respondents indicated that the real motive is always to 

remove foreigners from the area and in the process, get rid of not only the social ills they are associated 

with, but also the unnecessary competition for scarce resources and opportunities. When asked what they 

wanted to achieve, one of the perpetrators responded that: 

We wanted them to go back to their countries; we burned their houses and shops and they took 
their belongings and left . . . but they came back, all of them, they love this place. . . This violence 
happens in this area because people here are very poor and a person who has anger is very 
dangerous because they have given up and we feel rejected like we no longer belongs to the 
country; they don’t care about us they are busy pilling foreigners here. Why don’t people like Zuma 
allow these makwerekwere to be staying with them there in Midrand; because here the 
unemployed people will always chase them.58  

Another respondent echoed similar sentiments: “We were driving them away; we were accusing them of 

rape, crimes, especially Zimbabweans. We took matters into our own hands. We didn’t want any outsiders 

invading our spaces as South Africans.”59 Another local respondent and perpetrator added: “We would be 

expressing our feelings that they must go to an extend where we ended up burning their shacks; so that 

they can go back to their countries because they are all over the location we don’t even have peace. We are 

crowded because of them.”60 

3.6.3 Organization and mobilization for violence  

The 2008 attacks were organised by community leaders commonly known as ‘comrades’ who called a 

meeting in which the decision to attacks and chase foreigners out the areas was taken. According to both 

local and foreign respondents, the attacks were organised and led by the ‘comrades’. The ‘comrades’ 

started by checking identity documents of people suspected to be foreign nationals. One respondent for 

example stated: “They would come and ask to see your identity document and if you did not have it they 

would beat you up while others took anything of value they could see.”61 Another resident confirmed the 
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comrades’ role: “It was the ‘comrades’ and the community joined in since it was something discussed at the 

meeting led by the ‘comrades’.”62 

Respondents reported that recent attacks are organised in meetings called by local residents particularly 

gangs and criminals. One foreign respondent for example stated when asked how violent attacks on foreign 

nationals are organised:  

I think such things are discussed in meetings that we do not attend. In those meetings, I am sure 
that is where they strategize the attacks. These attacks are usually organised. At times they can 
even use school kids to initiate the attacks. They can send them to any nearby foreign owned shops 
to loot as a starting point. Obviously, the shop owner will react. Then violence will start. People will 
start looting then. The attackers usually start by targeting some individuals whom they know are 
successful. It’s very rare that they start attacking ordinary people like me whom they know I have 
nothing. We however become targets or victims later on.63  

According to respondents, locals are sometimes joined in attacks by foreigners who have been in SA long 

enough to speak local languages fluently. Local authorities and community leaders insisted that they, and 

most residents, do not support or tolerate these attacks which they say are carried out by a few criminal 

elements in the community, ‘driven by jealousy’.  

Sporadic attacks on foreign owned businesses continued in 2017 and, according to respondents, these 

were orchestrated by local business owners trying to eliminate business competition. One respondent 

stated:  

One Indian [Somali shop keeper] was killed last week… they didn’t take anything from his shop. 
Sometimes these criminals are hired. Some local people get jealous that their customers are being 
taken by outsiders running shops here.  So, this is still a prevalent perception that Somali shop 
owners (or Indians) are taking business. Like the Indian that got killed here, it was about the fact 
that they are taking way business but the other Indians got wind of the information of who hired 
the killers and they called them and asked them. The Indians then sent the killers to kill the person 
who had hired them and they did. […] They asked how much they had been paid and when they 
named the price, the Indians topped up the money. The Indians said ‘just go and kill the person 
who hired you we won’t get you arrested’.  […] They got arrested after they had killed the person 
who hired them. What happened is that the they killed this Shangaani guy and he knew one of 
them and so before he died in hospital he revealed their identities. So, that is how they got 
arrested. If that man had not named them they would still be at large.64   

3.6.4 Underlying causes and triggers of the violence 

Respondents cited negative attitudes and strong resentments towards foreign nationals due to the social 

ills they are associated with (see discussion under perceptions) as the underlying causes of regular attacks 
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on foreign nationals in the area. In a context of high levels of unemployment, poverty and power service 

delivery, respondents in particular mentioned competition for scarce resources and opportunity as one of 

the main reasons. One of the local respondents for example stated when asked about the cause of the 

violence and why specifically in this area:  

I think is greed and jealousy instead of us learning from them we want to steal from them . . . and 
the kind of jobs we don’t accept we fight them when they take them. Even in terms of business 
most local spaza shops do no longer exist because the foreigners took over and they are growing. . . 
xenophobia happens everywhere as long as there are foreigners but here maybe it is because 
people are poor and they feel crowded by the foreigners.65 

Similarly, another responded stated:  

Like here, at number one [Extension 1], because there's no electricity and stuff; others say it's hard 
to move the people to a better place because they say there are a lot of foreigners, so they can't 
accommodate everyone and stuff like that. And this leads to violence because they think maybe, 
uh, they can't get what they deserve because they [foreigners] come here in South Africa and they 
[locals] have to share.66 

Some foreign respondents were also convinced that negative perceptions were the main cause of the 

violence as one of them stated:  

I think it’s just because of the perceptions that locals have towards outsiders. In some instances, 
this is motivated by jealousy and greed. Outsiders are generally hard workers and they don’t 
hesitate to work. As such, they may end up accumulating some valuables and this will not go well 
with some locals who don’t want to work. Then hatred begins. Outsiders here swallow their pride 
so that they can make ends meet regardless of their qualifications. Back home in Zimbabwe, I was a 
teacher but when I came here, I had no option; I had to work as a domestic worker before i 
committed myself to serving this community. You won’t find such level of humbleness among the 
locals. There will be more problems in future if the economy keeps going down because the 
majority of the people here are used to being spoon-fed and they can’t improvise.67  

For many respondents however, local politics is by far a more direct driver of violence against foreign 

nationals compared to economic hardships and negative perceptions discussed above. Indeed, these 

respondents indicated that local political leaders blame or use foreigners as scapegoats for their failures to 

provide services, which further fuels residents’ attitudes and collective discontent towards foreign 

nationals. Aspirant leaders use violent exclusion as a tool to claim legitimacy and power needed to further 

their political interests. The following exchanges between researchers and respondents illustrate this point:  

Researcher: Who would you say are the main drivers of xenophobic attacks in this community? 

                                                           
65 Interview with a South African respondent; Diepsloot Ward 95, 19 April 2016 
66 Interview with a South African respondent; Diepsloot Ward 95, 20 April 2016 
67 Interview with a female Zimbabwean respondent; Diepsloot Ward 95, 20 April 2016 
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Respondent: I think the main drivers are politicians. Because they want to rule, they look for 
different ways of gaining public attention and support and one of the reason would be blaming 
outsiders for the problems faced in this community. It will even be worse when they will be having 
evidence, or let’s say statistics proving that foreign nationals are committing crime in the 
community. It’s all about power. Politicians will always tell you want you want to hear even if it is 
not true. We also have to remember that not all of us tolerate outsiders. Some people do not. So, 
it’s most likely that once they hear negative messages from some of these politicians about foreign 
nationals, they are quick to support them and start violence. The community members will start 
supporting them when they say foreigners must go. These are the kind of statements that are likely 
to breed hate and incite violence.68  

Researcher (in a different conversation): You lived here for some time. What do you think is the 

cause of the violence? 

Respondent: One of the things is the government officials who say if I am elected, you will not see 
foreigners anymore here. I will drive them out. Politicians do a lot of promises for the people that if 
they are elected, there will be no more foreigners here. We will drive all foreigners out . . . So, 
politicians are part of the problem.69 

Other respondents noted that violence—particularly attacks on foreign owned shops—have recently 

followed service delivery protests or incidents involving individual locals and foreign nationals caused for 

example by disagreements between customers and foreign business owners, robberies, etc. Individual 

incidents lead to attacks on foreign communities because locals say, “foreign nationals should not be here 

in the first place,” one local respondent told us. 

3.6.5 Reponses to threats and violence  

Respondents indicated that the arrival of police and CPF leadership usually disperses crowds and 

perpetrators and facilitates the evacuation of the target group to a place of safety (police station of 

community halls). The police only respond to actual violence and not to threats. Indeed, foreign nationals 

reported that meetings are usually organised to plan violence and by the time they hear about it the 

violence will have already started. People are afraid of reporting the meetings to plan violence as they fear 

mob justice if found to be whistle blowers. One respondent stated: “On the issue of crime and attacks on 

foreigners, the law does encourage people to report . . . but the problem is that people may not know if 

they are reporting to the ‘right’ police person as some are corrupt. Some of the police alert criminals and 

people run the danger of being shot.”70  

After the violence, community leaders call meetings to address people and calm the situation down as one 

respondent indicated when asked about the responses to attacks: “Community leaders took time to 
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address people because it was not easy addressing an angry community. When people calmed down, they 

just encouraged us to stay with other foreign nationals.”71 For the recent episodes of violence, respondents 

did not recall seeing anyone arrested for attacks or looting. No one was for example arrested after the 2014 

violence as one respondent indicated: “There were no government efforts; the only person who came here 

with his colleagues was the head of the police at Diepsloot Station. He only came to notify us that they had 

caught the culprit. That was all.”72 

In 2008, the police intervened and tried to calm the situation but faced resistance as the community 

members barricaded roads and threw stones at police officers and cars. The military was called and 

patrolled the area for some days until the situation calmed. Some community leaders like the CPF had tried 

in vain to intervene as violence was out of control. In some instances, these leaders also feared that they 

would fall prey and be accused of siding with outsiders73. One foreign respondent recounted what 

happened then: 

In 2008, there was a response but it came a bit late. People had to stay at the police station in 
Johannesburg, this other police station was still not there, it’s a recent one. The authorities were 
struggling to contain the situation. I do not know if they were really failing or if they had other 
motives because I know that had they wanted to contain the situation, they would have.74 

After the 2008 violence, residents reported that twenty-five people were arrested but most of them were 

released either on bail or because cases were dismissed.75  

Regarding long-term interventions, civil society and community-based organisations have regularly 

organised community dialogues to promote social cohesion and peaceful cohabitation. Notably, from 2010 

onwards, the Nelson Mandela Foundation has organised ‘social cohesion community conversations’ not 

only in Diepsloot, but in communities across the country.76 The impact of these initiatives in Diepsloot 

remains to be seen as negative attitudes prevail and violence attacks on outsiders continue. 

3.7 Implications of Violent Exclusion for Future Interactions 

3.7. 1 Return and reintegration 

Respondents, both local and foreign, reported that when violence breaks out, members of the target 

group(s) run to places of safety and come back after the violence has subsided. Most displaced foreign 

                                                           
71 Interview with a South African respondent; Diepsloot Ext 1, 21 Aril 2016 
72 Ibid 
73 See details in Misago J.P, Monson, T., Polzer, T. and Landau, L.B. (2010): May 2008 Violence against Foreign Nationals in South 
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nationals come back after the situation has calmed down and then rebuild their destroyed homes, or find 

other places to stay and resume their livelihood activities including reopening their businesses. No person 

or institution actively integrates them back into the community. Some victims of the violence return 

because they do not have another choice as one of them stated when asked whether there are any 

institutional measures that facilitate return or reintegration:  

People just went back on their own because they had heard the attacks were over. Many people 
will return back because they won’t be having any other alternative options. I do not think that 
there would still be foreign nationals staying here because we know anything can happen anytime. 
We can’t go back home because there is nothing there. In most cases, it will be better to return 
back to your own shack or location than to relocate to another new location, maybe things will 
even be worse there. In your location, your local friends may come to you and let you know of the 
future plans just to keep you alert.77  

Safety remains a major concern for those who return and other foreign nationals currently living in the 

area. They reported that they live in fear as violence can erupt again anytime. One foreign respondent for 

example said: “We sleep but we do not sleep . . . not entirely, we sleep with one eye open and our bodies 

never completely relaxing . . . we are always tense, for any time if a whistle is sounded anything can 

happen.”78 Another foreign respondent confirmed these fears and lamented the lack of protection from 

law enforcement particularly given the increasing rate of organised crime and business robberies: 

We feel very unsafe. Even when there is no xenophobia, armed gangs are attacking us every day. 
Police is not protecting us [. . .] I think two years from now, no Somali businessman will be living 
here. We came from a country with civil war and we had hard times back home. We thought now 
that it will be better we will make some improvements in livelihoods and do daily foods and 
survival. But if there are bullets here, we left our homes because of bullets. So I think Somalis will 
not be living here in the future.79  

These safety concerns lead to resource outflows as foreigners send money they earn and all valuable 

belongings to their home countries instead of investing in the local economy. One foreign respondent for 

example stated that, because they fear violence can erupt any time, foreigners buy and send belongings 

back home and keep low quality and cheap property that they can leave if violence is to erupt again. One of 

them stated:  

You will never be safe here. It’s like we are sitting on a time bomb. We are only waiting for another 
day when these attacks happen. This is the reason why we do not keep cash or any expensive 
gadgets or furniture with us here. We have a few cheap things that we can leave when disaster 
strikes. If we had an option of leaving this location going to another location, especially those other 
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locations where there are few poor people, we would leave and never come back. We stay because 
we do not have other options.80 

3.7.2 Perspectives on future interactions 

While some expressed some level of optimism, most respondents believe that the future looks rather bleak 

in terms of socio-economic interactions between locals and forever nationals living in the area. Those few 

optimists pin their hopes on the fact that inevitably increasing social interactions such as intermarriages will 

improve relations while utilitarian exchanges will ‘force’ peaceful cohabitation. One local respondent for 

example stated when asked how residents foresee the nature of future interactions between locals and 

foreign nationals: “It’s complicated but I think the future looks promising. I think there will be very good 

relations between us and them because the majority of them are establishing relationships here through 

intermarriages and they are having families here. In the end, families will be connected.”81 Similarly, a 

foreign respondent, while not feeling safe at the moment, believes that future interactions will be better 

provided that government comes up with adequate interventions. She stated:  

With the existing history of violence towards foreign nationals, I do not feel safe. The government 
has no plans of preventing these attacks happening but yet it has plans of curing it once it happens. 
[…] My views on future interactions between locals and foreigners. … It is promising to be better, if 
and only if the government adopts different initiatives in letting the public learn to accept 
differences and tolerate each other.82  

Those who believe that utilitarianism will improve relations indicated that as South Africans continue to 

benefit from the presence of foreign nationals; they will desist from excluding them. One local respondent 

for example stated when asked whether foreigners should have access to opportunities and services in the 

area: “Yes they are amongst us anyway and South Africans are the ones renting out their shacks to them 

and even hire them for less wages.” Another local respondent concurred:  

In the past we attacked them [foreigners]; we were accusing them of rape, crimes, especially 
Zimbabweans. We took matters into our own hands. We didn’t want any outsiders invading our 
spaces as South Africans. As time went by, we realised that we did need each other. Without the 
Somalis, life is a bit hard for us because we get cheap things and on credit from them. People now 
are more likely to stop other people from engaging in attacks towards foreign nationals. Before 
this, people would even mobilise others to start violence against foreigners. […] Because many of 
us rely on rentals and the majority of our tenants are foreigners, it was like our source of livelihood 
was disturbed. Outsiders do not have problems when it comes to paying rentals, they are unlike 
locals who will start telling you stories the moment you ask for rent. 83 

The same respondent further added that the very same utilitarian logic will prevent foreigners’ exclusion 

from services and opportunities. In her words: “We can’t expect them to survive if they do not work. If you 
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deny them such opportunities; it’s the society as a whole that will suffer again. For instance, there will be 

an increase in the rate of spread of diseases like HIV/AIDS because most women would end up being 

prostitutes just to provide for their families.”84  

Those who predict a bleak future emphasize that they have no reason to believe that locals negative 

perceptions will change or violent attacks on foreign national will stop anytime soon given the lack of any 

meaningful preventive measures on the ground. For some respondents, the situation may get even worse 

as one foreign respondent predicted: “I do not see any change in the near future. In fact, I think the 

relationship with them will even get tenser because things are slowly tightening up here and they will 

always look for excuses. The perceptions will be more negative but there is nothing that we can do. We 

have to survive and we will cross the bridge when we get there.”85 For another foreign respondent, 

interactions will never improve. He stated: “I do not see any things changing anytime soon. The things that 

we are being accused of will remain. We will never be safe here”.86 A local respondent shared similar views:  

I do not foresee any changes when it comes to improved relations. People will always have 
negative perceptions towards outsiders. I wonder if there will be any solutions because it’s hard to 
change someone's mind that this person is no longer responsible for whatever problems you are 
facing. The tension between the locals and the outsiders will take time to end. I wonder if it will 
ever end. There is a need for strong government intervention and media influence to educate 
people about tolerance and acceptance, not only during times of xenophobic attacks. These have 
to happen every time to create a culture of tolerance.  

 

For other respondents, the situation is even more alarming due to the fact that even children are adopting 

discriminatory attitudes and behaviours. One local respondent stated: “Because people have trauma and 

fear about foreigners, kids always promise to beat those foreigners and tell them that they will send them 

back where they come from. Kids start adopting this mind of telling foreign kids because they are learning 

from their parents”.87 
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4. CONCLUSIONS: SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 

This study finds that the research site (Ward 95 in Diepsloot) hosts a highly diverse community beset with 

significant socio-economic and social cohesion challenges. These include high rates of unemployment, 

poverty, poor service delivery, and an extended history of group conflict and violence. Threats to social 

cohesion are mainly evident in a recent history of violent exclusion driven by multiple factors including i) 

perceptions linking locals’ sense of socio-economic deprivation with the presence of outsiders; ii) local 

politics and political economy of the violence which provides incentives for conflict, and iii) the absence of 

effective conflict resolution mechanisms. The key findings focussing on identified social cohesion challenges 

and opportunities:  

1. Negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders: The research finds that local residents and 

their leaders generally hold strong negative perceptions and attitudes towards outsiders living in 

their midst. It is all foreign nationals who are considered outsiders in the area. Local residents 

blame foreign nationals for most of the socio-economic ills the area faces and perceive their 

presence as a threat to their lives and livelihood. 

2. Limited social and institutional interactions: While some level of social interactions between locals 

and outsiders exists, and is in fact inevitable, both locals and outsiders feel that these relationships 

are limited due to a number of reasons including negative perceptions and suspicion between the 

two groups, a lack of sense of belonging for outsiders and fear of risky or unnecessary identity 

exposure through social participation and engagement. Similarly, foreigners, particularly those 

without a legal status, have limited interactions with institutions of authority and service, and this 

has negative implications with regard to accessing essential services such as protection by law 

enforcement, health care, banking and education. 

3. Lack of trust in local authority and community leadership: There is a general lack of community 

trust in local authority and community leadership structures. The police, Community Policing Forum 

(CPF) and street committees are particularly distrusted because they are perceived as incompetent 

and/or corrupt. As the following point shows, this lack of trust is a significant obstacle to social 

cohesion. 

4. Lack of peaceful conflict resolution mechanisms: In the eyes of the public, distrusted local authority 

and community leadership cannot possibly offer trusted and fair conflict resolution mechanisms. It 

is for this reason that residents often use mob justice and violent public protests to resolve 

personal and communal conflicts and disagreements. Mob justice or vigilantism is clear evidence of 

the lack of rule of law which puts everyone at risk. Perhaps even more worrying is the fact that 

some community leaders, who are supposed to be active custodians of the rule of law, are also 
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involved. The link between mob justice (as a perceived effective means of resolving conflict, 

particularly dealing with crime) and violence against outsiders is not necessarily difficult to make 

given that outsiders are generally associated with criminality and considered a serious threat to 

locals’ lives and livelihoods as indicated above. 

5. Violence against outsiders: Violent attacks on foreign nationals have become a regular occurrence 

in the area and are likely to continue because there are no preventive measures or interventions in 

place. The main drivers of the violence include i) perceptions that link locals’ sense of socio-

economic deprivation (real or perceived) with the presence of outsiders; ii) local politics that uses 

violence and the eviction of outsiders a tool to consolidate or claim power and legitimacy needed 

to further political and economic interests; and iii) lack of trusted conflict resolutions mechanisms 

as discussed above. 

6. Interventions and responses to violence: There is usually no response to threats of violence despite 

the fact that violence is usually organised and planned in open public meetings. The police respond 

to the outbreak of the violence, disperse perpetrators and facilitate evacuation of the victims to 

places of safety instead of protecting them and their property. Displaced outsiders tend to come 

back immediately after the violence has subsided and rebuild their lives and livelihoods. They 

return on their own without any institutional assistance because they have no choice. The 

returnees and most other foreign residents live in fear because they believe violence can erupt 

again anytime. The impact of social cohesion community dialogues and conversations regularly 

organised by the civil society since the 2008 violence remains to be seen as negative perceptions 

prevail and violence against outsiders continues. 

7. Impunity: Perpetrators and instigators of the violence against outsiders are rarely arrested and held 

accountable and this sense of impunity means that they can and indeed do strike again whenever it 

suits their purpose. The fact that our research team (that spent only five days in the area) was able 

to speak to a number of self-confessed perpetrators means that, with a dedicated and professional 

investigation, law enforcement should easily be able to identify those that have to be held 

accountable. 

8. Bleak future for local-outsider interactions: While some expressed optimism due to increasing social 

relations (e.g. intermarriages) and utilitarian exchanges, most residents predict that relations will 

not improve anytime soon particularly with the new generation (local children) learning from the 

old and adopting negative attitudes and discriminatory behaviour. 

These threats to -and symptoms of lack of- social cohesion need to be taken into consideration if 

interventions to promote social cohesions are to be successful.  
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APPENDIX I: SOCIAL COHESION COMMUNITY PROFILE: INTERVIEW GUIDES 

 

I. For South African Citizens in Areas Affected by the Violence 

Nature of communities 

• Population composition (majority and minority groups), main language groups, main ethnic groups. 

• Migration history: where did residents come from? When did they come? Who comes and goes? 

• Community organisation and leadership: existing local government and political institutions; community 
leadership groups, community fora, youth organisations, male/female organisations, religious groups, 
political parties. 

• Nature of relationship between residents and institutions of authority and leadership: feelings of trust, 
legitimacy, power relations (including with SAPS, CPFs, counsellors, street committees, civic organizations, 
traditional leaders). 

o Probe with “Why?” 

• Nature of relationship between interviewee and institutions of authority and leadership: feelings of trust, 
legitimacy, power relations (including with SAPS, CPFs, counsellors, street committees, civic organizations, 
traditional leaders). 

o Probe with “Why?” 

• Main livelihood activities; current socio-economic conditions. 

• Main problems faced in the area: What does the interviewee consider to be the main challenges in the area? 
(Probes: service delivery, poverty, unemployment, conflict, different tensions, crime, violence) 

• Social life: Who does the respondent spend time with? What does he/she do for recreation? Where? Who 
else is there? 

• Collective efficacy/Social interactions: What are the interviewee’s social networks? When does the 
community come together? Around what? Do they work together towards common goals? 

General history of violence and exclusion 

• Conflict, existing tensions, crime, violence and their history (how did they start and what is their current 
nature and intensity?)  

• Organised violence (such as taxi violence, service provision protests): How are they organised and mediated?  

• Existing conflict resolution mechanisms: Mechanisms people use to resolve conflict in the community – how 
effective are they?  

o Prompts: official conflict resolution mechanisms? Unofficial?  

• Conflict resolution: Is violence used against other community members? Is violence an accepted way of 
solving problems within the community? 

• Levels of integration within the community, both prior to and after violence against outsiders: Are there 
specific tensions between social groups? Who is an outsider? Are there organisations where different ethnic 
groups interact? Do locals get along with foreigners/other outsiders before and after violence?  

• Non-violent exclusion of those considered ‘outsiders’: jobs, accommodation, opportunities.  

Profile of outsiders 

• Numbers and demographics of outsiders: which nationalities, language groups, length of time in community.  

• Has the composition of the community significantly changed over the past 5 years? 

• Livelihood activities of outsiders. 

• Perceptions of levels of success of outsider communities.  
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• Levels of outsider integration: Use of services such as schools, health facilities, working and living together 
with South Africans, marriage? 

o For example, are people around here are willing to help their neighbours? Is this a close-knit 
neighbourhood?  

• What are the perceptions about outsiders in communities? What is the source of these perceptions?  

Understanding of underlying causes 

• Why do you think anti-outsider violence occurs in this community? 

• Political conditions: has there been a change of political leadership? Are elections heavily contested? 
Describe the basic debates in the area. How far do they go back?  

• What are the social and economic challenges currently faced? How are these linked to the anti-outsider 
violence? 

Profile of violent incidents 

(Ask about particular incidents and try to record different episodes). 

• What exactly happened during the violence?  

• Understanding of triggers for -or immediate causes- of violence: was there an event that immediately 
preceded the violence? 

• Level of coordination and organisation of attacks: Who instigated, who carried out, who collaborated; who 
drove the violence once triggered?  

• What role did community leaders and local authorities play? 

• Who was targeted during the violence (foreign nationals; which nationalities; women & men; South African 
nationals)? Why were they targeted? What exactly were they accused of? 

• Meanings of the attacks: what was the intention/motivation of the perpetrators? 

• What happened to the victims of the attacks – where did they go – what happened to their homes & shops? 

• Why did violence occur in this particular area and not in others? Establish any distinctive characteristics of the 
area/community. 

Institutional responses to violence or lack thereof 

• What, if any, responses were there to threats of violence prior to actual outbreak?  

• Who responded to the outbreak of violence: what events took place during the response and by whom were 
they organised? 

• Who were the peacemakers – what did they do; were they listened to?  

• Have you seen any effort by the government or other relevant institutions/organisations to reintegrate the 
displaced? 

Consequences of the violence and perspectives on futures interactions and living together 

• Views on social and economic impact of the xenophobic violence 

• Views on future interactions with ousted outsiders (return, reintegration, etc.) and other outsiders in general 
: 

o Did displaced people return to the community? 

o How do you feel about that? 

o Why? 

 

II. For Outsiders in Violence Affected Areas 



 
Diepsloot Social Cohesion Profile | 34 

• Levels of integration within the community both prior to and after violence against outsiders: How were/are 
they getting along with local residents?  

• Social life: Who does the respondent spend time with? What does he/she do for recreation? Where? Who 
else is there? What are the interviewee’s social networks? 

• Main livelihood activities? 

• History of experiences of violence and exclusion, personal or community level; gender aspect, exclusion from 
services? 

• Experiences of recent violence: what happened; who was targeted, who are the perpetrators, and how 
affected? Interventions and assistance received 

• Current concerns at present time: What pressing issues does the interviewee face at the moment?  

• Feelings of safety: How safe do you feel in the community? At different times of day?  

• Opinions about triggers and underlying causes of anti-outsider violence 

• Views on main issues raised by the residents of the places from where they were displaced:  

o What is your view about what locals say about foreigners and other outsider groups? 

o How would you describe the situation? 

• Reintegration: Thoughts on future social interactions with other community members? 

o Are people around here willing to help their neighbours? Is this a close-knit neighbourhood?  

• Levels of integration: Use of services such as schools, health facilities, working and living together with South 
Africans, marriage? 
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